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The present document provides a summary of the progress made by the Economic Commission for Europe 
(ECE) and the United Nations Member States in implementing the ECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) during the implementation phase 2017–2019 (also referred to as the “implementation 
phase IV”). The present synthesis report is based on the analysis of 34 national implementation reports sub-
mitted by Member States for that phase. The national implementation reports, reveal that many countries have 
policies in place to support ESD but the challenge remains of coordinating those policies and increasing the 
number of countries with national implementation plans for ESD, as observed during the previous implemen-
tation phases. Many countries have expanded policies to the non-formal and informal sectors, encouraged 
synergies and involved various stakeholders in ESD. However, the ‘whole-institution approach’ needs to be 
re-examined and further implemented in the context of some countries, mainly in relation to incentives and 
policies. In almost all countries, educators reported having received training on ESD competences during 
pre- and in-service training. Tools and materials for ESD are widely produced through national strategies and 
investment of public money, but more needs to be done in terms of dissemination and accessibility of materials 
and the establishment of quality control criteria. Many Governments recognize the need to connect research 
to ESD policy and practice. Concerning the promotion of research and development, the weakest element is 
the evaluation of the Strategy’s outcomes. Only a limited number of countries place particular emphasis on 
recognizing indigenous components across the curriculum. Among reported challenges in carrying out national 
implementation plans on ESD, countries mainly refer to financial and time constraints, the need to disseminate 
good practices and experience and the establishment of synergies.
The findings of this report have been taken into consideration for developing the framework for the implemen-
tation of the UNECE Strategy for ESD from 2021 to 2030. This framework is based on four key main strands: 
a) quality education and ESD, b) whole institution approach and ESD, c) digital education and ESD, and d) 
entrepreneurship, employment, innovation and ESD and it incorporates youth as a cross- sectoral issue. The 
framework will operate as the new road map for supporting and strengthening Member States to integrate ESD 
in their national context and for enhancing collaboration among countries and other regional and international 
processes and mechanisms on ESD.
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Foreword
Education for Sustainable Development is an important area of work of the United Nations Econom-
ic Commission for Europe (UNECE). The decision to establish the UNECE Steering Committee 
on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) was made in 2005 in Vilnius, Lithuania, by the 
High-Level Meeting of Ministers of Environment and Education of the region. Over the last fifteen 
years the Committee has become an important mechanism for developing regional policies as well 
as for supporting countries in promoting ESD at the national and regional levels.
The UNECE Strategy for ESD is perhaps the most comprehensive framework to guide countries in formulating their na-
tional ESD policies. It addresses ESD in a holistic and integrated way, covering all aspects of ESD at the level of formal, 
non-formal and informal education from early childhood throughout life; it is also the only strategy that provides countries 
with the tools to assess the degree of implementation of ESD in their national context, based on quantitative and qualita-
tive indicators. The preparation of national progress reports on the implementation of the ESD Strategy by countries is a 
very useful tool for assessing the progress, both as a whole and in its individual aspects. It is also a means of identifying 
gaps, weaknesses and challenges observed in ESD, in order to assist all stakeholders involved in taking necessary mea-
sures for its more effective implementation.
This publication presents the fourth evaluation of the implementation of the UNECE Strategy for ESD. It covers the period 
2015-2018 and is the product of the thorough analysis of 34 National Reports submitted by UNECE member States 
during this period. The evaluation gives a comprehensive and coherent picture of the implementation of ESD in the region. 
Additionally, it serves as a guide for the exchange of good practices, informing about innovative programs, initiatives, 
research, materials and tools implemented. On the basis of the analyzed national reports, the challenges, obstacles, and 
future of ESD in UNECE Member States are discussed and examined. The publication can be used as a reference book 
from which all stakeholders working in the field of ESD can draw sources and information, data, examples and programs 
related to ESD in the UNECE region.
The publication is the result of the cooperation of all countries that submitted their national reports. I would like to express 
special thanks to the Republic of Cyprus for their leadership and the generous financial (?) contribution that made this 
publication possible.
The evaluation forms the basis of a new framework for the further implementation of the UNECE Strategy for ESD from 
2021-2030, with a new cycle of actions for the UNECE Steering Committee on ESD. This new cycle is about achieving the 
Sustainable Development Goals, promoting quality education, creating schools as learning communities for sustainability, 
green transition, digital education, youth empowerment, innovation and entrepreneurship.
In the context of the multiple crises and uncertainty our planet is facing today, ESD can help to find answers how to trans-
form our planet for the better. The UNECE Strategy for ESD, along with other policies and mechanisms at the regional and 
international level, can be an important vehicle for shaping a healthier, more inclusive and sustainable world.

Olga Algayerova
United Nations Under-Secretary-General 
Executive Secretary of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe
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Executive Summary
The present document provides a summary of the progress made by the Economic Commission for Europe (ECE) 
and the United Nations Member States in implementing the ECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable Devel-
opment (ESD) during the implementation phase 2017–2019 (also referred to as the “implementation phase IV”). 
The present synthesis report is based on the analysis of 34 national implementation reports submitted by Member 
States for that phase. The national implementation reports, reveal that many countries have policies in place to 
support ESD but the challenge remains of coordinating those policies and increasing the number of countries with 
national implementation plans for ESD, as observed during the previous implementation phases. Many countries 
have expanded policies to the non-formal and informal sectors, encouraged synergies and involved various stake-
holders in ESD. However, the ‘whole-institution approach’ needs to be re-examined and further implemented in the 
context of some countries, mainly in relation to incentives and policies. In almost all countries, educators reported 
having received training on ESD competences during pre- and in-service training. Tools and materials for ESD are 
widely produced through national strategies and investment of public money, but more needs to be done in terms 
of dissemination and accessibility of materials and the establishment of quality control criteria. Many Governments 
recognize the need to connect research to ESD policy and practice. Concerning the promotion of research and 
development, the weakest element is the evaluation of the Strategy’s outcomes. Only a limited number of countries 
place particular emphasis on recognizing indigenous components across the curriculum. Among reported challeng-
es in carrying out national implementation plans on ESD, countries mainly refer to financial and time constraints, 
the need to disseminate good practices and experience and the establishment of synergies.
The findings of this report have been taken into consideration for developing the framework for the implementation 
of the UNECE Strategy for ESD from 2021 to 2030. This framework is based on four key main strands: a) quality 
education and ESD, b) whole institution approach and ESD, c) digital education and ESD, and d) entrepreneurship, 
employment, innovation and ESD and it incorporates youth as a cross- sectoral issue. The framework will operate as 
the new road map for supporting and strengthening Member States to integrate ESD in their national context and for 
enhancing collaboration among countries and other regional and international processes and mechanisms on ESD. 
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1. Introduction
As envisioned by the UNECE, the future of the ECE region embraces common values such as solidarity, equality 
and mutual respect between people, countries and generations. Sustainable development, including economic 
vitality, justice, social cohesion, environmental protection and the sustainable management of natural resources, is 
at the core of the ECE region’s identity. The vision of the UNECE Strategy for ESD considers education as a prereq-
uisite for achieving sustainable development and “an essential tool for good governance, informed decision-making 
and the promotion of democracy” (UNECE, 2005, p.1). The ESD Strategy was conceived as a contribution to the 
United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005-2014) and was intended to serve as the 
foundation for regional DESD implementation. 

The aim of the Strategy
The main aim of the UNECE Strategy for ESD is to encourage countries to integrate ESD into all forms 
of their education systems and covers all levels, from primary to tertiary, including vocational and adult 
learning. ESD means including key sustainable development issues into teaching and learning, […]. It 
also requires participatory teaching and learning methods that motivate and empower learners to change 
their behavior and take action for sustainable development. ESD consequently promotes competences 
like critical thinking, imagining future scenarios and making decisions in a collaborative way.  (UNECE 
ESD Strategy, 2005, para. 6, CEP/AC.13/2005/3/Rev.1)

The UNECE Strategy for ESD integrates and supports many other global UN initiatives, including the Dakar com-
mitments of Education for All made in 2000, the education targets of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
the UN Secretary General's Global Education First Initiative, the Tbilisi +35 Intergovernmental Conference on Envi-
ronmental Education, and the global Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted at the 2015 UN Sustainable 
Development Summit.

1.1 Objectives of the Strategy

The objectives of this Strategy, which will contribute to the achievement of its main aim, are to:
(a) ensure that policy and regulatory and operational frameworks support ESD;
(b) promote sustainable development through formal, non-formal and informal learning;
(c) equip educators with the competence to include sustainable development in their teaching;
(d) ensure that adequate tools and materials for ESD are accessible;
(e) promote research on and development of ESD; and
(f) strengthen cooperation on ESD at all levels within the UNECE region. (CEP/AC.13/2005/3/Rev.1, para. 7)
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The present report provides a review of the progress of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe 
(ECE) Member States, in implementing the ECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development (“Strategy 
for ESD” or “Strategy”) during the fourth implementation phase (2015–2018), with reference to the summary of 
progress made and notable achievements of ECE Member States during the first three phases of implementation 
and reporting, set within the initial 10-year time frame (2005–2015).

1.2 Background
During the UN Decade for Education for Sustainable Development, ESD implementation has gradually become 
more prevalent, for example in early childhood education (Sommerville & Williams, 2015) and in schools where it 
evolved from a focus on conducting single projects to a more systematic approach (Jucker & Mathar, 2015). ESD in 
primary and secondary schools is widely recognized and increasingly integrated through whole institutions, involv-
ing, not only educational content and learning processes, but also “curriculum, campus operation, organizational 
culture, leadership and management, community relations and research and development” (Wals, 2012, p. 66). In 
higher education, ESD has a long tradition (Singer-Brodowski, Brock, Etzkorn & Botte, 2018) and the focus of ESD 
at the higher education levels has shifted towards fostering institutional change, as “sustainability requires perme-
ability between disciplines, the university and wider community and between cultures, along with the competence 
to integrate, connect, confront and, as much as possible, reconcile multiple ways of looking at the world” (Wals & 
Blewitt, 2010) , p. 70).
Since the adoption of the Strategy for ESD (CEP/AC.13/2005/3/Rev.1) in 2005 by the First High-level Meeting of 
Environment and Education Ministries (Vilnius, 17 and 18 March 2005), the ECE Member States have worked to-
gether to promote ESD across the ECE region and to undertake a regular assessment of the Strategy’s implemen-
tation at the national level that is overseen by the intergovernmental Steering Committee on ESD, a body charged 
with monitoring progress in the Strategy’s implementation.
The framework for assessment is based on the unified reporting format and a set of indicators developed by the 
Expert Group on Indicators for ESD, established at the Vilnius High-level Meeting of Environment and Education 
Ministries (CEP/AC.13/2005/2, para. 23). The first three national implementation reporting cycles were completed 
in 2007, 2010 and 2014, within the initially agreed 10-year span of implementation and in accordance with the work 
plans of implementation for each of the corresponding phases, which set out the timelines for the reporting exer-
cises. The national implementation reporting, examines the progress achieved and identifies the main successes 
and challenges of the Strategy’s implementation at the national level in terms of implementing all objectives of the 
Strategy and its priority action areas. The first three phases of the reporting were as follows: 
a)  Phase I (2005–2007) Stocktaking: Member States were invited to identify existing initiatives, implement initial 

measures and consider priorities for next steps. Outcomes were reviewed in the 2007 evaluation report (ECE/
BELGRADE.CONF/2007/INF/3–ECE/CEP/AC.13/2007/2); 

b)  Phase II (2008–2010) Integration: Member States were encouraged to begin integration of sustainable devel-
opment into learning, to implement national strategies and to review progress. Findings of the second reporting 
cycle, presented in a second evaluation report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2012/3), were released in 2011; 
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c)  Phase III (2011–2015) Implementation: Member States advanced their progress towards full implementation, 
following a work plan with three priority action areas: to ensure that there is an ESD school plan in every school 
by 2015; to promote the introduction of ESD into teacher education; to reorient technical and vocational educa-
tion and training (TVET) in support of sustainable development and the transition to a green economy (UNECE 
Steering Committee on ESD, 2013). 

In addition to Member States, a wide range of stakeholders contributed to the achievement of the objectives of the 
Strategy for ESD, including non-governmental organizations, academic institutions, networks such as United Na-
tions Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Associated Schools Project Network (ASPnet), 
multi-stakeholder groups such as the Regional Centres for Expertise in ESD, and other UN agencies such as the 
United Nations University. Oversight of the implementation of the Strategy was undertaken by the ECE intergov-
ernmental Steering Committee on ESD. In addition to establishing the committee, ECE Member States agreed 
in 2005 that the Strategy should be accompanied by an indicator system to support reporting by Member States. 
Development of the indicators was undertaken by a 10-member Expert Group on Indicators for ESD. The resulting 
guidance document, Learning from each other: the UNECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development 
(UNECE, 2009c), has provided the context, rationale and interpretation notes to assist governments and other 
stakeholders through the reporting process.
The progress in implementing the Strategy during the period 2005–2015 was acknowledged by the Third High-level 
Meeting of Education and Environment Ministries, held on 8 June 2016 within the framework of the Eighth Envi-
ronment for Europe Ministerial Conference (Batumi, Georgia, 8–10 June 2016), where the ministers and heads of 
delegation supported the continuation of the Strategy’s implementation at the regional level beyond its first decade, 
its alignment with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the Sustainable Development Goals and the 
first 5-year phase of the Global Action Programme on Education for Sustainable Development led by UNESCO. 
Participants at the High-Level Meeting in Batumi, Georgia, extended the mandate of the ECE Steering Committee 
on ESD until 2030, and requested it to prepare, with the support of the secretariat, a work plan and budget for the 
Strategy’s implementation for the period 2016–2019. The current report refers to the 4th phase of the UNECE ESD 
Strategy implementation and refers to the period 2015-2018 and will be presented at the 9th Environment for Eu-
rope Ministerial Conference (EfE-9) in Nicosia, Cyprus, 5 to 7 October 2022.
The original deadline for the submission of national implementation reports of 1 November 2018 was extended to 
mid-June 2019 following requests for more time from several Member States. Preliminary results of the report were 
presented at the fourteenth meeting of the Steering Committee in 2019 and during its online consultation held on 
7 May 2020. The pre-final results were presented at the fifteenth meeting of the Steering Committee (Geneva, 19 
and 20 October 2020).
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2. Methodology
The present report reviews the data collected through national implementation reports (NIRs) submitted by Member 
States at the end of the fourth implementation phase. It also reflects on progress as compared to the third evalua-
tion report of 2015. 

2.1 Data sources
The framework for assessment used in this evaluation report is the same, as that used for the phase I, phase II 
and phase III reports (respectively, ECE/BELGRADE.CONF/2007/INF/3–ECE/CEP/AC.13/2007/2 and Add.1 and 
Corr.1, ECE/CEP/AC.13/2012/3 and  ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3) and follows the Criteria to assess successful imple-
mentation of the UNECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development, set out by the ECE Expert Group on 
Indicators, as well as the Guidance for Reporting on the Implementation of the UNECE Strategy for Education for 
Sustainable Development (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2009/5). The development of the format for reporting on implementa-
tion of the Strategy during the implementation phase IV (2015–2018) was based on the procedure for the review 
of implementation contained in the draft work plan for 2017–2019 (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2018/3). The reporting format 
also takes into account the two previous reporting exercises in 2010 and 2014, the related reporting templates 
(ECE/CEP/AC.13/2009/10, annex, and ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5, annex, respectively) and the feedback from coun-
tries following those exercises on the workability and feasibility of the indicators and the requested information for 
reporting. In 2014 and in 2018, the format for reporting on the implementation of the ECE Strategy for ESD (ECE/
CEP/AC.13/2018/4) was updated by the secretariat, in consultation with the Bureau and Expert Group on Indica-
tors, to reflect the requirements of phase III (2011–2015) and the priorities of the 2015–2018 implementation phase, 
outlined in the framework for the future implementation of the Strategy (ECE/BATUMI.CONF/2016/11). Table 1 
below presents an overview of the format of the NIR reporting: 

Table 1 List of issues, indicators and sub-indicators in report format (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2018/4)

Framework of reporting

Issues Indicators Sub-indicators

1
Ensure that policy, 

regulatory and 
operational frameworks 
support the promotion 

of ESD

1.1 
Pre-requisite measures

1.1.1 Strategy available in national language
1.1.2 National focal point
1.1.3 Coordinating body
1.1.4 National implementation plan
1.1.5 Synergies
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1.2 
Policy, regulatory and 
operational frameworks 
support the promotion of 
ESD

1.2.1 National policy documents
1.2.2 A. Curricula
          B. national education legislation/regulatory document(s)
1.2.3 Reference to non-formal and informal education
1.2.4 Reference to raising public awareness
1.2.5 Interdepartmental cooperation
1.2.6 Multi-stakeholder cooperation
1.2.7 Public budget/ economic incentives

1.3 
National policies support 
synergies between 
processes

1.3.1 ESD is part of SD policie

2
Promote SD through 

formal, non-formal and 
informal learning

2.1
SD key themes in formal 
education

1.3.2 SD key themes explicitly addressed in curriculum
1.3.3 Learning outcomes (skills, attitudes, values) 

incorporated in curricula
1.3.4 Teaching and learning methods incorporated in curricula

2.2
Strategies to implement ESD 
are clearly identified

2.2.1 ESD is addressed through: 
(a) existing subjects only? 
(b) a cross-curriculum approach? 
(c) the provision of specific subject programs and courses?
(d) a stand-alone project?
(e) other approaches?

2.3
Whole Institution Approach

1.3.5 Adopted by institutions
1.3.6 Incentives
1.3.7 SD/ ESD indicators developed by institutions

2.4
Quality assessment/ 
enhancement systems

1.3.8 a) quality assessment systems are in place
           b) Do they address ESD? 
           c) Do they address ESD in national systems?

2.5
ESD methods/ instruments 
for non-formal/ informal 
learning to assess changes 
in knowledge, attitude and 
practice

1.3.9 SD issues addressed in informal and public 
awareness-raising activities

1.3.10 Support for work- based learning
1.3.11 Instruments (e.g., research, surveys, etc.) to 

assess the outcomes of ESD as a result of non-formal/ 
informal learning

2.6
ESD implementation as a 
multi-stakeholder process

1.3.12 ESD implementation is a multi-stakeholder process
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3
Equip educators with 
the competence to 
include SD in their 

teaching

3.1 
ESD is included in the 
training of educators 

3.1.1 Initial training
3.1.2 In- service training
3.1.3 Training of leaders and administrators

3.2 Opportunities for 
educators to cooperate on 
ESD

3.2.1 Networks/platforms of educators and/or leaders/
administrators involved in ESD
3.2.2 networks/platforms are supported by the government

4
Ensure that adequate 
tools and materials for 
ESD are accessible

4.1 
Production

4.1.1 national strategy/mechanism for encouragement of the 
development and production of materials
4.1.2 Public authority money invested

4.2 
Quality control mechanisms

4.2.1 Quality criteria and/or quality guidelines
4.2.2 Availability of tools/ materials

4.3 
Accessibility

4.3.1 National strategy/mechanism for dissemination of tools/ 
materials
4.3.2 Public authority money invested for dissemination
4.3.3 Availability through the internet
4.3.4 Databases

5
Research and 

development on ESD

5.1. 
Research on ESD is 
promoted

5.1.1 On content and methods of ESD
5.1.2 On the outcomes of the Strategy
5.1.3 Post-graduate programs
5.1.4 Scholarships supported by public authorities

5.2 
Development of ESD is 
promoted

5.2.1 Support for innovation and capacity-building in ESD 
practice

5.3 
Dissemination of research 
results

5.3.1 Public authority support for mechanisms to share the 
results of research and examples of good practices
5.3.2 Scientific publications

6
Strengthen cooperation 

on ESD at all levels 
within the ECE region

6.1 International cooperation 6.1.1 public authorities cooperate in/support international 
networks on ESD
6.1.2 Participation of educational institutions/ organizations in 
international networks on ESD
6.1.3 State, bilateral and/or multilateral cooperation 
mechanisms/agreements
6.1.4 Government takes steps to promote ESD in international 
forums outside the ECE region
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7
Foster conservation, use and promotion of knowledge of indigenous peoples, as well as local and  

traditional knowledge, in ESD

8
Challenges/ obstacles in Strategy implementation

9
Future implementation of ESD

(Source: ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5. Phase III: Format for reporting on the implementation of the UNEC

As complementary sources for the preparation of the fourth evaluation report, the following documents were used 
in addition to the national implementation reports:

(a) The UNECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development (CEP/AC.13/2005/3/Rev.1);
(b) The format for reporting (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2018/4);
(c)  The guidance for reporting on the implementation of the UNECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable 

Development (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2009/5);
(d)  The first progress report on the implementation of the Strategy (2005–2007), “Learning from each oth-

er: Achievements, challenges and the way forward” (ECE/BELGRADE.CONF/2007/INF/3–ECE/CEP/
AC.13/2007/2 and Add.1 and Corr.1);

(e)  The second evaluation report on the implementation of the Strategy (2008–2010), “Learning from each 
other: Achievements, challenges and ways forward” (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2012/3);

(f)  The third evaluation report on the implementation of the Strategy (2011–2015), “Learning from each other: 
Achievements, challenges and ways forward” (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3);

(g)  The publication Ten Years of the UNECE Strategy for Education for Development: Evaluation Report 
on the Implementation of the UNECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development from 2005 to 
2015 (ECE/CEP/179).

2.2 Participation in Reporting Phase IV and Reporting Across the 13 Years of the Strategy 
for ESD
Out of the 56 ECE Member States, 34 submitted a national implementation report to the ECE secretariat for the 
fourth reporting period. To gain insight into issues specific to ECE sub-regions, the data were also analysed by 
groupings of countries. This level of comparative analysis was used very cautiously because of disparity in group 
sizes, with eight countries reporting in the Eastern Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia (EECCA) group (Ar-
menia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, Russian Federation, Tajikistan and Ukraine), four countries in 
the South-Eastern Europe (SEA) group (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Serbia and Turkey), one country 
in the Western Asia (WA) group (Israel), and 21 countries in the European Union, other Western European (EU-
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West) countries and North America group (Andorra, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Estonia, Finland, 
Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Malta, Netherlands, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia and 
Switzerland). Chart 1 below presents the geographic distributions of the ECE countries that participated in the 
present reporting cycle (IV), through the submission of NIRs.

Chart 1. Phase IV reporting countries

Although participation of Member States has decreased slightly since the previous reporting rounds, with 35 Member 
States submitting reports in 2007, 36 in 2010 and 38 in 2015, it is important to note that five countries that had not 
participated in the third reporting cycle, successfully participated in the fourth evaluation cycle. Specifically, these Mem-
ber States were Azerbaijan, Tajikistan and the Russian Federation (Eastern Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia 
group), Italy (European Union, other Western European countries and North America group) and Israel (Western Asia 
group). Twenty-one out of the thirty-four countries that submitted a National Implementation Report (NIR) during the 
current, IV, reporting cycle had also submitted NIRs to the secretariat during Phases I (2007), II (2010) and III (2015). 
These countries were Armenia, Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Estonia, Georgia, Germany, Greece, Hungary, 
Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Malta, Netherlands, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Switzerland, Turkey and Ukraine. The 
aforementioned countries, therefore, have provided to the secretariat NIRs for all reporting periods of the implementa-
tion of the Strategy. Tajikistan provided, for the first time, its NIR on Strategy implementation during the current Phase 
IV of the reporting. Six countries that participated in reporting Phase III (Canada, Denmark, Luxemburg, Moldova, 
Norway and Sweden) did not submit a NIR for reporting Phase IV. Thirteen (13) ECE Member States did not submit 
NIRs during Phases III and IV of the Strategy implementation reporting (Albania, France, Kazakhstan, Liechtenstein, 
Lithuania, North Macedonia, Portugal, San Marino, Spain, Turkmenistan, UK, USA and Uzbekistan). ECE Member 
States’ participation in reporting cycles concerning ESD is presented in Annex I.
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2.3 Limitations to the evaluation report
Information provided and responses to NIR items: The NIR template's complexity and scope resulted in re-
porting variations: not all Member States responded to every item, and not all submitted the same level of detail. 
Some Member States provided extensive data on a few indicators but not on others. In a number of cases, not 
enough qualitative data or comments were provided to clarify or improve the quantitative data. A few Member 
States responded to the report's quantitative items but did not provide significant qualitative data or responses to 
the open-ended items. Some reports were profoundly descriptive, while others provided detailed information and 
explanations on each item in the report.
Participation: Thirty-four out of fifty-six ECE Member States provided NIRs for the current reporting cycle. Out of 
these countries, eight are from the EECCA region, twenty-one from the EU-West, four are from the SEA and one 
from the WA region. The different number of reporting countries from each region, as well as the disparity in the 
sizes of these countries make comparisons challenging. Comparing countries regarding the parameters of the NIR 
was therefore done with caution in terms of both quantitative analysis as well as regarding interpretations of the 
results. Another challenge in generalizing the results of the present report is the fact that twenty-two countries of 
the ECE region did not provide NIRs, therefore, results presented in this report provide insights as to the status of 
the Strategy implementation for the reporting countries and not for the whole ECE region. 
Comparisons with findings from the 2007 and 2010 reports were not possible because, due to the format of the 
reporting, quantitative data was not included in these reports, and the Member States provided insufficient data to 
allow for a direct comparison.
Insights: To the fullest extent possible, at least one initiative or perspective from each reporting member state is in-
cluded in this evaluation report. Due to the depth and extent of information provided by most member states, it was 
not possible to present all activities, comments, and recommendations. Selected practices have been highlighted to 
illustrate the main points of the assessment but all Member States should be acknowledged for their contributions 
in advancing ESD over the course of the Strategy's thirteen years. 
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3. Major findings
3.1 Policy, regulatory and operational frameworks to support the promotion of ESD
Member States’ political will to promote ESD is evident through their establishment of policy, regulatory and op-
erational frameworks. Policies referring to ESD are highly interdisciplinary and promote the implementation of the 
Strategy horizontally across governmental stakeholders. There is increased attention placed in correlating policies 
with Agenda 2030 and the SDGs, which provide a framework, guiding the establishment of national policies sup-
porting synergies between processes horizontally across governmental departments, NGOs, the academia, etc.
There is sustained commitment to address ESD both through formal and non-formal education, with several 
pre-requisite measures taken to support these. In the case of non-formal education, specific measures have been 
taken to recognize it officially and to incorporate related competences in accreditation systems for qualifications. 
Policy, regulatory and operational frameworks supporting ESD usually take the form of national curricula, stan-
dards, ordinances and requirements. In most countries they refer to early childhood and school education (primary, 
lower and upper secondary). Little or fragmented information is available for pre-university and university education 
levels. ESD is gaining attention in terms of its establishment through policies at the preschool level, with more 
countries establishing regulatory frameworks for addressing implementation at that level. Regulatory and legislative 
frameworks addressing ESD in secondary education, particularly TVET, seek to connect education and employ-
ability by increasing students’ ESD competences in SD. ESD is addressed in higher education through university 
development plans, mission statements, HEI agreements with their respective ministries of education, resolutions, 
positions, and statements of Rector Conferences, and so on. Clearly, there are higher education institutions that 
recognize their role in developing future sustainable citizens and leaders, but there is a need to reform higher edu-
cation in terms of policies and legislative frameworks to incorporate ESD.

3.2 Promotion of SD through formal, informal and non-formal learning
In ESD, key themes addressed in education primarily concern sustainable development and learning outcomes 
with less emphasis on teaching and learning methods. In most countries, strategies for implementing ESD are 
more clearly identified within existing subjects and as cross-curricular approaches, and are less clearly identified as 
stand-alone projects, subject programs, or courses. This is indicative of a more holistic view of how to best imple-
ment ESD across all levels of education. 
Whole institution approaches (WIA) on ESD are on the increase, however, there is still much work to be done in 
terms of facilitating institutions to adopt this approach by providing more incentives to support them, with processes 
and actions that go beyond ESD school plans. It is currently common for institutions to develop their own SD/ESD 
indicators. Interestingly, in higher education, many institutions have embedded ESD in their own internal strategies, 
and implementation of WIA varies from whole-institution certification, to faculty and/or subject-wide systems. 
Education quality assessment/enhancement systems are widespread, however, it was found that these are often 
generic and do not explicitly address ESD. In terms of dimensions of learning, which countries plan to emphasise 
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in exams in the near future, these mainly refer to skills/competences, less to knowledge, values and attitudes and 
even less to behaviours. 
While Member States appear to emphasize the role of non-formal and informal learning in promoting knowledge, 
attitudes, and practices in ESD, instruments to assess ESD as a result of work in informal and non-formal settings 
are needed.
ESD is regarded as a multi-stakeholder process involving organizations, other than the formal and non-formal 
school systems, such as NGOs, the private sector, the media, faith-based organizations, and so on. There is con-
siderable variation in the level of engagement and contribution of each stakeholder to promoting the implementation 
of the ESD Strategy. 

3.3 Educator competences
ESD is integrated into initial teacher training in more than 80 per cent of reporting countries. Modifications to teach-
er certification requirements in some countries have prompted the mandatory inclusion of ESD in initial teacher 
training. Providers of initial teacher education courses, such as higher education institutions (HEIs), appear to have 
intensified their efforts to align the content of their training with market or teacher employability requirements. In 
terms of in-service teacher training, there seems to be progress in the sense that in a number of countries this is 
offered on a mandatory basis, indicating a focus on developing in-service teachers’ ESD competences at all levels 
of education.
Since some countries have incorporated ESD into the initial and often mandatory — training of newly established 
principals and supervisors, training rates of education leaders and/or administrators of education are on the rise, 
facilitating top-down implementation of the ESD Strategy and creating a school culture that is more acceptive of 
changes promoted by ESD integration. For the first time extensive collaboration networks and platforms among 
educators and/or leaders in education have been reported in general, especially in the South and East European 
regions.

3.4 Tools and materials
Tools and materials for ESD Strategy implementation continue to be developed by various stakeholders across 
Member States, both inside and outside governmental structures (e.g., government authorities charged with the 
production of teaching materials, NGOs, etc.). Funding is primarily provided by the states’ general budgets for the 
production of educational materials, but it also comes from projects and other non-governmental sources. 
Member States emphasized a lack of specific criteria for quality control of ESD teaching tools and materials, and 
the need to produce ESD tools and materials that go beyond knowledge to more specifically address pedagogies, 
multidisciplinary approaches and guidelines on how to use these in non-formal settings. Countries emphasize 
the need to establish central quality assurance mechanisms for tools and materials addressing ESD in particular, 
rather than across all subjects, as well as the need to better train educators on how to select and use this material, 
adapting it to their target groups and the specific contexts of their local communities.
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3.5 Research and development
There is an emergent need to conduct more extensive research on ESD strategy implementation to document its 
outcomes even though there is a large body of research addressing chiefly ESD contents and methods at the national 
level. Most research and funding on ESD, as expected, is provided through university programs, mainly at postgrad-
uate level. The multidisciplinary nature of ESD and the involvement of multiple stakeholders often creates challenges 
for funding which is usually discipline-oriented and provided to stakeholders with very specific academic credentials.
Research as well as the need to link research with ESD policy and practice are generally recognized as vital to 
further develop ESD by many governmental departments. Researchers’ networks are in place and gaining traction 
as a result of national and international support initiatives and programs.

3.6 Cooperation on ESD 
Public authorities have varying levels of expertise regarding international networks. Some countries have extensive 
experience in the field; others are trying to address formation and participation in such networks by establishing 
specific governmental mechanisms, while a few have not established any cooperation mechanisms supporting in-
ternational ESD networks. University collaborations heavily promote international cooperation. UNESCO ASPnet1, 
GENE2, ENSI3, GLOBE4, and SEMEP5 are among the international cooperation initiatives mentioned in NIRs. 
Countries generally refer to NGOs and university networks, as the organizations most extensively involved in formal 
and informal international ESD networks. In terms of steps taken to promote ESD in international forums beyond 
the ECE region, the Education 2030 Agenda is a significant initiative. 

3.7 Conservation, use and promotion of knowledge of indigenous peoples, as well as local 
and traditional knowledge, in ESD
Integrating traditional knowledge and more specifically that of indigenous people is identified as a significant com-
ponent of the ESD Strategy, both in terms of gaining insights from indigenous perspectives to inform learners’ and 
future citizens’ sustainable lifestyles, as well as integrating indigenous populations in ESD programs as a means of 
protecting and sensitively employing their heritage to promote SD. Several examples of actions taken to promote 
the conservation, use and promotion of such knowledge have been reported across Member States.

1UNESCO Associated Schools Network
2Global Education Network Europe
3Environment and School Initiatives
4Global Learning and Observation to Benefit the Environment program
5South Eastern Mediterranean Environmental Program
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3.8 Progress towards meeting the Strategy’s objectives
As per the NIR template (Appendix IV), countries were required to specify the status of efforts to implement the 
Strategy’s sub-indicators based on their answers to the report. Thus, they were required to self-assess the status 
of the implementation of the respective indicators in their national context. For the purposes of the present report, 
to measure progress towards meeting the Strategy’s objectives, mean scores (M) were calculated on each of the 
indicators for which Member States’ self-evaluation was provided. It is noted that only 26 out of the 34 Member 
States, which submitted NIRs, provided these self-evaluations. Countries were required to demonstrate quantita-
tively the stage at which they consider their country to be, concerning the implementation of each sub- indicator 
(0=not started, 1=in progress, 2=developing, 3=completed).  
Chart 2 presents mean scores for each sub-indicator. Evidently, policy, regulatory and operational frameworks high-
ly support the promotion of ESD (M=2.08). The sub-indicators which were most extensively addressed by Member 
States are: that SD key themes are addressed in formal education (M=1.96), that pre-requisite measures to support 
the promotion of ESD are in place (M=1.92), that there are national policies to support synergies between process-
es related to SD/ESD (M=1.85) and that ESD implementation is a multi-stakeholder process (M=1.85). For all the 
above sub-indicators, Member States’ self-evaluations claim that they are either at the developing stage or have 
been completed for most of the countries. Parameters of the ESD Strategy implementation that for most coun-
tries have either not started or are in progress are: quality assessment/enhancement systems (M=1.31), the clear 
identification of strategies to implement ESD at the national level (M=1.35), the dissemination of research results 
(M=1.42), development of ESD (M=1.46) and methods/instruments for non-formal and informal learning to assess 
changes in ESD (M=1.46). For all the aforementioned sub-indicators, mean scores are <1.5 out of 3.0.
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Chart 2. Member States’ self-assessment of progress: Mean scores on ESD indicators

Charts 3 to 8 present regional comparisons for each of the sub-indicators. Interpretations of these comparisons 
should be viewed with caution as countries exhibit a great variation of sizes and education systems, in addition, the 
number of reporting countries per ECE region is different. 
As presented in Chart 3, countries in the SEE region seem to have taken extensive pre-requisite measures to 
support the promotion of ESD (e.g., appointment of national focal points, availability of the Strategy in the national 
languages etc.), but seem to lack policy, regulatory and operational frameworks and national policies facilitating 
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synergies between processes to support the implementation of ESD. EU/WEST countries tend to have a more 
equal balance across pre-requisite measures, policy, operational and legislative frameworks and processes sup-
porting synergies on ESD at the national level. Nevertheless, mean scores for the EU/WEST region show that 
there is room for improvement for all three sub-indicators referring to policy, regulatory and operational frameworks 
in support of ESD. Countries in the EECCA region seem to place more emphasis on policy frameworks on ESD, 
assuring a sustained commitment to implement the Strategy in their national contexts. However, there seems to be 
a need to strengthen pre-requisite measures in the region, which would facilitate Strategy implementation. In terms 
of the WA region, from which data was obtained only from Israel, there seems to be an emphasis on establishing 
national policies to support synergies between processes on ESD within the state as opposed to creating legislative 
frameworks to support the ESD Strategy implementation. 

Chart 3. Pre-requisite measures for Strategy implementation: Mean scores per region

In terms of promoting ESD through formal, informal and non-formal learning, mean scores are presented in Chart 4. Spe-
cifically, the country reporting from the WA region (Israel) is at the completing stage of all relevant sub-indicators (M>2.0) 
except for methods and instruments provided to assess changes in knowledge, attitudes and skills addressed in ESD as 
well as clearly identifying strategies to implement ESD at the national level. In the EECCA region, the lowest mean scores 
occur overall for each of the sub indicators examined, indicating that their implementation in terms of promoting ESD in 
formal, non-formal and informal contexts is in progress or developing. This refers particularly to ESD implementation as 
a multi-stakeholder process and ESD being addressed through quality assessment and enhancement systems for which 
the EECCA mean score is <1.5 out of 3.0. Moreover, in the EECCA region, clearly identifying strategies to implement 
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ESD is the strongest parameter regarding ESD implementation (M=2.0), indicating that most reporting countries are at the 
developing stage for this sub-indicator. Concerning the EU/WEST region, mean scores concerning methods and instru-
ments in place to assess changes in knowledge, skills and attitudes occurring through ESD and quality assessment and 
enhancement systems were average (M=1.53 and M=1.53 respectively). Most EU/WEST countries are at an advanced 
development stage in terms of implementing ESD through multi-stakeholder processes (M=2.27) and SD key themes ad-
dressed in formal education (M=2.24). As in the EU/WEST region, the results of the SEE region were, once more, clearly 
about the need to establish quality assessment and enhancement systems to address changes occurring in knowledge, 
attitudes and skills, as a result of learning in ESD. In addition, average results (M=1.5) are observed for WIA and for clearly 
identifying strategies to address ESD. Overall, the three parameters of addressing ESD at the formal, non-formal and 
informal levels, for which countries are at the earliest stages of implementation, are:

- addressing ESD through quality assessment and enhancement systems;
- promoting WIA to address ESD; and 
-  establishing ESD methods and instruments to assess changes occurring in knowledge, attitudes, and skills 

in non-formal and informal education.  

Chart 4. Promotion of SD through formal, non-formal and informal learning: Mean scores per region 
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Member States’ overall self-assessment of Strategy implementation regarding educator competences, as present-
ed in Chart 5, indicates that countries have focused more on including ESD in the training of educators as com-
pared to promoting opportunities for educators to cooperate on ESD except for the EU/WEST region where both 
sub-indicators are equally addressed. Nevertheless, the fact that the highest mean score observed per region was 
2.06 out of 3.0 indicates that all regions need to do more to promote ESD in educator training as well as providing 
opportunities for educators to cooperate on ESD. 

* Maximum score = 3.0
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Chart 5. Educator competences on ESD: Mean scores per region*
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Chart 6 shows that most countries have processes in progress or they are at the developing stage regarding the 
production, accessibility and quality control of tools and materials on ESD. In the EECCA region, accessibility of 
tools and materials (M=1.75) is more extensively addressed compared to production (M=1.5) and quality control 
mechanisms (M=1.2). In the EU/WEST region, mean scores indicate that generally countries are at the developing 
stage of production, accessibility and quality control mechanisms for tools and materials on ESD, while for the SEE 
region mean scores are average (M=1.5) for all three sub-indicators. In the WA region, quality control mechanisms 
were generally in place for tools and materials, however, it seems that it is not for the production of tools and ma-
terials specifically addressing ESD. Interestingly, mean scores for quality control mechanisms are average for both 
the EECCA and SEE regions indicating that more action is needed from countries in this direction.

Chart 6. Tools and materials: Mean scores per region*

* Maximum score = 3.0
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* Maximum score = 3.0

Chart 7 presents mean scores on sub-indicators referring to research and development in ESD by region. Promot-
ing research on ESD seems to face challenges, especially in the SEE (M=1.0), WA (M=1.0) and EECCA (M=1.43) 
regions. In the EU/WEST region, even though research on ESD appears to be relatively well promoted (M=1.83), 
it seems that development of ESD is average (M=1.6), whereas dissemination of research results is moderate 
(M=1.71). In the SEE and WA regions, development of ESD is at the developing stage (M=2.0), indicating the com-
mitment of countries to address ESD at all levels of education, especially at the tertiary and post-university levels. 
Dissemination of research results seems to be moderate in all regions except in the WA region which provided no 
information. 

Chart 7. Research and Development on ESD: Mean scores per region*
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Chart 8 presents the mean scores regarding international cooperation outside the ECE region. Except for the WA 
region, for which no data was available, mean scores for the EECCA (M=1.50), the EU/WEST (M=1.75) and the 
SEE (M=1.50) were similar and relatively moderate indicating that most countries have processes in progress to 
establish collaboration outside the ECE region in terms of ESD. 

Chart 8. International cooperation on ESD: Mean scores per region*

* Maximum score = 3.0
 

1,50

1,75

1,50

0,00

INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION ON ESD IS STRENGTHENED WITHIN THE ECE REGION AND BEYOND

M
EA

N 
SC

OR
E

EECCA

EU

SEE

WA



IMPLEMENTATION OF THE UNECE STRATEGY FOR ESD ACROSS THE ECE REGION (2015-2018) 25

44
Issue 1

Policy, regulatory and operational
frameworks for the promotion of ESD



IMPLEMENTATION OF THE UNECE STRATEGY FOR ESD ACROSS THE ECE REGION (2015-2018)

26

 

2
0 1

5

5 3

12

11
15

7
9

5

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Indicator 1.1: Pre-requisite
measures

Indicator 1.2: Policy, regulatory and
operational frameworks

Indicator 1.3: National policies
supporting synergies

Not started In progress Developing Completed

4. Issue 1: Policy, regulatory and operational frameworks for the promotion of ESD
Issue 1 is aimed at diagnosing Member States’ status regarding whether they ensure that policy, regulatory and 
operational frameworks are in place to support the promotion of ESD through: prerequisite measures (indicator 
1.1); policy, regulatory and operational frameworks supporting the promotion of ESD (indicator 1.2); and national 
policies that support synergies between processes related to the Sustainable Development Goals, sustainable 
development and ESD (indicator 1.3).

Chart 9. Issue 1: Policy, regulatory and operational frameworks support the promotion of ESD: Summary of results 
per indicator*

*Number of countries is shown inside each column

Chart 9 presents an overview of the status reported on the three indicators on Issue 1. In the majority of the coun-
tries, it appears that governments have made progress in taking prerequisite measures to support the promotion 
of ESD policy and putting in place operational and legislative frameworks to support the promotion of ESD. As 
observed in the chart, more than 80 per cent of the countries are either developing or have completed the estab-
lishment of policy, regulatory and operational frameworks that support ESD promotion. They have created national 
policies that support synergies between processes related to SD and ESD, and promoted SD through formal, 
non-formal and informal learning. Rates presented on the chart are only indicative of the “big picture”, regarding 
putting ESD at the forefront of government policies as they refer to countries’ self-assessment on the status of their 
efforts as required in the reporting of Annex IV. Therefore, caution should be taken in the interpretation of these 
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results, as the analysis provided in the following paragraphs shows that all countries that provided NIRs have to 
some extent established ESD through legislative frameworks and in various other ways. 
An example of such reports is that of Greece where experience has shown the necessity to move away from isolated ac-
tions and activities towards a more integrated approach to applying ESD. In this case, the Hellenic Ministry of Education 
has drafted a new holistic plan for implementing ESD, aligned with the UNESCO GAP requirements and the priority axes 
of the Mediterranean Action Plan. In this context, a new legislative framework for ESD has been designed that integrates 
all related thematic areas (environmental education, health education and cultural issues) into a common sustainable 
whole-school approach with the aim of providing schools with an overall unified framework applied equally to all sectors 
of education, under which any specific activity can be carried out in a concerted way (Greece, Preface).

4.1 Prerequisite measures

Sustainable development issues are promoted in an interdisciplinary and cooperative 
manner (Latvia NIR).
The government aims to identify and better serve marginalised groups in society and 
to build partnerships to address the large environmental footprint of modern lifestyles. 
Iceland is still a net contributor to climate change but heads for carbon-neutrality at the 
latest in 2040 (Iceland NIR)

In general, countries implement pre-requisite measures that support the promotion of ESD. As presented in Chart 
10, only 4 per cent of the reporting counties have not yet started implementing pre-requisite measures while for 
the majority (37 per cent), prerequisite measures are developing. Interestingly, 70 per cent have either completed 
or implemented pre-requisite measures to support the promotion of ESD, indicating a political will in this direction. 
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Chart 10. Pre-requisite measures taken to support the promotion of ESD (out of 27 countries)

The most widely implemented prerequisite measure taken to support the promotion of ESD (indicator 1.1) is the 
appointment of the national focal point(s) (28 Member States – 87.5 per cent), followed by the availability of the 
Strategy for ESD in the national language (24 Member States – 75 per cent). Other prerequisite measures include 
synergies at the national level on policy processes related to ESD (22 Member States – 68.75 per cent), the ex-
istence of coordinating bodies for the implementation of ESD (21 Member States – 65.62 per cent) and national 
implementation plans (20 Member States – 62.50 per cent). Chart 11 presents data on indicator 1.1.
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Chart 11. Prerequisite measures for the promotion of education for sustainable development (indicator 1.1) (out 
of 32 countries)

Although most countries have appointed national focal points, more work needs to be done regarding the coordi-
nating bodies. Focal points come from various backgrounds and are mostly appointed through ministries related to 
education and/or the environment and/or science.
National Strategies for SD indicate Member States commitment to promote sustainability through both policy and 
practice within their countries in the long term. Even though the number of Member States having National Imple-
mentation Plans in place is relatively low (20 out of 32), examples and initiatives presented indicate the will to pro-
mote sustainability. Despite the fact that, for a number of Member States, adopting national implementation plans 
for ESD remains a challenge, it is important to note that the majority of countries have sought synergies between 
policy processes in ESD in their national context. 
Examples of collaboration among stakeholders at the national level have been reported, such as in Latvia, where 
the Ministry of Education and Science, the Ministry of Environment and the Latvian National Commission for UNE-
SCO have signed a cooperation protocol establishing the Decade coordination group of Latvia to guide the Decade 
implementation process.
Coordinating mechanisms for ESD are either central (e.g., Cyprus, Switzerland), inter-ministerial or inter-depart-
mental (e.g., Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Netherlands, Montenegro, Russia) or in the form of advisory groups (e.g., 
Ireland). In Switzerland, the foundation éducation21 was established as a national competence center for ESD. In 
cooperation with internal and external school and education specialists, éducation21 supports implementation and 
further development of ESD in compulsory education as well as in teacher education, continuing education and 
partly in vocational education and training. 
National policies have also been reported to correlate ESD with the implementation of the SDGs, which is the case 
in Belarus, Cyprus, Finland, Iceland, Latvia, Estonia, Germany and Switzerland. For example, the German Federal 
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Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF), established a National Platform on ESD that coordinates the imple-
mentation of ESD in Germany. In addition, the BMBF has established Expert Forums and Partner Networks that 
contribute to the implementation of the ESD Global Action Plan in Germany. Two advisers serve as consultants to 
the Platform on scientific issues and international perspectives.
National implementation plans for ESD in most cases take the form of National Action Plans or Strategies (e.g., 
Belarus, Cyprus, Finland, Greece, Ireland, The Netherlands, Latvia, Switzerland, Croatia, Israel, Slovakia, Serbia, 
Montenegro, Slovenia, and Romania). For example, in 2017 Slovenia adopted a new development framework, 
the Slovenian Development Strategy 2030, which foregrounds quality of life having five strategic orientations, all 
directly related to the SDGs: an inclusive, healthy, safe and responsible society, a highly productive economy which 
creates added value for all, a well-preserved natural environment and a high level of cooperation, competence and 
governance efficiency. 
Belarus is implementing its National Strategy for Sustainable Social and Economic Development – 2030. Its prior-
ities are:

-  to transform the model of the national economy, facilitating the contribution of the public and private sectors 
to GDP;

- to introduce “green economy” principles to the production sector; and 
- to support the most vulnerable social groups.

BOX 1.1

A new model of implementing ESD is followed in the Netherlands, in which approximately 30 per cent 
of the capacity is committed to formal education, through the new cooperation, Learning for Tomorrow: 
(www.lerenvoormorgen.nl), and about 70 per cent is committed to social learning and innovation through 
multi-stakeholder processes dealing with topics such as Biodiversity, Climate and Energy, Food, Water, 
Circular Economy, Regional Networks for SD and NOVI (a new legislation for SD related policies). An 
important factor influencing the way ESD is organized in the Netherlands is the constitutional right of ‘free-
dom of education’. Schools are free (within general boundaries) to choose their educational content and 
methods. Top-down measures in education are therefore generally seen as (relatively) less appropriate. 
The strategy that the programs, Learning for Sustainable Development and Environmental Education, fol-
low in formal education is however a mix of strategies in which top-down measures are also taken, aiming 
to influence key organizations dealing with formal education by working together with these organizations 
(e.g., SLO, Cito and Kennisnet). (Netherlands NIR)
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BOX 1.2

Regarding ESD, the formerly established Swiss Coordinating Conference on ESD (SC ESD) was replaced 
by a coordinating body called Group ESD at the Federation level (Gruppe BNE Bund). This consists of six 
federal offices (FOEN, SDC, FOPH, ARE, SERI, FSVO) that together coordinate and consolidate policy 
statements, official documents and reports on ESD as well as Swiss contributions for ESD activities in 
international organizations. Education21 is the national competence center for ESD in Switzerland. […] 
(Switzerland NIR)

4.2 Policy, regulatory and operational frameworks supporting the promotion of ESD

ESD is officially incorporated in the school syllabi, through the curriculum for ESD at ISCED 0 to 
3.  It aims at shaping the Sustainable School, which will act as an agent of change in education 
and in society. (Cyprus NIR)
The goal is to augment the pupil´s abilities and motivation to act for the good of the environment 
and human well-being. The school must foster future-oriented learning in which the future is to be 
built up on ecologically, economically, socially and culturally sustainable premises. (Finland NIR) 

Under sub-indicator 1.2., countries were required to report whether and to what extent policy, regulatory and op-
erational frameworks supporting the promotion of ESD are in place. As observed in Chart 12, all of the reporting 
countries have incorporated components of ESD in their policy, regulatory and operational frameworks to some 
extent, with the majority at the stage of completed (36 per cent) or developing (43 per cent). 

Chart 12. Policy, regulatory and operational frameworks supporting the promotion of ESD (out of 28 countries)
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A variety of policy, regulatory and operational frameworks supporting the promotion of ESD are in place in Member 
States with national policy documents (30 Member States – 93.70 per cent), and national curricula, standards, or-
dinances and requirements (29 Member States – 90.62 per cent) being the most popular among such frameworks 
(indicator 1.2). Evidently, these frameworks are included in national educational or legislative documents and na-
tional curricula at all levels of education, although there is a lack of information on higher education in some cases 
(Romania and Slovenia).

Chart 13. Policy, regulatory and operational frameworks support the promotion of ESD*

*Number of countries is shown inside each column
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ESD is reflected in national policy documents in 30 out of 32 countries; this is often included in countries’ policy 
documents that refer to sustainability issues in general. Such examples are the Austrian Strategy for Sustainable 
Development (2011/12), the Cyprus Rural Development Program (2007- 2013), the Estonian National Strategy for 
Sustainable Development “Sustainable Estonia 2021”, The Netherlands’ Deltaplan for Biodiversity (LNV), the Na-
tional Strategy for Sustainable Development in Romania, the Program of Social and Economic Development of the 
Republic of Belarus for 2016–2020 and the National Development Strategy of the Republic of Tajikistan for 2030. 
In Finland, the National Society’s Commitment to Sustainability includes elements related to ESD; this was ap-
proved by the National Commission on Sustainable Development in 2013 and updated in 2016 to respond to the 
requirements of the implementation of the UN Agenda 2030. In Latvia, the Baltic 2030 Action Plan, endorsed by the 
Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) Foreign Ministers on 20 June 2017 in Reykjavik, provides a common vision 
for sustainable development in the Baltic Sea region. One of its priority areas is Quality Education and Lifelong 
Learning. 
In Greece, ESD is reflected in official documents which refer to: a) rationalization of the teaching content; b) the im-
plementation of new curricula and educational material for schools at all levels, which includes a special curriculum 
for education for sustainability for compulsory education; c) curricula of vocational schools; d) teachers’ initial and 
in-service training; and e) the regulatory framework that supports ‘the new curricula development’ (ISCED levels 0-3).

BOX 1.3

The Government of Flanders decided in 2005 to establish a ‘multi-sectoral public administration working 
group on sustainable development’ in the light of inter-departmental cooperation focused on the wider 
policy area of sustainable development. This working group is presided over by the policy officer from the 
sustainable development unit. […] The working group must guarantee that comprehensive, coordinated 
sustainable development policy objectives are formulated so that a converging policy approach can be 
applied at public administration level. We seek to achieve proactive standpoints and initiatives both in 
Belgium and at the European and international level. (Belgium NIR)

BOX 1.4

The Latvian Environmental Protection Fund supports financially inter alia environmental communication and 
education projects. In 2017 and 2018 it supported 79 projects for 1 600 512 EUR in total for publications 
in the field of environmental education, promotion of environmentally friendly lifestyle in newspapers and 
magazines, TV and radio broadcasts, regional public campaigns for the promotion of environmentally friendly 
lifestyles, environmental education and consciousness for future leaders, etc. […] Non-formal environmental 
education possibilities are financially supported through the financing of state institutions (for example, Nature 
Education Centre, Nature Conservation Agency, National Botanical Garden, Latvia`s Nature Museum, Riga 
National Zoological Garden). The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) annually has an open call for co-funding 
development cooperation and development (global) education projects. (Latvia NIR)
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Chart 14. ESD is addressed in relevant national education legislation/regulatory documents in the following ISCED 
levels

Legislation documents referring explicitly or implicitly to ESD were listed by Croatia, Israel, Montenegro, Kyrgyzstan, 
Greece, Hungary, Latvia and Greece. For example, Greece provided examples of Presidential Decrees for the Min-
istry of Education, such as the one referring to the establishment of the Directorate for the Support of Educational 
Programs and Education for Sustainable Development. Centers of Education for Sustainability (CES) support school 
units in ESD issues with emphasis on the environment and in areas related to sustainable development such as health 
promotion and culture and the interconnection of the educational and the local community, to ensure the sustainable 
management of the environment and the emergence of sustainable solutions to local issues.
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BOX 1.5

Although the Ministry for Education and Employment is the central policy making institution, its decentral-
ization approach provides schools/institutions adequate autonomy and flexibility to develop their contextu-
alized ESD programs.  The Ministry is maintaining its commitment by providing educators with clear and 
updated guidelines for the implementation of ESD across the curriculum, by maintaining a formal structure 
responsible for the coordination of ESD implementation in educational institutions, by providing committed 
financial support to ESD curricular and training initiatives and by providing adequate continuous profes-
sional development opportunities to educators and school leaders. (Malta NIR)

As presented in Chart 14, national education legislation/regulatory frameworks addressing ESD are more prevalent 
at the early childhood, primary and secondary education levels compared to post-secondary and higher education 
levels. Indeed, 75 per cent of reporting countries address ESD at the level of early childhood education (ISCED 
0), which is particularly encouraging as this level of education has been viewed as the foundation of SD and the 
beginning point for ESD (Buckler & Creech, 2014). For example, in Georgia a major effort is being made to intro-
duce changes at the preschool education level promoting ESD, with more than 400 kindergartens provided with 
guidebooks and ESD-oriented training for educators. Similarly, in Croatia, Finland, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, the 
Russian Federation, Serbia, Slovenia and Switzerland national implementation plans are extended to, or particular-
ly address, preschool education. Legislation and regulatory frameworks addressing ESD are even more prevalent 
at the primary and secondary education levels (ISCED 1 through ISCED 3), reaching 90.63 per cent for primary 
education (ISCED 1), and 87.5 per cent for lower and higher secondary education levels (ISCED 2 and 3). 
Regulatory and legislative frameworks addressing ESD in secondary education, and especially in TVET, mainly aim 
to connect education and employability, increasing students’ ESD competences in SD. For example, in Finland, 
ESD is embedded in the ‘transversal competences’ defined in the general upper secondary education level, with a 
pre-set qualification requirement system of vocational education and training comprising the national qualification 
requirement, each education provider's locally approved curricula and the students' personal study plans. All the 
national qualification requirements for upper secondary vocational education include sustainable development as 
one of the key competences for life-long learning. In Slovenia, as a compulsory part of the vocational standard in 
vocational and professional education programs, the competence for sustainable development has been gradually 
and systematically included in recent years and by 2025, it should be included in all occupational standards. In 
Belarus, a national system of qualification is in place. One of its main aims is to introduce professional standards 
and to improve educational standards, updating technical as well as social and cultural resources of education 
institutions including sustainable development. 
Addressing ESD in legislation/regulatory frameworks at the higher education level (ISCED 4 through ISCED 8) is 
noticeably lower, ranging from 21.88 per cent for short-cycle tertiary education (ISCED 5), to 28.13 per cent for doc-
toral or equivalent (ISCED 8), to 46.88 per cent for post-secondary (ISCED 4) and Master’s or equivalent (ISCED 
7) reaching 50 per cent. 
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Member States report important advances in promoting ESD at the tertiary level, which is consistent with the find-
ings of the previous Strategy implementation reporting cycle (ECE/CEP/179). At the levels of Bachelor’s or equiv-
alent and Master’s or equivalent (ISCED 6 and ISCED 7), the percentages observed during the current reporting 
cycle have shown a noticeable increase compared to the last reporting cycle, indicating a commitment of HEIs 
to advance ESD structurally within their organizations. ESD in higher education is addressed through university 
development plans, mission statements, agreements of the HEIs with their respective ministries of Education, 
resolutions, positions and statements of Rector Conferences, etc. This finding is particularly important given that 
in the current reporting cycle there was a significantly increased number of countries reporting from the Eastern 
Europe, Caucasus and Central Asia regions that did not participate in the last reporting cycle, and at the same time, 
a noticeable number of countries coming from the European Union and Western European regions that participated 
in the last implementation cycle did not submit NIRs for the current report. 

Chart 15. ESD is addressed in national curricula: Distribution across ISCED levels (out of 32 countries)

Under sub-indicator 1.2.2b, countries are required to report whether ESD is addressed in national curricula and/or 
national standards, ordinances or requirements at all levels of formal education. Just as with national legislation/
regulatory frameworks, ESD has been reported as fully integrated across curricula primarily throughout school 
education (ISCED 0 through ISCED 3) by over 90 per cent of countries. Indicatively, in 2011, the Icelandic Ministry 
of Education, Science, and Culture issued a new National Curriculum Guide for pre-school, compulsory, and upper 
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secondary school levels, which included a joint part in which six fundamental pillars of education, i.e., literacy, 
sustainability, democracy and human rights, equality, health and welfare, and creativity, formed an ideological 
foundation for these three school levels. 
An interesting example of ESD integration in the curricula of pre-school education comes from Serbia, where the 
“Rulebook of Foundation Education Programs” refers to the kindergarten as a place of democratic and inclusive 
practice. This is under the umbrella of the Law on Fundamentals of the Education System, according to which, one 
of the 18 goals of education is to develop awareness of the importance of sustainable development, protection and 
conservation of nature, the environment and ecological ethics and the protection and welfare of animals. 

BOX 1.6

Educational standards for pre-school education approved by the Ministry of Education of the Republic of 
Belarus set the following objectives: To protect and strengthen the health of children, to form the funda-
mentals of a healthy lifestyle; to develop in children a humane attitude to themselves and the surrounding 
world and humane relations with others; to ensure the comprehensive development of the child’s person-
ality and to provide conditions for its early socialization and self-development and to form citizenship and 
national identity, patriotic attitude, moral, aesthetic and environment-focused culture. (Belarus NIR)

BOX 1.7

In Cyprus, ESD is officially incorporated in the school syllabi through the curriculum for ESD at ISCED 0 to 
3. The curriculum is developed in twelve thematic units of an international, regional and national interest 
(e.g., production and consumption, forests, water, etc.) which are a tool for each school to set its own 
Sustainable Environmental Educational Policy (SEEP), which is based on the study and examination of 
an SD issue, selected by all the participants in the learning process (students, teachers, principals, local 
populations etc.). (Cyprus NIR)

BOX 1.8

In Switzerland, ESD is mentioned in the Lehrplan21 as guiding principle and appears both in cycle 2 and 
cycle 3 as an overall or transversal subject of seven school topics, i.e. 1) politics, democracy, human rights, 
2) natural environment and resources, 3) gender and gender equality, 4) health, 5) global development and 
peace, 6) cultural identities and intercultural communication, and 7) economy and consumption. Appropri-
ate competences and competence levels for ESD are indicated for each topic.



IMPLEMENTATION OF THE UNECE STRATEGY FOR ESD ACROSS THE ECE REGION (2015-2018)

38

The integration of ESD across ISCED levels in terms of both policy and curricula has the potential to offer significant 
benefits to advancing the employability of graduates and can also contribute to upward mobility and lifelong learn-
ing, especially referring to secondary and post-secondary education (ISCED 3, 4 and 5). In particular, the potential 
crucial role of TVET in sustainable development is becoming increasingly apparent (UNESCO- UNEVOC, 2017). 
Indicatively, in Croatia, the National Curriculum for Vocational Education (2018) and the Vocational Education 
Development Program (2016-2020) are key documents for the development of vocational curricula for attaining 
qualifications. In the vocational education system, standards of occupation and qualification standards have been 
adopted, some of which are specifically related to the acquisition of competences in the field of sustainable devel-
opment, such as agriculture, nutrition and veterinary, geology, mining, oil and chemical technology, construction 
and geodesy, mechanical engineering, shipbuilding, and metallurgy. As noted above, a system of ‘transversal 
competences’ for upper secondary and VET is in place in Finland, defining priorities that span various subjects 
incorporating SD. 
The lowest rates of incorporating ESD in national curricula were observed for pre-university education levels 
(ISCED 4 and 5). For example, in Romania, ESD is cross-referenced in the formal curriculum of pre-university 
education, but also in extracurricular activities. Often, even though ESD is implicitly addressed in the curricula of 
pre-university education through various actions, it seems that there is a lot to be done to achieve its full integration 
at this level. Romania points out a lack of a specific discipline for ESD at pre-university education, even though key 
themes of SD are included in core or optional curricula for early childhood, primary and secondary education levels.
As presented in Chart 15, ESD enjoys relatively high integration rates across curricula in ISCED 6 and ISCED 7 
(71.88 per cent) which is relevant to the integration of ESD across HEIs’ regulatory and legislative frameworks. 
Indicatively, in Austria, there is a specific handbook for university colleges of teacher education entitled “Basics and 
materials of creating curricula” referring explicitly to ESD, showing the will to address ESD in the legislative frame-
works and curricula in tertiary teacher education. 
Although progress has been achieved at ISCED levels 6 and 7 compared to the last implementation cycle (ECE/
CEP/179), overall data on ESD implementation at ISCED level 4 through to level 8, highlight previous reporting 
findings according to which “progress at the tertiary levels of formal education is less clear, with lower numbers 
of Member States reporting advances at these levels. Given the autonomous nature of tertiary level institutions in 
many countries, responding Member States may have been limited in their ability to report on progress at ISCED 
levels 4 and above (ECE/CEP/179, p. 14). Further research on ESD integration in HIEs has been suggested by 
Switzerland, Romania, Finland, Latvia and Slovenia.
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BOX 1.9

In Slovakia the Methodological and Pedagogical Center (MPC) provides education in accredited educa-
tional programs (documents are accredited by the Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport of 
the Slovak Republic) and in non-accredited forms of education (e.g., professional seminars, conferences, 
etc.). Accredited educational programs focus on the development of functional literacy, social competenc-
es, global education, interdisciplinary competences, etc.; examples include: possibilities of development of 
environmental literacy of pupils in elementary and secondary schools; development of social competences 
of a teaching staff through the development of emotional intelligence; development of entrepreneurial/
business skills in primary and secondary schools. Non-accredited forms of education in the social, en-
vironmental and economic areas include: inspiration in the area of ethical education at elementary and 
secondary schools; human rights´ topics in elementary school teaching; volunteering in out-of-school ed-
ucation. (Slovakia NIR)

Public awareness is explicitly addressed in National Sustainable Development Strategies in several countries 
(e.g., Romania, Cyprus, Italy, Croatia, Montenegro, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan). According to Murphy 
(2012), public awareness, along with equity, participation and social cohesion, are overarching social concepts, 
framing the understanding of the social pillar or SD. Awareness for sustainability has a key role in SD discourse, 
with associated policy objectives highlighting public awareness raising of sustainability issues, mainly emphasizing 
alternative, sustainable consumption patterns, more “environmentally benign behavior and accepting the legitima-
cy of coercive environmental legislation” (Murphy 2012, p.23). Thus, detailed and growing emphasis is placed on 
public awareness and education including funding as a valid budget priority (GENE, 2020). Under the current re-
porting cycle, 24 out of 34 reporting countries stated the existence of policy, operational and legislative frameworks 
supporting the promotion of ESD referring to public awareness.
Indicatively, in Montenegro the National Strategy for SD highlights public awareness in different thematic areas 
and ensures prerequisites for a healthy development for individuals and their families. Aspects addressed by such 
public awareness include improving the understanding of hazard risks and the readiness for response to emer-
gencies, building and strengthening capacities for adaptation to climate change, and awareness of climate change 
per se and measures for mitigation of its effects. In Italy a Memorandum of Understanding between the Ministry 
for the Environment, Land and Sea and the Ministry of Justice was signed to develop synergies of interventions 
promoting the social inclusion of minors or young adults hosted at the Criminal Institutes for minors. The activities 
promote social reintegration, responsible citizenship to reduce the risk of criminal recidivism and development of 
environmental awareness. 
Establishing interdepartmental cooperation through policy, legislation and operational frameworks is vital, as a 
need for a whole-government approach is identified (McBreen, 2020), ensuring that efforts are part of a cohesive, 
overarching government policy of global citizenship education (Irish Aid, 2016). Under the current reporting cycle, 
22 out of 34 Member States report interdepartmental cooperation through policies on ESD. For example, the Gov-
ernment of Flanders decided in 2005 to establish a multi-sectoral public administration working group on SD with 
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the mandate to guarantee that comprehensive, coordinated sustainable development policy objectives are formu-
lated, so that a converging policy approach can be applied at public administration level. In Germany, the National 
Platform - the supreme steering body - brings together 41 high-level representatives of politics, science, industry 
and civil society. The Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF), the Federal Ministries for Environmental 
Affairs (BMU), Family Affairs (BMFSFJ) and Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) are taking part in the 
Platform, as are representatives of the 16 federal states, who are responsible for formal education and schooling. 
Further federal ministries are also represented in several relevant expert groups of the national implementation 
process (e.g., Ministry of Economic Affairs and Energy in the expert group on TVED). 
In Ireland, the National Advisory Group on ESD was established in October 2014. It contains representatives from 
three Government Ministries (Education and Skills; Foreign Affairs and Trade; and Communications, Climate Action 
and Environment). The Advisory Group on ESD in turn reports to a High-Level Group on Sustainable Development, 
which is chaired by the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment. This High-Level Group 
reports to a Cabinet Committee on Sustainable Development, which is chaired by the Prime Minister.

BOX 1.10

The Italian National Sustainable Development Strategy (NSDS) includes a set of strategic choices and 
national goals organized in six areas (People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace, Partnership and Sustainability 
Vectors). The Vector ‘Education, awareness and communication’ is considered fundamental to achieve the 
NSDS goals. The “culture of sustainability” must be spread at all levels (companies, civil society, institu-
tions, research), including formal and informal education centers, in a life-long learning perspective, aiming 
at triggering the transformation of the current development model and the dissemination of knowledge, 
skills, lifestyles and best practices for sustainable development. (Italy NIR)

BOX 1.11

There are two groups working at Governmental level to promote ESD in Cyprus. At the Ministry of Edu-
cation and Culture an intersectional committee, chaired by the Director of the Cyprus Pedagogical Insti-
tute, in which all the Directorates of Education with representatives from other Ministers, Governmental 
Services, Public Authorities and Non-Governmental Organizations participate, [...] takes the decisions. At 
the Ministry of Agriculture, Environment and Natural Resources a mechanism for monitoring the National 
Sustainable Development Strategy is established. In that body all the governmental departments, NGO’s, 
Business, Scientific and Private Sector parties are participating. A National Action Plan for the improvement 
of air quality in Cyprus, is prepared every year in co-operation with five other Ministries, the Federation of 
Environmental Organizations of Cyprus, the Union of Cyprus Municipalities and various Municipalities as 
individuals, various NGOs and the Technical Chamber of Cyprus (Cyprus NIR)
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BOX 1.12

The education policy in Latvia is comprehensive and closely linked to other sectors, particularly the poli-
cies under the competence of the Ministry of Welfare, the Ministry of Economics, the Ministry of Culture, 
the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Environmental Protection and Region-
al Development, whose implemented tasks are included in the policy planning documents of the relevant 
sectors. The Education for Sustainable Development implementation co-ordination is a shared responsibil-
ity between the Ministry of Education and Science, the Ministry of Environmental Protection and Regional 
Development and the Latvian National Commission for UNESCO. (Latvia NIR)

4.3 National policies supporting synergies between processes related to the SDGs

The aim in Finland has always been to avoid thresholds and to promote open dialogue, direct 
contacts and discussions – doing and learning together. This has been realised within the func-
tioning and composition of many groups. (Finland NIR)

To promote a democratic society, the basic needs to be laid for active participation at all levels of 
education, are giving children and young people appropriate preparation and varied opportuni-
ties for further education or work (Iceland NIR) 

Chart 16 presents an overview of the numbers of countries (N, %) that have reported as having, to a certain extent, 
national policies supporting synergies between processes related to the SDGs. Collste et al. (2017) suggest that 
the SDGs and the effectiveness of the policies to achieve them are interrelated. Therefore, to progress towards 
sustainability and to create policies that are interconnected, policy makers should first understand the systemic 
interdependencies among the SDGs. The establishment of policies that are connected with one another and with 
the SDGs will have system-wide impact. 
Most of the countries (56 per cent) are at the stage of developing such policies, with 28 per cent having completed 
their development and implementation. This is indicative of the great emphasis placed by the Member States on 
the SDGs and their implementation at the national level. 
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Chart 16. National policies supporting synergies between processes related to the SDGs (out of 25 countries)

National policies support synergies between processes related to the SDGs and ESD (indicator 1.3) either through 
the existence of a national, stand-alone sustainable development policy (25 Member States – 78.2 per cent) or 
through ESD being part of sustainable development policies (24 Member States – 75 per cent).

BOX 1.13

In December 2017, the Government of the Republic of Slovenia adopted a new umbrella development 
framework for the country, the Slovenian Development Strategy 2030, which is based on sustainable 
development and puts quality of life in the foreground. At the heart of the new development model lies 
one of the five main strategic orientations: “learning for and through life”, which connects all the others (an 
inclusive, healthy, safe and responsible society, a highly productive economy which creates added value 
for all, a well-preserved natural environment and a high level of cooperation, competence and governance 
efficiency). The new development framework is composed of twelve interrelated development objectives 
(the second objective refers directly to education: “Knowledge and skills for a high quality of life and work”, 
one of the sub-goals is ESD), all of which are directly related to 17 Sustainable Objectives of the Agenda 
2030. […]. In the new circumstances, more attention has been paid to the ESD for the past two years, with 
the ESD ranking (again) among the priority developmental themes of educational policy. (Slovenia NIR)
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Chart 17. National policy – synergies between processes related to SDGs/SD/ESD*

*Numbers in columns represent number of countries

National policy documents are generally correlated with the SDGs (Andorra, Belarus, Belgium, Cyprus, Germany, 
Hungary, Iceland, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Montenegro, Netherlands, Romania, Slovenia, Switzerland and Turkey), with 
the UNESCO Global Action Plan on ESD (Ireland, Latvia, Malta, the Netherlands and Switzerland) with other gov-
ernmental policies referring, for example, to: climate change (Cyprus, Greece, Iceland and Montenegro); energy 
efficiency (Belarus, Latvia),  biodiversity (Cyprus, Greece, Hungary, Israel and Serbia) and the sea (Cyprus, Greece 
and Latvia).
Examples of national action plans include that of Andorra where a National Strategic Plan for the Implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs is in place. Similarly, in Estonia, the National Voluntary Review on the implemen-
tation of the Agenda 2030 provides information on the process and status of SDG implementation in the country, 
including an overview of 231 global sustainable indicators, aiming to measure achievements in the field of ESD. 
In Iceland, the SDGs have been integrated in government policy in social, economic and environmental affairs, with 
a particular emphasis on building a peaceful and just society, free from fear and violence. Domestically, the Gov-
ernment aims to identify and better serve marginalized groups in society and to build partnerships to address the 
large environmental footprint of the modern lifestyle. Internationally, Iceland shares its expertise in gender equality, 
land restoration and the use of sustainable natural marine and energy resources. 
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In Finland, a Government report on the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development sets out 
clear targets including the aspect of enhancing citizens’ competence, skills and knowledge in SD (a task related to 
ESD).  In Ireland, the SDGs’ National Implementation Plan 2018-2020 is in place, while in the Netherlands an over-
arching National SDG Charter includes the work of an ‘SDG Education Group’. Individual SDGs are often appointed 
to different ministries and made concrete in policy plans, many of which comprise links to ESD. In Turkey, a Lifelong 
Learning Strategy Paper and Action Plan (2014-2018) was designed in relation to SDG 4.

BOX 1.14

The German Federal Government attaches considerable political importance to the national implementa-
tion of ESD. In its role as lead ministry, the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) 
has established a National Platform with support structures. The National Platform as supreme steering 
body adopted a National Action Plan (NAP) in June 2017 as its main contribution to the implementation of 
the UNESCO Global Action Program in Germany. It defines 130 objectives and 349 measures. It was de-
veloped in a multi-stakeholder process drawing upon the expertise of members of the National Platform as 
well as input from over 300 organizations and experts working together in six expert forums (Early Child-
hood Education, Schools, Vocational Education and Training, Higher Education, Informal and Non-Formal 
Learning, Local Authorities) and additional partner networks, who met 5-6 times per year and used an 
online platform for their continuing work in between meetings. The participatory development, adoption 
and implementation of this National Action Plan by the National ESD Platform triggered Federal States and 
local authorities, as well as relevant stakeholders from society, science and industry in Germany, to initiate 
or further develop their own ESD strategies or strategic documents. (Germany NIR)

Addressing sustainable development in higher education is of utmost importance since many higher education 
institutions have the responsibility to prepare the next generation of sustainable leaders, and to equip them with 
knowledge and skills. Agenda 2030 and the SDGs inevitably shape higher education for sustainable development, 
however, there is a need to strategically support and transform higher education institutions to promote “a practical 
attainment of a sustainable future for industry, business and society” (García-González et al., 2017). 
Belgium reports on the MOS-program (https://www.mosvlaanderen.be/), which is a programme of the Government 
of Flanders to help schools to implement (E)SD using a whole institution approach; the program functions under 
the umbrella of ESD, GAP and the SDGs. Additionally, Belgium reports intensive coaching on ESD, GAP and the 
SDGs in the Ecocampus program, which is a program of the Government of Flanders to help higher education to 
implement (E)SD using the whole institution approach through personal involvement and coaching. 
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BOX 1.15

Iceland is fully committed to the implementation of Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development both na-
tionally and internationally. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have been integrated into Gov-
ernment policy on social, economic and environmental affairs with a particular emphasis on building a 
peaceful and just society, free from fear and violence. Domestically, the Government aims to identify and 
better serve marginalized groups in society and to build partnerships to address the large environmental 
footprint of modern lifestyles. Iceland is still a net contributor to climate change, but heads for carbon-neu-
trality at the latest by 2040. Internationally, Iceland shares its expertise in gender equality, land restoration 
and the use of sustainable natural marine and energy resources through its international co-operation. 
The promotion of human rights for all, including LGBTI persons, is a cornerstone in Iceland’s foreign policy 
and its international development co-operation – in line with Agenda 2030 and the Government’s domestic 
priorities. In particular, Iceland has been a vocal champion of gender equality and the empowerment of 
women, a key driver for the achievement of the SDGs. (Iceland NIR)

BOX 1.16

Under the National ESD Coordinator’s leadership in Belarus, a number of measures have been taken to 
implement the Sustainable Development Goals at the national and regional levels. In particular, the follow-
ing entities have been formed: the Council on Sustainable Development, which includes representatives of 
state bodies (including the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Belarus), regional governance bodies 
(regional executive committees), the Parliamentary Group on SDGs, the Partnership Group represented 
by professional and public (non-governmental) organizations, business community and the Public Council 
for Monitoring the National Sustainable Development Strategy. The Republic of Belarus is implement-
ing the National Strategy for Sustainable Social and Economic Development – 2030 with the priority to 
transform the model of the national economy facilitating the implementation of indicative planning and 
balanced contribution of public and private sectors to forming the gross domestic product and developing 
the national economy; introduction of  the ’green economy’ principles to the production sector, innovative 
development and social support of the most vulnerable social groups as well as  creating conditions for 
individual’s self-fulfillment. (Belarus NIR)
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BOX 1.17

The National Growth Strategy of Greece adopted in May 2018 is in line with the overall themes and pro-
visions of the SDGs, including inter alia SDGs 4.7 and 12.8 regarding to ESD. The Strategy promotes the 
transition into a new holistic growth model, with a balance between economic development, social well-be-
ing without exclusions and the protection of the environment and the natural capital of the country. Within 
this, Greece has adopted a National Action Plan for the shift to a circular economy that supports inter alia 
circular consumption patterns of re-using, re-storing and re-pairing rather than buying new products, espe-
cially for electrical and electronic devices, thus creating a new market and jobs in repairing services as well 
as education and information of consumers to encourage them to make more sustainable and responsible 
choices regarding appliances’ energy efficiency and reparability potential. (Greece NIR)

4.4 Challenges

Reported challenges in relation to ensuring that policy, regulatory and operational frameworks support the promo-
tion of ESD include: aligning state targets with the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals (Estonia 
and Iceland); a lack of evaluation systems to measure achieved outcomes in a reliable way (Belgium and Finland); 
coordination of initiatives or sectors within the state (Slovakia). Belgium points out the need for a common under-
standing and the realization of the sense of urgency on environmental issues while Germany highlights the lack of 
a national indicator for ESD as required for the National Sustainability Strategy. 
Hungary also cites the lack of central coordination and funding for ESD and its NIR goes on to state that, “to allow 
for a consistent and ambitious realization of ESD policies, the area of ESD ought to be rendered a priority in the 
national implementation of the SDGs. For this reason, it would be beneficial and highly welcome if the government 
handled this issue as a key area in drawing up the Hungarian National SDG Action Programme, which is to be 
determined in the near future (Hungary NIR).” The report goes on to call for adequate funding to make holistic and 
interactive ESD methods and programs available across all phases of education throughout the country.
As reported by Latvia, coordination mechanisms for ESD and its interdisciplinarity make it difficult to measure the 
results of ESD implementation in policy and regulatory frameworks. In Malta, dissemination and the active involve-
ment of various stakeholders in decision making are also reported as challenges. 

4.5 Key Points
•  The political will to promote ESD in education systems is evident through the countries’ overall progress 

in establishing relevant policy, regulatory and operational frameworks. 
•  SD issues are promoted in an interdisciplinary manner through policies that encourage or promote 

collaborative work on the promotion of ESD.
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•  Pre-requisites include the appointment of national focal points for ESD, synergies of national policy 
processes to support ESD and the establishment of coordinating bodies and national implementation 
plans. The UNECE Strategy for ESD is available in national languages for most of the reporting coun-
tries. 

•  In many countries, Agenda 2030 and the SDGs provide an umbrella framework guiding the establish-
ment of national policies and supporting synergies between processes horizontally across governmen-
tal departments, NGOs, academia and others.

•  Non- formal education is widely recognized as a key element of ESD and in a significant number of 
countries, measures have been taken to officially recognize it and incorporate related competences in 
qualification accreditation systems. 

• Although most countries appoint national focal points, coordinating bodies exist in fewer countries. 
•  National Strategies for SD indicate the commitment of Member States to the long-term promotion of 

sustainability through both policy and practice within their countries.
•  Coordinating mechanisms for ESD are variously central, inter-ministerial or inter-departmental or in the 

form of advisory groups.
•  Policy, regulatory and operational frameworks supporting ESD usually take the form of national cur-

ricula, standards, ordinances and requirements. In most countries, they refer to early childhood and 
school education (primary, lower and upper secondary). Little or fragmented information is available for 
pre-university and university education levels.

•  ESD is gaining attention in terms of its establishment through policies at the preschool level, with more 
countries establishing regulatory frameworks for addressing implementation at that level.

•  Regulatory and legislative frameworks addressing ESD in secondary education, and especially in TVET, 
mainly aim to connect education and employability, thus increasing students’ ESD competences in SD.

•  ESD in higher education is addressed through university development plans, mission statements, 
agreements of the HEIs with their respective ministries of Education, resolutions, positions, and state-
ments of Rector Conferences, etc. 

•  While many HEIs acknowledge their role in establishing future citizens for sustainability and leaders of 
sustainability, higher education reforms, in terms of policies and legislative frameworks, could facilitate 
the widespread incorporation of ESD while remaining mindful of the autonomy enjoyed by most HEIs. 

•  TVET institutions seem to pay increased attention in incorporating ESD into their curricula, acknowledg-
ing its central role in fostering competences for employability. 

•  Initiatives related to raising public awareness through ESD have been on the rise and more funding is 
allocated to them compared to earlier reporting cycles.  
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4.6 Progress achieved since the last implementation cycle
•  In both reporting cycles, a strong political will to incorporate ESD in formal education has been demon-

strated. This will, is evident both quantitatively and qualitatively through the countries’ reporting on 
pre-requisite measures taken to support ESD, policy, regulatory and operational frameworks and the 
promotion of synergies among policies framed by the SDGs.

•  Quantitatively, the ratings of countries reporting on pre-requisite measures to support ESD in the present 
cycle (i.e., availability of the Strategy in national languages, appointment of national focal points, coordi-
nating bodies, national implementation plans and promotion of synergies at the national level) are lower 
compared to the third reporting cycle. This finding concerns all pre-requisite measures. Nevertheless, 
caution should be taken as to how this finding is translated, as the distribution of countries among UNECE 
regions in the present cycle is different, with fewer countries reporting from EU/West and more from the 
EECCA region. The number of countries reporting having appointed national focal points for ESD in the 
present cycle seems to be on the rise compared to the pattern observed in the last reporting cycle.

•  As also observed in the third reporting cycle, ESD is addressed in relevant national education legisla-
tion/regulatory documents to a higher extent for early childhood, primary, upper and lower secondary 
education levels. In the present reporting cycle, the number of countries addressing ESD through these 
documents is higher for each of the 9 ISCED levels, especially for pre-university education (ISCED 4), 
bachelor’s (ISCED 6) and master’s (ISCED 7) levels. 

•  In the present cycle, there is an increase in the percentages of countries addressing ESD through cur-
ricula for early childhood through post-secondary levels (ISCED 0 to 3) as well as at the bachelor’s and 
master’s level (ISCED 6, 7). A decrease was observed for pre-university education levels (ISCED 4, 5) 
and for doctoral programs (ISCED 8). 

•  There has been an increase in the attention placed on incorporating ESD in both policies and curricula 
to advance the employability of graduates especially in TVET since the last reporting cycle. 

•  As also observed in the third reporting cycle, progress on how HEIs address ESD through both policies/
operational frameworks and curricula, is not as clear as for school education levels, due to the high level 
of autonomy that they enjoy. 

•  Funding on initiatives for raising public awareness is on the increase. Many public awareness actions 
derive from national strategies on SD/ ESD.

•  Policies, legislation, and operational frameworks supporting interdepartmental synergies and collabora-
tion at the national level were addressed for the first time in the current reporting cycle; this is vital as a 
whole-government approach to SD/ESD is necessary. 

•  The importance of national policies supporting synergies between processes and policies related to the 
SDGs received attention for the first time in the present reporting cycle. A majority of countries have 
reported such synergies, reflecting the increased understanding of the interconnectedness of the SDGs 
and the need to address them in a unified way across government structures and education levels.
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5. Issue 2: Promoting sustainable development through formal, non-formal and informal 
learning
“Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is commonly understood as education that encourages changes in 
knowledge, skills, values and attitudes to enable a more sustainable and just society for all. ESD aims to empower 
and equip current and future generations to meet their needs using a balanced and integrated approach to the 
economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development” (UNESCO, 2018b, p.7).
Knowledge, skills and attitudes as related to and affecting a sustainable future, are at the core of ESD, and this 
includes critical sustainability issues such as climate change, human rights, health, biodiversity, poverty reduction, 
sustainable production and consumption. This generates interesting challenges for teaching and learning methods 
including the promotion of a democratic, participatory approach that is inquiry led and oriented towards problem 
solving to stimulate action on the part of individuals (UNESCO, 2016). ESD promotes competences such as critical 
and systemic thinking, problem setting and problem solving and future-oriented thinking. ESD, therefore, follows a 
holistic approach with implications for how education is perceived and practiced. It is interesting to see the focus 
on the aspect of “learning” instead of on education, when addressing “formal”, “informal” and “non-formal” contexts. 
These are defined clearly by UNESCO: 

•  Formal learning: occurs as a result of experiences in an education or training institution, with structured 
learning objectives, learning time and support, which leads to certification. Formal learning is intentional 
from the learner’s perspective. 

•  Non-formal learning: is not provided by an education or training institution and typically does not lead to 
certification. It is, however, structured (in terms of learning objectives, learning time or learning support). 
Non-formal learning is intentional from the learner’s perspective. 

•  Informal learning: results from daily life activities related to work, family or leisure. It is not structured (in 
terms of learning objectives, learning time or learning support) and typically does not lead to certification. 
Informal learning may be intentional but, in most cases, it is non-intentional. (UNESCO, 2009, p. 27).

The recognition and emphasis placed on non-formal education is indicative of the search for different forms of 
education. As stated by Rogers (2019) “throughout the world, country after country, conscious at long last, that a 
one-size-fits-all education system cannot meet the needs of increasingly complex and fluid societies, are seeking 
for alternative educational systems, in particular for sections of society which are ‘hard to reach’: for example, pas-
toral and itinerant communities, migrant and displaced populations” (p.3). In contrast to the standardized system 
of formal education and vocational training, non-formal literacy and skills learning manifests high diversity, little 
standardization, few comparable results, and outcomes that differ by location and by individual learner (UNESCO, 
2018).
Issue 2 has six indicators (indicators 2.1 to 2.6). Specifically, indicator 2.1 refers to whether key themes of sustain-
able development are addressed explicitly in the curriculum/program of study at various levels of formal education, 
indicator 2.2 refer to whether and how strategies to implement ESD are clearly identified, indicator 2.3 refers to 
the “whole-institution approach”, indicator 2.4 to quality assessment systems, indicator 2.5 to ESD methods/instru-
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ments for non-formal education aimed to assess changes in knowledge, attitude and practice and indicator 2.6 
refers to ESD implementation as a multi-stakeholder process. Chart 18 presents countries’ self-assessment on the 
progress achieved for each indicator. 

Chart 18. Promotion of SD through formal, non- formal and informal learning: Summary of results for each indicator

The majority of the countries (>50 per cent) has either developed or completed the integration of parameters related 
to all six indicators of Issue 2. Two indicators in particular appear to have been completed to a greater extent than 
the others, these are indicator 2.1, which refers to SD key themes being addressed in formal education, and indica-
tor 2.6, referring to ESD implementation as a multi-stakeholder process. The indicator for which the highest rate of 
countries, are at the implementation (’in progress’) stage, is indicator 2.2 that refers to clearly identifying strategies 
related to ESD implementation. In a significant number of countries, the remaining three indicators under Issue 2 
are in progress. These are: 2.3 the processes of clearly identifying strategies on ESD; 2.4, having in place quality 
assessment/enhancement systems; and 2.5 establishing methods/instruments in non-formal and informal learning. 
In the following paragraphs, a thorough analysis of each indicator is presented.  
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5.1 Key themes of SD in formal education

Key themes determine the daily lives of people of all ages living in different living conditions, 
many of whom have experience in these fields. The topics are complex and manifold in their 
interrelations. However, they represent an opportunity to work with individuals in such a way that 
the potential for transformation becomes a central object of ESD. 
(Rieckmann, 2018)
Because of the fast development of humankind in all the SD pillars (economic, social and environ-
mental), the climate crises as well as the new technologies and knowledge emerging, education 
leaders and teachers are lacking modern and effective content for ESD. 
(Glavic, 2020) 

Indicator 2.1 sets out to establish whether key themes of sustainable development are addressed explicitly in the 
curriculum/programme of study at various levels of formal education. This is diagnosed through reports pertaining 
to sustainable development themes in formal education (sub-indicator 2.1.1), learning outcomes (sub-indicator 
2.1.2), and teaching and learning methods (sub-indicator 2.1.3). 
Most of the countries (56 per cent) are at the stage of developing such policies, with 28 per cent having completed 
their development and implementation. This is indicative of the great emphasis placed by the Member States on 
the SDGs and their implementation at the national level. 

Chart 19. Ratings of efforts to promote SD through learning
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As presented in Chart 19, all the reporting countries have integrated SD in their education systems to at least a 
moderate extent, with most countries stating that they integrate SD key themes, learning outcomes and teaching 
and learning methods at the maximum level. Specifically, in at least 70 per cent of the countries, all three dimen-
sions of ESD (key themes, teaching methods and learning outcomes) are being integrated at a minimum of 4 
ISCED levels. This indicates significant progress since the last implementation cycle, in which key themes and 
learning outcomes were included in the report and were reported as being addressed by a minimum of 50 per cent 
of the reporting countries in at least 4 ISCED levels (Source: ECE/CEP/179). Promoting SD through the integration 
of a variety of key themes receives the most attention, as also observed in the last implementation cycle, however, 
it is encouraging to see that learning outcomes and teaching and learning methods are also addressed to an ad-
vanced or to a maximum degree across at least 4 ISCED levels by the majority of reporting countries. 
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Chart 20. Stage of key themes integration: Distribution of countries (out of 30 countries)

5.1.1 Key theme integration 

Key themes are addressed through formal education to a maximum degree by most of the coun-
tries, indicating a strong political will to promote SD across all education levels.
Key themes with a strong focus on the economic aspect of SD are the least integrated in formal 
education systems.

Thirty Member States (88.23 per cent) reported that key themes of sustainable development are addressed explicitly 
in the curriculum/program of study at various levels of formal education (sub-indicator 2.1.1). As presented in Chart 
20 (below), twenty (66.7 per cent) countries reported that they integrate SD key themes to a maximum degree. These 
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Malta, Montenegro, the Netherlands, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Turkey. Five countries (16.7 per cent), 
Andorra, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Russia, and Ukraine, report integrating SD key themes to an advanced degree. Three 
countries (10 per cent) - Bulgaria, Finland, and Tajikistan- report progressing integration of key themes in curricula and 
two countries (6.7 per cent) report integrating SD key themes to a moderate degree. 
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Chart 21 presents key theme integration across all ISCED levels. As expected, key themes that are most ad-
dressed throughout curricula are focused on the environmental aspect of SD, such as environmental protection, 
biological and landscape diversity, ecological principles and environmental health. However, key themes that are 
most highly addressed across ISCED levels also have strong social and economic aspects; this is indicative of the 
fact that countries perceive ESD in a holistic manner and address all aspects of human life and activity through SD 
throughout their curricula. Key themes addressed which have strong social and economic aspects, include natural 
resource management, cultural diversity and gender equality. Chart 21 shows that the key themes of corporate 
social responsibility, culture’s contribution to SD, economic growth and poverty alleviation were the least addressed 
by countries. This might be attributed to a variety of factors, for example, some of these themes are characterized 
by a high degree of complexity, which may hamper their integration at the lower ISCED levels, particularly in early 
childhood and primary education levels. As also stated by reporting countries, the way in which sustainable devel-
opment themes are defined depends on the context of each country and thus more emphasis could be placed on 
environmental (e.g., Slovakia, Serbia), social (e.g., Estonia, Turkey, Belarus), economic issues (e.g., Romania, Ta-
jikistan) or to a mixture of the three (e.g., Belgium, Finland, Hungary, Latvia, Croatia, Switzerland, Cyprus, Greece, 
Kyrgyzstan, Russian Federation).

Chart 21. Variety of key themes integration: Distribution of countries (out of 30 countries)

*Scale 0-200 refers to the sum of the number or ticks indicated by Member States for each of the Key themes as provided in Appendix I(a) 
in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 
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Chart 22 below, presents key themes’ integration across groupings of ISCED levels, specifically for early childhood 
through secondary education (ISCED 0 to 3), and for short-cycle, tertiary to post-secondary non-tertiary (ISCED 4, 
5) and for tertiary education levels (ISCED 6 to 8). Key themes are most widely addressed throughout school and 
tertiary education and less integrated in post-secondary, non-tertiary and short-cycle tertiary education. 

Chart 22. Key theme integration across groupings of ISCED levels (0-3, 4-5, 6-8)*

*Scale 0-120 refers to the sum of the number or ticks per groupings of ISCED levels (primary, secondary, post-secondary and tertiary) as 
indicated by Member States for each of the Key themes as provided in Appendix I(a) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 
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Throughout school education (ISCED 0 to 3), the most widely integrated key themes are environmental protec-
tion, biological and landscape diversity, environmental health, natural resource management, ecological principles, 
cultural diversity and human rights. Other key themes widely integrated are sustainable lifestyles, gender equality, 
climate change and desertification, personal and family health and global citizenship, democracy and governance. 
The least integrated SD key themes across all ISCED levels were corporate social responsibility, economic growth 
and good jobs and culture’s contribution to SD. 
While key SD theme integration is at significantly lower levels at the short-cycle tertiary and post-secondary non-ter-
tiary levels, the integration at this level follows a similar trend as for school education with key themes focused on 
the environmental aspect of SD as the most widely integrated. Finally, as far as the tertiary education level is 
concerned (ISCED 6 to 8), key theme integration follows a similar trend as for ISCED 0 to 3 and ISCED 4 to 5. 
Even though the level of integration of key SD themes at this level is higher than for post-secondary non-tertiary 
education, it is still at a lower level compared to school education (ISCED 0 to 3). 
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Chart 23 presents key theme integration in early childhood care and education (ISCED 0). The most widely integrat-
ed key themes at this level, such as environmental protection, environmental health and natural resource manage-
ment, focus mainly on the environmental aspect of SD. Interestingly, key themes with a strong social element such 
as cultural diversity and gender equality are amongst the most widely integrated key themes. The least integrated 
key themes at this level include economic growth and good jobs and corporate social responsibility.

Chart 23. SD Themes in early childhood care and education* 

*Scale 0-25 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided for SD themes in early childhood care and education as indicated by Member 
States for each of the Key themes in Appendix I(a) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 
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An interesting example of key theme integration in SD comes from Slovakia, where a special topic in the field of 
ESD from kindergartens to upper secondary schools is the development of spatial literacy in terms of sustainable 
development, addressing school buildings in the context of sustainable construction and sustainable development. 
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For this purpose, Playful architecture: a manual for education on built environment (NEIS, 2013) was prepared for 
kindergartens and schools, representing a basic tool for educating the professional staff for teaching and develop-
ing spatial literacy in pupils – also in terms of sustainable values and principles.
Reporting results should be examined with caution. For example, in Serbia, although key themes with a strong 
ecological aspect such as climate change, renewable energy sources, water quality and waste management are 
addressed in the curricula for ISCED 0-3, other SD themes, such as socio-cultural and economic aspects, are also 
present although they are not always recognized as a part of SD. 
Chart 24 presents key theme integration for primary (ISCED 1), lower secondary (ISCED 2) and upper secondary 
education (ISCED 3). In primary education, the most widely integrated key themes include environmental protec-
tion, environmental health, biological and landscape diversity and sustainable lifestyles, all of which have a strong 
focus on the environmental aspects of SD. The least integrated key themes at this level include corporate and 
social responsibility, economic growth and good jobs, rural and urban development all of which have a strong focus 
on the economic aspect of SD. As far as lower secondary education is concerned (ISCED 2), the most extensively 
integrated key themes include biological and landscape diversity, environmental protection, human rights, natural 
resource management and cultural diversity. The least extensively integrated key themes for lower secondary 
education were corporate social responsibility and culture’s contribution to SD. 
Lower secondary education seems to follow a different trend regarding the integration of specific key SD themes 
in curricula compared to primary and higher secondary education. Specifically, human rights, biological and land-
scape diversity, environmental protection, production and consumption patterns and natural resource management 
are more extensively addressed at this level. 
At the higher secondary education level (ISCED 3), the most comprehensively integrated themes are biological 
and landscape diversity, biological principles, environmental protection, climate change, human rights, sustainable 
lifestyles and peace studies. Therefore, at this level we observe a higher emphasis on environmental as well as 
social aspects of SD, which is not so prevalent at ISCED 1 and 2. 
Member States provided several examples on how themes of sustainable development are addressed, based 
on a variety of factors (e.g., environmental, social, economic), through curricula/programs of study at the formal 
education level. For example, Greece incorporates key themes of ESD in the curriculum and timetable of special 
education schools (primary, secondary). Special emphasis is placed on activities related to cultural diversity and 
cultural preservation, through a vast number of activities, making culture in Greece both an enabler and a driver of 
the economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development. 
In Estonian national curricula for ISCED 1 to 4, there are specific SD key themes and the thematic emphasis differs 
according to age level. The relationship with life experiences and problems of a student are considered, aiming to 
build up a school culture respecting democratic and human rights values. Within the learning process, human rights 
and other topics are connected with the core competences (for example value and cultural competence, social and 
civic competence, self-awareness and communication).
The least addressed SD key themes in school education levels are culture’s contribution to SD, economic growth, 
corporate social responsibility, and poverty alleviation. That said, these key themes are integrated more exten-
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sively at ISCED 3 compared to ISCED 1 and 2. Interestingly, a variety of key themes such as peace studies, 
climate change and desertification, corporate social responsibility, renewable energy, rural and urban development, 
oceans, sustainable cities, and culture’s contribution to SD are found to be more widely addressed at the upper 
secondary education level compared to primary and lower secondary education. 

Chart 24. ESD key themes in primary and secondary education*

*Scale 0-35 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided for SD themes in primary, lower and upper secondary levels as indicated by 
Member States for each of the Key themes in Appendix I(a) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 
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An interesting example showing SD key theme integration in upper secondary schools is Romania, where, in the 
vocational education and training system, the “Local Development Curriculum” is part of the curriculum adapted 
to local development needs. It is developed by the school in partnership with companies, taking into account the 
labour market trend and the local needs. In Montenegro, the vocational education and training centre developed 26 
modularized curricula, out of which 10 have been implemented. All modules ensure the attainment of key compe-
tences, as well as the manner in which to develop certain key competences in specific modules. 
As presented in Chart 25, in general, key SD themes are more extensively addressed at the post-secondary non-ter-
tiary level (ISCED 4) compared to the short-cycle tertiary level (ISCED 5). Cultural diversity is the only key theme found 
to be more extensively addressed at the short-cycle tertiary level. Interestingly, although integrated to a lesser extent 
than in other ISCED levels, key themes with strong social and economic elements such as human rights, ecological 
principles, renewable energy, and peace studies are found to be among the most widely integrated themes at these 
levels. Specifically, there is a clear shift from post- secondary to short-cycle tertiary in the kinds of key themes more 
extensively integrated, moving from more environmentally oriented key themes towards themes with stronger social 
and economic parameters. Indicatively, for ISCED 4, the most extensively integrated key themes are human rights, 
ecological principles, oceans, renewable energy, peace studies, and rural/urban development and production and 
consumption patterns. For ISCED 5 the most widely addressed key themes are cultural diversity, natural resource 
management, environmental ethics and philosophy, peace studies and production and consumption patterns. 
A response to the current refugee crisis has provided several example activities that have been carried out by the 
Estonian Refugee Council, the Ethics Centre of Tartu University, and local NGOs. These include the Ethics Centre 
that has developed a migration and refugee-related edition to the students’ game ‘Discoverers of Values’ and NGO 
“Mondo” created a students’ game on the same topic. Both, Mondo and Ethical Links have created study material and 
organized teacher training and other events on different topics related to globalization, multiculturalism, religion, etc. 



IMPLEMENTATION OF THE UNECE STRATEGY FOR ESD ACROSS THE ECE REGION (2015-2018)

62

Chart 25. SD themes in post-secondary non-tertiary and short-cycle tertiary*

*Scale 0-20 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided for SD themes in post-secondary, non-tertiary and short tertiary education levels 
as indicated by Member States for each of the Key themes in Appendix I(a) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 

Chart 26 presents SD key themes integrated at the tertiary level (ISCED 6 to 8). Despite slight differences among 
various key themes, in general, key theme integration follows a similar pattern across all these three ISCED levels 
(bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral). Interestingly, it seems that all key themes examined through the reports are 
similarly integrated among ISCED levels 6 through 8. 
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*Scale 0-25 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided for SD themes in Bachelor’s or equivalent, Master’s or equivalent and Doctoral or equiv-
alent education levels as indicated by Member States for each of the Key themes in Appendix I(a) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 

Chart 26. SD themes in bachelor's, master's and doctoral degree programmes*
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BOX 2.1

Cultural Diversity: Greece performs a vast number of activities ranging from cultural heritage preservation 
to cultural and creative industries promotion, making Culture in Greece both an enabler and a driver of 
the economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development. Greece also supports and 
enforces in its legal framework UNESCO’s work promoting cultural diversity and UNESCO’s Culture Conven-
tions, which are keys to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Furthermore, 
Greece, through its competent public bodies, arm’s-length organizations and private cultural entities, pro-
motes cultural education of youth, with an emphasis on the use of new technologies. (Greece NIR)

5.1.2 Learning outcomes
Sub-indicator 2.1.2 examines whether learning outcomes (skills, attitudes and values) that support ESD are ad-
dressed explicitly in the curriculum/programme of study at various levels of formal education. Learning outcomes 
are also reported as being of utmost importance for the promotion of SD. For the purposes of this report, the 
learning outcomes were grouped into four main categories, namely learning to learn, learning to do, learning to be 
and learning to live and work together. For each group of learning outcomes, specific competences were defined. 
As presented in Chart 27, 16 countries (57.14 per cent) out of the 28 countries that responded to this item, have re-
ported that they integrate SD learning outcomes to a maximum extent. These countries are Belgium, Finland, Belarus, 
Croatia, Cyprus, Finland, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Latvia, Malta, Montenegro, the Netherlands, Romania, 
Slovakia, and Slovenia. Three countries (10.7 per cent) report that they integrate learning outcomes at an advanced 
level (Andorra, Georgia, and Israel). Nine countries (32.14 per cent) report as progressing in integrating SD learning 
outcomes. These countries are Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bosnia, Bulgaria, Tajikistan, Russia, Serbia, Turkey and Ukraine.

Chart 27. Levels of learning outcome integration: Categorization of countries (out of 28 countries)
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In the reporting template, there is no specific reference as to whether learning outcomes are standardized. Nev-
ertheless, Latvia and Romania make specific reference to the standardization of learning outcomes. Specifically, 
in Latvia, there is an 8-level Latvian Qualifications Framework, which includes descriptors, addressing national 
education and occupational standards, linked with formal education qualifications.

Chart 28. Distribution of competences across ISCED levels*

*Scale 0-200 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided per ISCED level for each of the groupings of learning outcomes as provided 
in Appendix I(b) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template.

As shown in Chart 28, learning outcomes related to learning to live and work together are the most extensively ad-
dressed through all ISCED levels, followed by learning outcomes referring to learning to learn. Enhancing learners’ 
competences in learning to do appears to be slightly less integrated for promoting SD, followed by competences in 
the learning to be category. In the Swiss NIR there is a description of transversal competences referring to ESD, such 
as systems thinking, anticipatory, normative, strategic and interpersonal competences linked to all levels of education. 
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Chart 28 also presents an overview of how targeted learning outcomes are distributed across ISCED levels. As 
shown in the chart, more emphasis is placed on promoting all groups of learning outcome for ISCED levels 1 to 4, 
which include primary, lower and upper secondary and post-secondary, non-tertiary levels. This pattern of compe-
tency distribution applies to all four groups of learning outcomes. 
An example from Romania is the ‘Scoala altfel’ (School in a Different Way) program that is implemented in pre-uni-
versity education at national level, aiming to develop learning competency and socio-emotional abilities of the stu-
dents. In Croatia, 27 curricula have been implemented in the vocational education system with learning outcomes 
in different vocational sectors. All vocational curricula contain learning outcomes for the development of key compe-
tences in the area of professional ethics, civic education and in the field of environmental protection in the vocation. 

BOX 2.2

The Methodological and Pedagogical Center (MPC) in Slovakia provides education in accredited educational 
programs (documents are accredited by the Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport) and in 
non-accredited forms of education (e.g., professional seminars and conferences). Accredited educational 
programs focus on the development of functional literacy, social competences, global education, interdis-
ciplinary competences, etc. For example: possibilities of development of environmental literacy of pupils in 
elementary and secondary schools; development of social competences of teaching staff through the devel-
opment of emotional intelligence; development of entrepreneurial/business skills in primary and secondary 
schools. Non-accredited forms of education in social, environmental and economic areas include inspiration 
in the area of ethical education at elementary and secondary schools; human rights topics in elementary 
school teaching; volunteering in out-of-school education. (Slovakia NIR)
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5.1.2.1 Learning to learn

As shown in Chart 29, across all ISCED levels, ESD integrates learning outcomes related to creative/future-orient-
ed thinking, overcoming obstacles- problem solving, posing analytical questions and critical thinking more exten-
sively. Outcomes less addressed are managing change and systemic thinking. 

Chart 29. Learning to learn: Expected outcomes*

*Scale 0-190 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided per ISCED level for each of the expected outcomes on learning to learn as 
provided in Appendix I(b) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 
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*Scale 0-200 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided per ISCED level for each of the expected outcomes on learning to do as 
provided in Appendix I(b) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 

5.1.2.2 Learning to do

As presented in Chart 30 education is found to be more oriented towards learners’ ability to act responsively and 
slightly less on enhancing learners’ competency to apply learning in a variety of life-wide contexts and on acting 
with determination.

Chart 30. Learning to do: Expected outcomes*
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*Scale 0-200 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided per ISCED level for each of the expected outcomes on learning to be as 
provided in Appendix I(b) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 

5.1.2.3 Learning to be

Competences regarding learning to be are found to be the least addressed throughout all ISCED levels. Self-ex-
pression and communication are the most emphasized competences, followed by self-confidence, the ability to 
identify and clarify issues and, finally, coping under stress. 

Chart 31. Learning to be: Expected outcomes*
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*Scale 0-200 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided per ISCED level for each of the expected outcomes on learning to live and 
work together as provided in Appendix I(b) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template

5.1.2.4 Learning to live and work together

Competences related to learning to live and work together are emphasized more than other learning outcomes. 
In this domain, the most extensively addressed competences are collaboration and team working along with 
acting with respect for others and acting with responsibility. Less integrated competences refer to identifying 
stakeholders and their interests.

Chart 32. Learning to live and work together: Expected outcomes*
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*Scale 0-120 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided regarding the four groups of ESD competences for ISCED 0 as provided in 
Appendix I(b) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 

Charts 33 to 36 present the distribution of learning outcomes, across ISCED levels. 
Chart 33. ESD competences addressed in early childhood care and education*

Chart 33 presents learning outcomes targeted at the early childhood level. Indicatively, in Bulgaria, acquiring com-
petences for implementing sustainable development principles is one of the main objectives of pre-school and 
school education set out in the Pre-school and School Education Act of 2015.
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Chart 34 presents learning outcomes for compulsory school education. As with the early childhood level, a pattern 
is observed for primary, lower secondary and upper secondary levels, in which learning to live and work together 
along with learning to learn are the groups of competences most widely targeted. In addition, as we move from pri-
mary to upper secondary, we observe a gradual increase in the extent to which ESD competences are addressed. 

Chart 34. ESD competences addressed in primary and secondary education*

*Scale 0-200 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided regarding the four groups of ESD competences for ISCEDs 1, 2 and 3 (primary 
and secondary education) as provided in Appendix I(b) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 

For example, in Kyrgyzstan, The State Educational Standard of the Secondary General Education identifies three 
key competences: Information, social/communicative, and self-organization and problem solving. In Ireland, at 
the lower secondary level, the new Framework for Junior Cycle is built around 24 ‘statements of learning’ that 
students are expected to engage with over the course of their three-year Junior Cycle programme. These include 
understanding and valuing active citizenship within the context of rights and responsibilities; thinking and acting 
sustainably; understanding the interaction of social, economic, and environmental phenomena; and developing 
personal values in the framework of moral, ethical and responsible decision making.
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BOX 2.3

An eight-level Latvian Qualifications Framework (LQF) was established in 2012. The level descriptors are 
based on learning outcomes and formal education qualifications are linked with these levels. The level de-
scriptors were elaborated with reference to national education and occupational standards as well as the 
European Qualification Framework (EQF) level descriptors. The LQF comprises formal higher, vocational and 
general education sectors. Latvian level descriptions of knowledge (knowledge and comprehension), skills 
(ability to apply knowledge, communication, and general skills) and competence (analysis, synthesis and 
assessment) all referencing to the EQF are incorporated into the Cabinet of Ministers Regulations No 990 on 
the classification of Latvian education. (Latvia NIR)

BOX 2.4

Croatia’s National Curriculum for Vocational Education (2018) mentions education for sustainable develop-
ment as one of its core values.  At present, 27 curricula have been implemented in the vocational education 
system with learning outcomes in different vocational sectors. All vocational curricula contain learning out-
comes for the development of key competences in the area of professional ethics, civic education and in the 
field of environmental protection in the vocation. (Croatia NIR) 

Chart 35. ESD competences addressed in post-secondary non-tertiary and short-cycle tertiary*

*Scale 0-140 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided regarding the four groups of ESD competences for ISCEDs 4 and 5 as pro-
vided in Appendix I(b) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 
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Chart 35 presents the targeted learning outcomes for pre-university education. At these levels there is a lack of em-
phasis on competences related to learning to be. This might be attributed to the fact that at these levels, candidates 
target the development of specific knowledge and skills, required by the market. For example, in Croatia learning 
outcomes that are particularly related to sustainable development can be found in vocational curricula for acquiring 
qualifications in agriculture, nutrition, veterinary medicine, economics, trade and business administration, geology, 
mining, oil and chemical technology, construction and geodesy, mechanical engineering, shipbuilding and metallur-
gy, health and social welfare. In addition, in the field of adult education, vocational curricula have been implemented 
as well as training and specialization programs for acquiring competences with sustainable development in mind.

Chart 36. ESD competences addressed at the Bachelors, Masters and Doctoral levels*

In Chart 36, in which university education levels are presented (bachelor’s through to doctoral) learning to do is 
emphasized more than at ISCED levels 0-5 although it is not as emphasized as learning to live and work together 
and learning to learn. This, however, cannot be claimed with certainty due to the large variation of programs at 
ISCED levels 6 to 8 with candidates being orientated towards different sectors and market needs as well as the 
fragmentation of reporting from higher-level institutions due to their autonomy. 

*Scale 0-140 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided regarding the four groups of ESD competences for ISCEDs 6, 7 and 8 as 
provided in Appendix I(b) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 
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To summarize, in Charts 33 to 36, outcomes related to learning to live and work together are the most extensively 
addressed in all ISCED levels, while the least addressed competences are the ones addressing learning to do. 
Regarding post-secondary non-tertiary and short-cycle tertiary (ISCED 4 and 5), scores are noticeably lower for 
each of the groups of competences, even though learning outcomes are more emphasized for ISCED 4. 
Nevertheless, the pattern observed among all ISCED levels regarding how learning outcomes are prioritized, is 
interesting because it seems that the emphasis is on collectivity (to live and work together). Not enough emphasis 
is placed on learning to be, i.e. on identifying and clarifying values, self-expression and self-confidence and coping 
with stress. Perhaps more emphasis should be given here through all levels of education because learning to be 
seems to constitute a prerequisite for all other learning outcomes.

5.1.3 Teaching and learning methods 

Nationwide ESD educator training has started to leave its desired effect in refining mindsets re-
garding ESD and its mode of implementation: ESD is viewed more as a process whereby students 
are empowered and provided with an opportunity to acquire skills and competences for responsi-
ble active citizenship, sustainable behaviors, lifelong learning, employability and understanding 
of global issues (Malta NIR)

Sub-indicator 2.1.3 refers to whether teaching and learning methods that support ESD are addressed explicitly in 
the curriculum or program of study at various levels of formal education. Twenty-six (26) Member States (76.5 per 
cent) responded positively. 

Chart 37. Categorization of efforts to promote SD through teaching and learning methods (out of 26 countries)
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As presented in Chart 37, all countries report promoting SD through teaching and learning methods to at least a 
moderate degree. Specifically, two countries (11.6 per cent) (Azerbaijan and Tajikistan) report a moderate level, 
six countries (23.2 per cent) (Andorra, Georgia, Israel, Russia, Turkey and Ukraine) report a progressing level, two 
countries (11.6 per cent) (Iceland and Romania) report an advanced level and sixteen countries (61.6 per cent) 
(Armenia, Belarus, Belgium, Croatia, Cyprus, Estonia, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Malta, Montenegro, the 
Netherlands, Serbia, Slovakia and Slovenia) report integrating teaching and learning methods for the promotion of 
SD at a maximum level.
Member States refer to a variety of approaches implemented both at the formal and non-formal levels. For most 
countries, the choice of learning methods supporting ESD is usually left to the teacher. For example, in Finland, 
schools, education institutions and teachers have autonomy regarding the learning methods they use. In the Neth-
erlands, under the ‘freedom of Education’ law, the national curriculum only describes the ‘what’ (content) in highly 
global/abstract terminology. The ‘how’ and ‘when’ is a responsibility of individual schools. 
As presented in Chart 38, the teaching and learning methods most widely used to promote SD throughout all 
ISCED levels are simulations, role-playing and games, ICT, excursions and outdoor learning, discussions and prob-
lem solving. The least utilized teaching methods to promote SD are workplace experience, good practice analyses, 
philosophical inquiry, and conceptual and perceptual mapping. 
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Chart 38. Teaching- learning methods integration across ISCED levels*

*Scale 0-200 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided regarding teaching and learning methods across all ISCED levels as required 
in Appendix I(c) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 

Some countries refer to specific teaching methods in the curricula, the majority of which promote learner-centered 
learning (e.g., Finland, the Netherlands, Hungary, Latvia, Romania, Estonia, and Slovenia). Approaches of particular 
significance include excursions and outdoor learning (e.g., Bosnia-Herzegovina, Greece, Cyprus, Romania), learn-
er-driven projects, problem solving, surveys, simulations, role playing, games, conceptual and perceptual mapping, 
ICT, case study, campaigning, etc. (e.g., Russian Federation, Malta, Croatia, Montenegro, Ireland, Slovakia).
For early childhood and care (ISCED 0), as presented in Chart 39, the widely integrated teaching and learning 
methods are simulations, role playing and games, scenarios-modeling and ICT. The least integrated methods are 
good practice analyses, workplace experience, case studies, philosophical inquiry and surveys. 
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Chart 39. Teaching and learning methods in early childhood care and education *

*Scale 0-25 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided regarding teaching and learning methods across ISCED 0 as required in Ap-
pendix I(c) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 

As far as school education is concerned (ISCED 1 to 3; Chart 40), the most widely used teaching and learning 
methods vary although at all three levels, simulations, role-playing and games, and excursions-outdoor learning are 
the most popular. At the upper secondary level (ISCED 3), the most widely used methods are problem solving, ICT, 
outdoor learning and learner driven projects. In lower secondary (ISCED 2) ICT is ranked most highly together with 
simulations/role play and outdoor learning; this is also the case at the primary level (ISED 1). 
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Chart 40. Teaching and learning methods in primary and secondary education*

*Scale 0-30 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided regarding teaching and learning methods across ISCEDs 1, 2 and 3  as required 
in Appendix I(c) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template

Various teaching and learning methods are also used at the post-secondary non-tertiary level (ISCED 4) and at the 
short-cycle tertiary (ISCED 5) levels. Specifically, as shown in Chart 41 the extent to which teaching and learning 
methods are integrated for the promotion of SD is much higher at the post-secondary non-tertiary level (ISCED 4) 
compared to the short-cycle non-tertiary level (ISCE 5). This applies to all teaching methods; however, the largest 
discrepancies between the two levels occur for ICT, problem solving, philosophical inquiry and conceptual/ percep-
tual mapping. Regarding ISCED 4, the most widely used teaching and learning methods are ICT, problem solving 
and workplace experience, whereas for ISCED 5 the most widely used methods are value clarification and ICT. The 
least integrated methods for ISCED 4 are conceptual-perceptual mapping and good practice analyses, while for 
ISCED 5, this is philosophical inquiry and perceptual/ conceptual mapping.
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Chart 41. Teaching and learning methods in post-secondary non-tertiary and short-cycle tertiary 

*Scale 0-20 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided regarding teaching and learning methods across ISCEDs 4 and 5 as required 
in Appendix I(c) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 

Similar patterns to school education (ISCED 1 to 3) are also observed for tertiary education (ISCED 6 to 8). As 
shown in Chart 42, the most extensively used teaching and learning methods to promote SD at the bachelor’s, 
master’s and PhD. levels are ICT, simulations, role-playing and games, and problem solving. The least integrated 
methods, for all three levels, are excursions, outdoor learning, and value clarification. 
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Chart 42. Teaching and learning methods in Bachelors, Masters and Doctoral Programs*

*Scale 0-25 refers to the sum of the number or ticks provided regarding teaching and learning methods across ISCEDs 6, 7 and 8 as required 
in Appendix I(c) in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 

5.2 Strategies addressing ESD 

The preparation of national strategies for the diffusion of ESD in the official education systems 
of countries, emphasizes the importance that education has to play in shaping environmentally 
responsible citizens, who with a sense of social responsibility and ecological integrity, will take 
action for achieving sustainability both nationally and globally.

(Cyprus NIR)

Indicator 2.2 referred to whether strategies to implement ESD are clearly identified. Therefore, Member States were 
required to provide information as to whether ESD is addressed through (a) existing subjects only; (b) a cross-curricular 
approach; (c) the provision of specific subject programs and courses; (d) a stand-alone project; or (e) other approaches.
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Chart 43. Identified strategies to implement ESD

Specifically, as indicated in Chart 43, twenty-three Member States (71.87 per cent) have reported that ESD is 
addressed through existing subjects. Greece reports that national curricula are in place in compulsory education 
(ISCED 0-3), reinforced by additional courses and projects at the secondary level in which participation is optional. 
ESD is also incorporated in special education curricula through various approaches including the education of 
students with disability and/or special educational needs in the mainstream class, with parallel support, in inclusive 
classes, individual teaching subjects and education programs taught in special schools, coeducational programs 
and apprenticeships.
Twenty-five (78.12 per cent) Member States report that ESD is addressed through a cross curricular approach. In 
Germany, the project Transfer21 enables students to explore various SD themes through workshops, projects and 
expert talks and participate in the UNESCO Associated Schools Project (ASP). In Hungary, sustainability is also 
defined as a compulsory cross-curricular area for compulsory school education (ISCED 0 to 3). Estonia reports 
cross-curricular topics on ESD integrated in gymnasiums such as ‘Environment and sustainable development’, 
‘Lifelong Learning and Career Planning’ and ‘Values and Morality’.
Twenty three (71.87 per cent) Member States report that ESD is addressed through specific programs or courses. 
For example, Slovenia reports increasing school participation in networks such as Eco Schools, Healthy Schools, 
UNESCO ASP,  eTwinning and Ecogardens on topics such as ‘The Traditional Slovenian Breakfast’, ‘Europe at 
School’ and ‘Seeds of Change’. In Estonia, 85 schools participate in the international program Global Learning 
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and Observations to Benefit the Environment (GLOBE) and 30 schools participate in the Baltic Sea Project that 
promotes environmental education in the spirit of the Rio Declaration, Agenda 21 for the Baltic region.
In 23 Member States (71.87 per cent) ESD is implemented as a standalone project. For example, in Montenegro, 
the project entitled ‘SCHOOL4CITY - Bringing education about sustainable cities in Montenegrin schools’ aims 
to improve the understanding and application of the sustainable cities concept among the teachers and children/
students in kindergartens, primary and high-schools, through awareness-raising and capacity building actions. Ger-
many reports that there are over 2,000 official German DESD projects and official GAP awards for learning places, 
networks and local authorities, while some Federal States have introduced SD in the development of curricula as 
a core principal, which enables dynamic processes to be developed within each school. Switzerland reports on 
research and on practical and work-based experience on sustainability issues taking place in various master’s and 
bachelor’s programs. Finally, eighteen Member States (56.25 per cent) report that other approaches are in use. 

Chart 44. Teaching and learning methods in ESD across ISCED levels*

*Scale 0-35 refers to the number of ticks provided for teaching and learning methods per ISCED level as required in Appendix I(c) in the 
report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template. 
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Chart 44 presents how ESD is addressed across ISCED levels. ESD is approached through multiple approaches at 
the compulsory school levels from primary to upper secondary (ISCED 1-3). Cross curriculum approaches are the 
most extensively used and, perhaps predictably, this approach is used more than any other at the early childhood 
education and care level (ISCED 0). Existing subjects, specific programs or courses and standalone projects are 
also methods used widely at ISCED 1 to 3 compared to all other ISCED levels. Additionally, specific courses or 
programs, existing subjects, standalone projects and cross curriculum approaches are used to introduce ESD into 
tertiary level education (ISCED 6 and 7) more than at all other ISCED levels.

BOX 2.5

ESD has gained significant momentum in Estonia with the support of EU Structural Funds. The Ministry of Ed-
ucation and Research and Ministry of Environment have supplied educators with the competence to include 
sustainable development in their everyday teaching. In 2011-2015 under the Development of Environmental 
Education program (supported by the European Social Fund) the public procurement ‘Preparation of in-ser-
vice training curricula and training courses for teachers of formal education and universities and non-formal 
environmental education professionals’ was launched. The objective of the program was to equip educators 
and teachers with the competences to implement active learning methods and integrate the cross-curriculum 
sustainable development topic in their everyday teaching. The two main state universities which provide 
initial teacher education, prepared in-service programs and organised these ESD courses. A special in-ser-
vice training curriculum for formal education teachers and non-formal education professionals was compiled. 
(Estonia NIR)

5.3 Whole Institution Approaches 

The Ministry of Education and Culture, within the framework of the New Education Reform, has 
officially incorporated the ESD process in the school syllabi by preparing the curriculum for ESD. 
This involves all levels of education and aims at shaping the Sustainable School, which will act 
as an agent, bringing about change in education and society (Cyprus NIR). 

Whole Institution Approaches (WIA) to ESD are reported under indicator 2.3 As pointed out in the outcomes of the 
previous evaluation report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3), WIA are considered “a highly effective means to instil the 
knowledge, skills and choices for learners to live and work sustainably” (p.9). Thus, the ECE Steering Committee 
has acknowledged whole-institution approaches by putting forward the adoption of ESD school plans as a priority 
action area for the third phase of the implementation of the Strategy. The UNECE Strategy for ESD states, “An 
educational institution, as a whole, should follow principles of SD” (CEP/AC.13/2005/3/Rev.1; para. 29).
WIA involve all stakeholders within the school and the community environment (e.g. the learners, the institution, and 
the community) working collaboratively to embed sustainability in the curriculum, in the pedagogical approaches 
implemented, in the facilities and in the interactions with the community.  Within this approach, the priorities move 
from including ESD issues into a few selected subjects or actions to applying ESD as “a foundation for the entire 
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functioning of an educational institution (including management and budget, education, professional development, 
campus design, resource use, community relations etc.)” (Gleason, Kirillof, Koryakina, Ermakov & Ermakov, 2020, 
p. 36). Incorporating WIA in ESD in schools is important, as that is where the basis of a significant part of a young 
person’s culture is likely to be formed, so it could well be the foundation of a culture of sustainable development.
For this report, data were collected regarding whether WIA is adopted by institutions (sub-indicator 2.3.1), whether 
incentives that support WIA to sustainable development and ESD are in place, including the implementation of ESD 
school plans (sub-indicator 2.3.2) and whether institutions develop their own sustainable development and ESD 
indicators (sub-indicator 2.3.3). 
WIA is adopted by institutions within the majority (20) of the reporting Member States (62.50 per cent) with incen-
tives supporting it, including ESD School Plans (21 Member States). ESD school plans as a specific approach are 
adopted in a number of Member States such as Austria, Finland, Cyprus, Hungary, Slovenia, Latvia, Romania, 
Belarus, and Azerbaijan and are used as means for school self-monitoring and assessment. 
The way in which ESD School Plans are viewed by governments varies; for example, in Cyprus, since 2011, 
Schools’ Sustainable Environmental Educational Policy, based on WIA has been mandated by the Ministry of 
Education Culture, Sports and Youth in pre-primary and primary education. Every school is supported in its efforts 
to organize their ESD policy based on a WIA and taking into consideration the school, the curriculum, and the com-
munity, selected from all participants in the learning process (students, teachers, principals, the local population, 
etc.). Non-formal and informal education are integral parts of this policy since intergenerational communication and 
informal education are included as priorities for schools. 
As presented in Chart 45, WIA are most extensively used at primary (ISCED 1) and both lower and upper secondary 
levels (ISCED 2 and 3). The WIA is applied slightly less at the early childhood level (ISCED 0) and at bachelor degree or 
equivalent programs (ISCED 6). It is worth noting that WIAs are integrated at all ISCED levels as indicated in Chart 45. 
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Chart 45. Number of countries adopting WIA for ESD per ISCED level: Comparison of Reporting periods 2005-
2014, 2015- 2018

The overall number of countries reporting WIA integration in ESD is similar to the last implementation cycle in which 
it was reported that nearly three quarters of Member States were implementing WIA (ECE/CEP/179). However, in 
the present reporting cycle, it is observed that there is a significant increase of WIA implementation at the post-sec-
ondary non-tertiary and short-cycle tertiary education levels (ISCED 4 and 5) and at the Bachelor’s and Master’s 
levels (ISCED 6 and 7) (Chart 45). 
As predicted in the third evaluation report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3), it seems that slightly more countries are plac-
ing emphasis on implementing WIA at the kindergarten level, such as Finland, where the Finnish National Agency 
for Education has required that all schools should draw up a sustainable development plan. In Germany, Hungary, 
Ireland and Slovenia the Green Kindergarten Network has been established. For example, in Germany, 29 model 
networks supported by the foundation ‘Haus der kleinen Forscher’ (Little Scientists’ House) provide pedagogical 
resources and a continuous professional development program. Training workshops for caring/teaching staff on 
the integration of ESD in early childhood education are offered, reaching 30,000 early childhood education institu-
tions throughout the country. In Hungary, the Green Kindergarten Network and the Eco-School Network with their 
respective assessment and award systems are efficient representatives of the WIA. More than 20 per cent of the 
overall population of Hungarian teachers and kindergarten teachers are involved. 
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At the primary and secondary education levels (ISCED 1 to 3) in Austria, there are legal regulations on school qual-
ity management in general whereas in countries such as The Netherlands or Switzerland, a more open-ended ap-
proach towards WIA is adopted. Specifically, in The Netherlands, as ESD is a voluntary task under the constitutional 
right of freedom of education, there are numerous good practices in ESD implementation at all levels of education 
across the school system and organizations, reflecting whole-institution approaches. In Russia, there are currently 
several isolated examples of initiatives incorporating WIA in ESD at the secondary level. 
A number of Member States (e.g., Austria, Hungary, Estonia, Latvia, Romania, Switzerland), as also observed in the 
3rd Evaluation Report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3) implement WIA at the tertiary level through various actions. However, 
due to the autonomy of institutions at the tertiary level, Member States report a lack of data in this field. For example, 
many Austrian universities of applied science and university colleges of teacher education have participated in pro-
grammes supporting ESD as a whole institution. There also exists a quality mark, which addresses WIA for certifying 
Schools and Teacher Education institutions (the National Environmental Performance Award for Schools and Universi-
ty Colleges of Teacher Education). Switzerland reports that only a few universities apply a WIA, integrating SD or ESD 
topics in their curricula for all study programmes and involving students as well as academic staff in their institution. 
The University of Bern in particular has prepared and developed this approach continuously for the past few years and 
is implementing it with the support of the local government of Bern. 
Incentives for promoting the WIA (sub-indicator 2.3.2) are varied. In most of the Member States (e.g., Andorra, Austria, 
Finland, Greece, Hungary, Estonia, Italy, Slovenia, Malta, Cyprus, The Netherlands, Belarus, Russian Federation) 
incentives for implementing a whole-institution approach are mostly in the form of guidelines and support material 
including guidance on how to enter ESD programs and recognition schemes. Other forms of incentives include award 
schemes, e.g., Austria’s Sustainability Award for Higher Education or various awards schemes offered in Germany. 
Finally, funding is another form of incentive reported by Austria, Latvia, Romania, Croatia, and Montenegro. 
In Slovenia, there are quality criteria for schools, which are divided into three sets referring to the quality of the 
learning process, to the school policy/organization and to school relations with the environment. In Belarus, the 
training program of preschool education, determines development indicators for each age group (junior and senior 
pre-schoolers) and, analogously, there are indicators for vocational, secondary, higher and tertiary education. In 
Finland, schools and other educational institutions can create indicators if they find it useful. 
Chart 46, presents how various kinds of incentives are provided to countries to implement WIA across ISCED lev-
els. The chart demonstrates that incentives are more widely offered for school education (ISCEDs 0 to 3) compared 
to all other education levels. Indicatively, in Greece, under the framework of the program AEIFORUM, a certification 
process has been created called the “Sustainable School Label” (SSL) that awards schools turning to sustainability. 
Forty indicators divided into three domains (Pedagogy; Social-organizational; Environmental) are at the heart of the 
SSL and cover the full range of school activities and functions. 
In Slovenia the Cultural Bazaar Movement, which turned from a unique one-day annual event into a year-long pro-
gram of activities, is permeated with ESD elements and has combined actions undertaken by various ministries in 
the country, such as the Ministry of Culture, the Ministry of Education, Science and Sport, the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Forestry and Food, the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of the Environment and Spatial Planning, and the Slovenian 
National Commission for UNESCO. 
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Fewer incentives for integrating WIA are reported at the post-secondary non-tertiary level (ISCED 4) and the 
short-cycle tertiary level (ISCED 5). This may explain why WIAs are also the least integrated across these two lev-
els. As pointed out in the Slovakia NIR, there are currently no available schemes or funding available for non-formal 
education of adults in this area. However, themes related to SD are popular in the curricula of universities of the 
third age, i.e., senior citizen education.

BOX 2.6

In Cyprus, the ESD National Curriculum, officially introduced in primary education, comprises twelve the-
matic units of international, regional and national interest (forest, water, litter, poverty, urban development, 
desertification, production and consumption, energy, tourism, means of transport, culture and environ-
ment, biodiversity). Each thematic unit includes: a) the basic notions and vocabulary related to the partic-
ular issue and b) the learning outcomes at each level, which are differentiated according to the age of the 
students: 1st level (Grades 0 to 2: local), ‘My neighborhood/My community’, 2nd level (Grades 3 to 4): na-
tional, ‘My Community/My Country’ and 3rd level (Grades 5 to 6): international, ‘My country/Our world’. [...] 
The thematic units provide a tool for each school to examine and study its own Sustainable Environmental 
Educational Policy (SEEP), which is based on the study and examination of an issue of sustainable de-
velopment selected from all the participants in the learning process (students, teachers, principals, local 
populations etc.) [...]. The Unit for Education for the Environment and Sustainable Development has been 
developed as a specific guide for teachers in primary education, including all the learning outcomes for 
each thematic unit, for all the classes in primary education in order to help teachers implement effectively 
the curriculum of ESD, on the basis of the learning outcomes that must be attained at each grade [...]. The 
Pedagogical Institute, in collaboration with the Departments of Education, has included mandatory training 
programs for teachers intended to implement the ESD at national scale under the thematic fields of: ‘I 
Know my World’ and ‘Action for Life’. [...] (Cyprus NIR)
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Chart 46. Incentives to support WIA (out of 25 countries)

As also observed in Chart 46, there are noticeable incentives to support a WIA at the tertiary level, specifically at 
the bachelor’s (ISCED 6) and master’s (ISCED 7) levels, for example, the Austrian ‘Sustainability Award for Higher 
Education’ (established in 2008) has a particular focus on the WIA. The awards are not given to single, isolated 
projects or initiatives but rather to processes and measures that cover the whole university and its stakeholders 
over the long term. In Germany, institutions applying a WIA can apply for recognition through an award given by the 
Federal Ministry of Education and German Commission for UNESCO.
In addition, the Charter of the Greek Universities for Sustainable Development (adopted by the Greek Universi-
ties’ Rectors in 2011) is promoting the WIA in its member institutions. In Switzerland, the programme ‘U-Change: 
Students’ initiatives and projects for sustainable development’ (2017-2020), encourages students’ initiatives and 
projects (research and applied sciences) on SD. The programme offers funding and technical support to students 
from different universities, which are based on students’ cooperation with private enterprises, public institutions or 
NGOs, aiming for sustainable development.
Regarding institutions developing their own sustainable development and ESD indicators, most Member States report 
that this occurs on a voluntary basis. The number of Member States in which institutions develop their own sustainable 
development and ESD indicators is evidently low (19 Member States ¬ - 55.88 per cent). As presented in Chart 47, 
in general, formal education institutions develop their own indicators mostly in school education (ISCEDs 0 to 3). The 
trend is similar for non-formal institutions, although, for these institutions, the development of SD/ESD indicators is less 
reported. At the early childhood education and care level (ISCED 0), SD/ESD indicators for non-formal institutions are 
at a much lower level (6 out of 19 countries) compared to formal institutions (16 out of 19 countries).
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Chart 47. Institutions developing their own SD/ESD indicators

BOX 2.7

According to the Romanian legislative framework, every school within pre-university education has to an-
nually elaborate and implement the School Institutional Developing Plan (SIDP) which covers domains like 
analysis of the internal/external environment, operational plan, curriculum, school’s local, national and inter-
national partnerships (including educational networks and consortium participation). For the VET system, the 
School Action Plan (SAP) includes the mission of the school, promoted values, goals/strategic objectives, 
target areas, major directions of activity, drawn from a SWOT analysis, etc. […].  In particular, SAPs for VET 
schools contain an analysis of school capacity to respond to the vocational training needs at the local com-
munity level, the priorities, targets and actions to be established/implemented in order to improve the quality 
of VET and to increase the employment rate of the VET graduates. In addition, VET school partnerships must 
include cooperation with economic agents, based on contracts, in order to ensure the practical training for the 
students. Non-formal education related to ESD is also addressed in the SIDP/SAP. (Romania NIR)
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5.4 Quality assessment systems 

“Quality and evaluation are still central needs within ESD: the quality of processes has been con-
sidered in the DESD monitoring as important as the quality of products (or even more so, assum-
ing a learning point of view), and a reflective approach to evaluation and monitoring is the only 
one consistent with the ‘learning changes’ the Decade aims at.” (Breiting & Mayer, 2015, p.39) 

Indicator 2.4 was aimed at diagnosing quality assessment systems for ESD. The importance of incorporating ESD 
in quality assessment for formal education was acknowledged by the ECE Steering Committee and addressed in 
the previous reporting cycle (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3, par.30), as a means to strengthen what is considered to be 
a quality education and ESD.
Specifically, under sub-indicator 2.4.1, 27 Member States (84.37 per cent) have reported that education quality 
assessment/enhancement systems exist in their country, 20 of which explicitly address ESD. It is therefore evi-
dent that quality assessment/enhancement systems are generic in many countries and do not explicitly address 
ESD, as only 17 Member States (53.12 per cent) report that education quality assessment/enhancement sys-
tems that address ESD exist in their national systems (Azerbaijan, Israel, Belarus, Tajikistan, Russian Federa-
tion, Andorra, Austria, Bulgaria, Belgium, Cyprus, Greece, Ireland, Hungary, Iceland, Malta, Romania, Slovakia). 
Nevertheless, quality assessment and enhancement systems are in place. Indicative examples are Andorra’s 
Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education, Austria’s Schelqualitat Allgemeibildung (school quality in gen-
eral secondary education) and QualitatsInitiative BeruflsBildung (quality in vocational training), inspectorates of 
education in various countries (e.g., Hungary, Greece, and Cyprus) and school or teacher accreditation mech-
anisms implemented by quality assurance agencies for higher education. In addition to national quality assess-
ment mechanisms, countries also adopt quality assessment systems from programs or initiatives in which they 
participate at the international level (e.g., Green Schools, ENSI, Eco-UNESCO and ESF), especially regarding 
quality assurance for ESD. 
Specifically, as presented in Chart 48, the most extensively implemented quality assessment/ enhancement sys-
tems are used in primary and secondary education (ISCED 1 to 3), followed by early childhood education and 
care (ISCED 0), Bachelor’s (ISCED 6) and Master’s (ISCED 7) education levels. Therefore, even though quality 
assessment and enhancement systems are in place it seems that countries have more to do to further promote 
their integration in ESD. 
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Chart 48. Quality assessment systems per ISCED level 

Member States plan to emphasize a series of parameters in student assessment/examinations in the next five 
years, in relation to ESD, specifically: knowledge (29 Member States – 85.29 per cent), skills and competences 
(22 Member States – 64.71 per cent), values and attitudes (23 Member States - 67.45 per cent) and behaviours 
(19 Member States - 55.88 per cent). In terms of student assessment, it seems that Member States place more 
emphasis on knowledge and less on values, attitudes, and behaviours.
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Chart 49. Dimensions of learning that countries plan to reinforce in student exams: Classification of stakeholders 
by UN Decade of ESD (out of 34 countries)

5.5 ESD methods and instruments for non-formal and informal learning 

Under this indicator, data is collected on the extent to which ESD methods and instruments for non-formal and 
informal learning are in place to assess changes in knowledge, attitude and practice. The importance of non-for-
mal and informal learning in ESD is a strand emphasized throughout the UNECE Strategy for ESD and reflected 
upon in previous reporting cycles (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3, par. 32). Thus, Member States have long recognized 
the insufficiency of addressing ESD only through formal education and have emphasized non-formal and informal 
learning as a means to orient societies towards sustainable development. 
In the previous (3rd) Reporting Cycle (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3, par. 35) an emergent need pointed out by Member 
States, was to establish mechanisms to track and evaluate non-formal and informal ESD initiatives, either at na-
tional or regional levels. The evaluation and monitoring of such efforts, is a means to strengthen and improve them. 
Evidently, Member States have since started to address this parameter, as 15 countries (46.87 per cent) report 
instruments to assess ESD outcomes as a result of non-formal and informal learning. 
In the present Reporting Cycle, 25 Member States (78.12 per cent) report that sustainable development issues 
are addressed in informal and public awareness-raising activities, 24 Member States (75 per cent) report that 
there is support for work-based learning (e.g., small companies in Malta, Cyprus, Hungary, and Greece, farmers in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, unions in Kyrgyzstan and in Croatia, associations/organizations in Cyprus, Kyrgyzstan, Swit-
zerland, employers in the Russian Federation) which addresses sustainable development issues. Only 15 Member 
States (46.87 per cent) report that instruments (e.g., research, surveys, etc.) are in place to assess the outcomes of 
ESD as a result of non-formal and informal learning (Russian Federation, Georgia, Croatia, Turkey, Slovenia, Malta, 
Latvia, The Netherlands, Ireland, Iceland, Hungary, Germany, Greece, Estonia, Cyprus).
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A noticeable example is the 36 Management Bodies of the 446 Natura 2000 sites in Greece, all of which have en-
vironmental education centers that target school students of all ages. In addition, the Ministry of Environment and 
Energy participates as a partner in LIFE projects that have a strong record of information sharing, education and 
public awareness raising. 
Participation in the World’s Largest Lesson (e.g., Azerbaijan, Latvia, and Slovenia) has also been used as a means 
to promote public awareness raising activities. The Netherlands refers to publications on sustainable food produc-
tion and consumption for the general public.

BOX 2.8

An indicative example that links formal with non-formal ESD learning is the program TIGANOKINISI, imple-
mented in Cyprus. Local authorities and businesses are engaged as they donate all or part of their used cook-
ing oil (UCO) as part of their corporate social responsibility to schools, which, in turn, are reimbursed based 
on the quantity of UCO they collect. Funds received from TIGANOKINISI are invested in improving the school 
environment. Participating schools also collaborate with a team of young educators (unemployed graduates, 
scientists, engineers etc.) that deliver age-appropriate, interactive presentations to raise awareness on the 
impacts of the program and to educate students on the principles of sustainable development. (Cyprus NIR)

BOX 2.9

The Green Education Fund (hereinafter referred to as “GEF” or “the Fund”) was established in 2017 by the 
Ministry of Environment and the Slovak Environment Agency. The purpose of the Fund is to support the devel-
opment of environmental upbringing, education and awareness raising in the territory of the Slovak Republic 
through supporting the principles of joint responsibility and direct support for selected activities.  The fund pro-
vides mini-grants ranging between 5,000 and 10,000 Euros and is meant for civil society organizations. In its 
2018 edition the fund aims to support activities of non-formal environmental education and awareness raising 
and of education for sustainable development in a set of prioritized thematic areas (circular economy, green 
and smart communities, healthy buildings, climate change adaptation, etc.). Activities should be designed to 
benefit children and youth, lifelong learning and the training of educators and youth workers. (Slovakia NIR)
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BOX 2.10

Azerbaijan joined the following initiatives:
1.  The World’s Largest Lesson global initiative by UNICEF (September 2015). A series of training sessions 

were organized for teachers from 20 schools in Baku and Khachmaz to train teachers to conduct such a 
class in their classrooms... 

2.  The ‘Green Network’ program was adopted in 2016 to raise environmental awareness among young peo-
ple. Within its framework Eco clubs were established which have more than 3000 Members. Competitions 
on ‘Green Network of Eco friendly and Energy Efficient Schools’ and ‘Ecologically Pure Food Products and 
Agro biodiversity’ are conducted each year. 

3.  The ‘Disaster Risk Reduction of Vulnerable Group of Children and Communities’ project was implemented 
between 2011 and 2018. Hundreds of teachers and more than 2000 6-9th class students participated in 
trainings conducted within the framework of the project and ’Life Skills’ modules were prepared and taught 
in extra-curricular educational institutions. 

4.  ‘Ecological Awareness Raising on Sustainable Development Goals’ project was implemented by the Min-
istry of Education collaboratively with UNICEF in 2018. 

5.  SDG clubs were established in 5 pilot schools by Children-Youth Development Center of the Republic of 
Azerbaijan in 2018. 

6.  An awareness raising activity on SDGs ’Change yourself but not Climate’ event was organized collabora-
tively with the Ministry of Education, Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA) and KOICA Alumni 
Association (KOAZ) in Azerbaijan in 2018. (Azerbaijan NIR)

5.6 Multi-stakeholder collaboration 

As stated in UNESCO’s international implementation plan for the UN Decade for ESD, “the overall goal of the DESD 
is to integrate the principles, values, and practices of sustainable development into all aspects of education and 
learning” (UNESCO, 2005). The plan goes on to state that many stakeholders, at various levels, are pursuing the 
goal: UN organisations and programmes, national governments, international and national NGOs, and individual 
activists, all work towards making sustainable development a key element of education. Da Haan, Bormann & Lecht 
(2010) point out that “ESD having multiple stakeholders means that each player has their specific share of respon-
sibility” (p.202). They go on explaining how governments can provide political support, frameworks, and funding, 
while civil-society initiatives have a role in innovation, implementation and building support across society. Lastly, 
the private sector is seen as increasingly important and stands to benefit from including ESD in its work. 
Multi-stakeholder cooperation has been an integral part in the promotion of ESD and is strongly encouraged through-
out the Strategy. Under sub-indicator 2.6.1., 28 Member States (87.5 per cent) report that ESD implementation is a 
multi- stakeholder process. As presented in Chart 50 (below), ESD strategy implementation is a multi-stakeholder 
process in which local governments, NGOs, the media, communities, the private sector, organized labour and faith-
based organizations are engaged. 
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The way and the degree to which stakeholders are engaged in ESD strategy implementation, is relevant to various 
aspects of ESD. For example, as observed in Charts 50 and 51, NGOs are key players in all aspects of ESD im-
plementation; however, they are most widely involved in raising public awareness. Local governments have a key 
role in quality education, training and raising public awareness as well. Community-based organizations are mostly 
involved in social learning and raising public awareness, whereas the private sector has an important role in all 
aspects of ESD implementation but not to the degree noted for other stakeholders.

BOX 2.11

In Cyprus, the main issue in any action or program that is implemented is the involvement of all stakeholders 
such as Ministries, professional groups, NGOs, researchers, local population, local authorities, handicrafts, 
rural and other cooperatives, the private sector, parents’ associations, the school community, other education 
executives, volunteers, environmental commissioners, youth organizations, etc. The impact of the involve-
ment of all involved, is multifaceted and is reflected in: a) the achievement of a school’s goals in relation 
to the implementation of the school’s Sustainable Environmental Education Policy and the achievement of 
the actions envisaged through it to make the school sustainable, b) developing a sense of ownership and 
achieving common goals to improve the quality of life in school and community, c) maximizing efficiency and 
effectiveness in relation to common actions, d) ensuring their viability through the development of their sense 
of belonging and to highlight the collective responsibility for improving their quality of life, e) realizing the 
participation and involvement of all and the role that everyone has to play in performing common goals, as 
part of a chain where no one is excluded, f) strengthening learning as interactive and intergenerational com-
munication, g) forming learning communities where one learns from the others, acknowledging that a holistic 
and systematic view of an issue can only be seen through the involvement of different groups. (Cyprus NIR)
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Chart 50. Multi-stakeholder cooperation: Classification of stakeholders by UN Decade of ESD

According to Alkaher and Gan (2020), a school can serve as a springboard for the formation of partnerships 
with a wide range of societal actors. Theoretically, it connects the frameworks of environmental citizenship, as a 
component of ESD, and social capital, which were previously thought to be separate concepts that were studied 
independently. This link is significant because ESD necessitates a comprehensive approach to address global 
challenges. Their findings concerning school-state-community-civil society-business partnerships show empirically 
that schools can serve as an anchor connecting all aforementioned stakeholders in the long term and that they can 
become role models in the process of promoting sustainability and social capital in the local community. According-
ly, ESD can be promoted through connecting the school with the state, the community, civil society and business to 
enhance collective action towards promoting sustainability. Charts 51 to 53 present countries’ responses as to the 
role of each of the stakeholders in each of the five aspects of the UN DESD. 
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Public awareness appears to be addressed more by NGOs and, to a slightly lesser extent, by local governments 
and the media. Re-orienting education is addressed most extensively by local governments and slightly less so by 
NGOs and the private sector. The government sector, together with NGOs, is also the most important stakeholder 
in terms of providing training. NGOs and community-based organizations are the stakeholders most extensively 
involved in social learning. 

5.7 Challenges

Countries report on several challenges in promoting SD through formal, non-formal and informal learning, such as:
Lack of coordination of actors engaged in ESD activities in formal and non-formal education, which is 
partly a result of funding mechanisms. A specific example of this is provided by Malta where, “efforts undertaken 
by the different stakeholders lack the infrastructure for a coordinated, integrative approach. The major issue here 
is the silo mentality related to different stakeholders. Many of the initiatives undertaken by CSOs and NGOs are 
limited in time and scope and additionally initiatives implemented by CSOs and NGOs rely heavily on EU funding. 
Consequently, issues of fragmentation in assessment of different programs arise. A number of NGOs are highly 
set with their specific agendas” (Malta NIR). This is also one of the main challenges reported in the Swiss NIR, 
according to which, addressing ESD outside the formal education system, i.e., in non-formal education and informal 
learning settings, has become more difficult since awareness-raising activities and funding mechanisms are rather 
channelled almost exclusively to formal education. Without volunteer commitment and engagement of relevant 
school-based actors, ESD can still be neglected. Slovenia also reports a lack of ESD stakeholder coordination in 
formal and non-formal education. 
Familiarising teachers and the school community more broadly with the concept of the holistic school ap-
proach and the development of the sustainable school is another challenge identified. In the case of the Cyprus edu-
cation system, this was a radical innovation considering that until recently it was very centralized and material-focused. 
Systematic monitoring of ESD activities in the formal and non-formal levels: The lack of coordination among 
key ESD actors in the formal and non-formal levels results in problems concerning the systematic monitoring of 
this large variety of activities and their stakeholders at all levels of education. Therefore, according to Slovenia, 
a comprehensive and in-depth content analysis of the curriculum from the perspective of integration of important 
content from the field of ESD is needed as currently, only partial analyses are available. 
The discrepancy between the planning and decision-making process for the promotion of ESD in all forms of 
education, and its transfer in practice, in addition to establishing the continuity of processes between education 
levels is another major challenge. 
Another significant obstacle is the establishment of funding mechanisms, which are comprehensive and pro-
mote collaborations between stakeholders in the formal and non-formal levels.  As such, funding could pro-
vide a means to promote stakeholder collaboration. In addition, as pointed out by Latvia, attracting funding might be 
a means to promote stability in terms of how ESD is incorporated throughout the formal and non-formal education 
levels; this particularly applies to NGOs. Romania states that to create and successfully realize a national strategic 
document centred on ensuring ESD, it is important to address proactively its financial and material components.
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Implementation of a WIA in education institutions is more emphasized in school education levels and is 
far less implemented at the pre-university and university levels. Information of how a WIA is integrated in HEIs is 
sparse due to their high levels of autonomy. Incentives to promote a WIA at the tertiary education level seem to be 
fragmented and do not facilitate its implementation in the long run. 
Sharing examples and good practices on the use of specific pedagogies, such as transformative action-oriented 
pedagogies, as pointed out in the Romanian NIR is another major challenge. Switzerland highlights the need for 
learning strategies that allow transdisciplinary approaches as well as projects of active participation and suggests 
further exploration of synergies on ESD implementation both within the country as well as among Member States.
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5.8 key points on Issue 2
•  Key themes addressed in education refer mostly to sustainable development and learning outcomes 

and less to teaching and learning methods in ESD. 
•  Strategies to implement ESD are more clearly identified in existing subjects and as cross-curricular ap-

proaches for most countries and are less clearly identified as stand-alone projects or subject programs 
or courses. 

•  There is a lot to be done regarding the adoption of a “whole-institution approach” by institutions. Incen-
tives supporting it, including ESD school plans, are lacking from a number of countries.

• Institutions in a number of countries are developing their own sustainable development/ ESD indicators.  
•  In higher education, many institutions have embedded ESD in their own internal strategies. The imple-

mentation varies from whole-institution certification, to faculty and/or subject-wise systems. 
•  Although in most Member States there are education quality assessment/ enhancement systems, in 

many cases these systems do not address ESD and in even more countries there are no education 
quality assessment/enhancement systems addressing ESD at the national level. 

•  In terms of dimensions of learning on which countries plan to put more emphasis in exams in the near 
future, these mainly refer to skills/competences, less to knowledge, values and attitudes and even less 
to behaviours. 

•  Even though Member States seem to emphasize the role of non-formal and informal learning in promot-
ing knowledge, attitudes and practices in ESD, there is a need to create instruments to assess ESD as 
a result of work in informal and non-formal settings.

•  ESD is viewed as a multi-stakeholder process involving organizations outside the formal and non-formal 
school system such as NGOs, the private sector, the media and faith-based organizations. The level 
of each stakeholder’s engagement as well as the level of their contribution to promoting ESD Strategy 
implementation varies. 

5.9 Progress achieved since the last reporting cycle
•  Explicit reference to SD key themes and learning outcomes on ESD in formal education curricula seem 

to be addressed more extensively by at least 20 per cent in the current reporting cycle.
•  ESD implementation continues to be horizontal in formal education in most of the countries, through 

cross-curricular approaches.
•  Efforts to promote ESD using various pedagogical approaches seem to have progressed since the last 

reporting cycle, since, in Reporting Cycle III, more countries stated integrating teaching and learning 
methods to support ESD in formal education to a moderate degree, compared to the current reporting 
cycle, in which the majority of countries reported implementing them to a maximum degree. 
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•  Key SD themes addressed, especially across school education (ISCED 0 to 3) are more focused on the 
environmental aspect of ESD. However, throughout pre-university and university education (ISCED 4 to 
8), key themes more closely related to the social and economic aspects of SD are more extensively ad-
dressed, even though the highest emphasis is still on their environmental aspect. This shift of emphasis 
throughout SD key themes was not observed in the previous reporting cycle. 

•  SD themes related to social contexts and changes, which were introduced during the last reporting 
period (such as the emergence of the refugee crisis), seem to have promoted this shift in the content 
of key theme integration towards SD issues with a stronger social and economic aspect. In pre-univer-
sity education (ISCED 4 and 5) however, less emphasis is placed on the overall integration of SD key 
themes in formal education. 

•  In the current reporting cycle, there is an increased attention on learning outcomes on ESD, especially 
regarding competences related to learning to live and work together and on learning to learn; this was 
not observed in the last reporting cycle. Competences most widely addressed include creative and fu-
ture-oriented thinking, problem solving, and applying knowledge in various contexts, acting responsibly 
and communicating. 

•  Accordingly, teaching and learning methods receiving the most attention in the current reporting cycle 
were simulations, ICT, problem solving, outdoor learning and discussions. The use of methods related to 
integration of ESD in non-formal and informal learning such as excursions and outdoor learning, drops 
as levels of education progress. This finding was not observed in the last reporting cycle.

•  In terms of the WIA, overall, it appears that its implementation in education institutions in the last and 
current reporting cycles is at similar rates. However, in the current reporting cycle, there is a noticeable 
increase in WIA approaches at the pre-university education levels (ISCED 4 and 5) as well as in university 
education (ISCED 6 and 7). Moreover, more countries seem to implement WIA in kindergarten (ISCED 0). 

•  In both reporting cycles, a variety of actions on how WIA is implemented at the tertiary level are report-
ed, however, both reporting cycles note explicitly that there is lack of information on WIA integration on 
ESD at the tertiary level due to the high degree of autonomy of HEIs. Incentives for integrating WIA in 
education institutions are more applicable in school education (ISCED 0 to 3). For HEIs, measures to 
promote WIAs are fragmented and do not promote the integration of WIAs in the long run. 

•  A growing number of institutions are developing their own SD indicators, a process that requires (as well 
as indicates) an effective process of learning for sustainability.

•  Education quality assessment/enhancement systems seem to have been established for more coun-
tries in the present reporting cycle. However, progress on this matter is unclear, since fewer countries 
report having established such mechanism explicitly for ESD compared to the last implementation cy-
cle. The ratings seem to be slightly lower, especially at the upper secondary level compared to the last 
reporting cycle. 
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•  In the previous Reporting Cycle, Member States pointed out the emergent need to establish mecha-
nisms to track and evaluate non-formal and informal ESD initiatives, either at national or regional levels. 
The evaluation and monitoring of such efforts, is a means to strengthen and improve them. Evidently, 
Member States have since started to address this parameter as 46.87 per cent report instruments to 
assess ESD outcomes as a result of non-formal and informal learning. 

•  Since the last implementation cycle, there seems to be a greater variety of stakeholders involved in ESD 
Strategy implementation including NGOs, local governments, and community-based organizations, the 
media and the private sector. The involvement of such a variety of stakeholders is indicative of the 
acknowledgement of the different kinds of contribution that each can offer in the Strategy implementa-
tion in terms of raising public awareness, quality education, training, reorienting education and social 
learning.
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6. Issue 3: Equip educators with competences to include sustainable development in their 
teaching 

ESD requires diversion from providing knowledge towards problem investigation and identifying 
possible solutions, this is why education should maintain its traditional focus on individual sub-
jects, yet simultaneously open the door to multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary investigations 
of situations from real life. To be successfully engaged in all these roles, a teacher should be open 
and ready for change and motivated for lifelong learning. (Montenegro NIR) 

According to the Strategy, countries are encouraged to motivate the development of teacher competences, to in-
tegrate issues of sustainable development in pre-service and in-service teacher training in all education levels and 
to promote the sharing of experiences among educators involved in formal and in non-formal education (UNECE, 
2005). “The role of the educator is central to ESD implementation and requires interventions at both the initial, 
pre-service stage as well as through in-service and continuous learning opportunities” (ECE/CEP/179). 
At its fourth meeting, the Steering Committee established the ECE Expert Group on Competences in Education for 
Sustainable Development, to define more clearly and prepare a range of core competences in ESD for educators 
and general recommendations for policymakers for promoting those competences across the education system. 
The resulting Expert Group report, “Learning for the Future: Competences in ESD” (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2011/6) has 
served to guide a number of ECE Member States as they seek to strengthen the competences of educators, and 
has had significant influence globally. 
According to the working group recommendations in the document “Introducing ESD to Teacher Education: Out-
comes” (UNECE Steering Committee on ESD, 2014), teacher education should be visible in ECE strategic poli-
cy documents. Political support and leadership should be endorsed for teacher education. Professional develop-
ment and national mentoring programs for teachers on ESD should be reaffirmed. Partnerships, networks and 
multi-stakeholder collaboration in teacher education programs should be established and countries should be mo-
tivated to develop national workshops on ESD for teacher educators (UNECE Steering Committee on ESD, 2014).
Indicator 3.1 refers to the ways in which Member States address the development of educators’ competences to 
include sustainable development in their teaching. Under this framework, two major areas are examined. Firstly, ed-
ucator training (indicator 3.1) and secondly, opportunities for educators to cooperate on ESD (indicator 3.2). When 
referring to educator training (indicator 3.1.), parameters such as initial training (sub-indicator 3.1.1), in-service 
training (sub-indicator 3.1.2.) and training of leaders/administrators (sub-indicator 3.1.3) are examined. Opportu-
nities for educators to cooperate on ESD (indicator 3.2) are examined through a diagnosis of whether networks/
platforms of educators and/or leaders/administrators involved in ESD exist in Member States (sub-indicator 3.2.1) 
and whether and in which ways governments support ESD networks and platforms (sub-indicator 3.2.2). 
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Chart 55. Issue 3: Training on ESD: Summary of results per indicator
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Chart 55 presents an overview of the quantitative findings per indicator. As observed from a quantitative point of 
view, ESD inclusion in educators’ training seems to go hand in hand with opportunities for educators to collabo-
rate on ESD, with the majority of the countries either developing or having completed actions on both indicators. 
It appears that training providers, for either initial or in-service teacher development, acknowledge the role of 
multi-stakeholder involvement in ESD and the necessity of its integration for the development of teaching compe-
tences at all points in a teacher’s career. 
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Chart 56. Training of Educators

A more specific analysis is presented in Chart 56; most Member States report that ESD is now part of initial training 
(26 out of 32 or 81 per cent) and part of in-service training (28 out of 32; 87.5 per cent), with 22 Member States (68 
per cent) also addressing ESD competences in training programs for education leaders and administrators. These 
percentages should be interpreted with caution as educator training is offered mostly by tertiary level institutions 
that have a high level of autonomy and, as reported by a number of countries, information regarding HEIs is often 
fragmented. 
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6.1 Teachers’ initial training on ESD 

ESD appears to be widespread as a component of educators’ initial training (26 Member States; 82.2 per cent). 
As stated above, caution is required when interpreting results from tertiary level education institutions that have 
autonomy over their curricula. The information regarding how ESD competences are incorporated in educators’ 
initial training is fragmented and further systematic analysis of such study programs is needed, as suggested by 
Slovenia. Initial, as well as in-service teacher training, involves, to some extent, a multi-stakeholder approach that 
requires systematic analysis of both theoretical concepts regarding the content and philosophy of ESD as well as 
the existing practices in the field. Indicatively, in Switzerland, the ‘Cohep Consortium ESD’, established in 2010 
by the rectors of universities of teacher education, managed to set a basis for future integration of ESD in teacher 
education, through: 1) an assessment of existing practices, methods and courses, including contents, 2) didactical 
concepts on ESD as a support for educators in initial and in-service training, and 3) a recommended guideline of 
seven measures on how to integrate ESD in teacher education.
Interestingly, some Member States have established regulatory or legislative changes including certification chang-
es requiring ESD competences to be an integral part of initial teacher training (e.g., Greece, Austria, Hungary, 
Finland, Malta, Romania, Switzerland, Georgia, and Tajikistan). In some countries (e.g., Ireland, Slovakia, Slove-
nia, Bosnia, Russian Federation), ESD competences at the initial stages of teacher training are addressed but not 
explicitly referred to as ESD. For example, the Faculty of Education at the University of Malta is the main teacher 
training institution in the country, and it offers mandatory and optional study units in ESD as part of the undergrad-
uate program of Master in Teaching and Learning for students aiming to become early childhood, primary and 
secondary school teachers (Malta NIR).
Although addressing ESD competences at the initial stages of teacher training is reported in percentages similar to 
Reporting Cycle III (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3), it appears that there has been progress in ways in which ESD com-
petences are explicitly addressed through initial teacher training. This has mainly been achieved through modifica-
tions in certification requirements in some Member States, which have promoted coordination between university 
programs and requirements for teacher employment. This has also resulted, in some Member States (e.g., Finland, 
Germany), in multi-professional collaboration to change initial teacher training regarding ESD competences and to 
connect initial and continuing teacher training programs in this sector.

BOX 3.1

In Ireland, aspects of ESD are covered in initial teacher education, particularly through the work of the DICE 
(Development and Inter-cultural Education) Project and the Ubuntu Network (a network of 13 Higher Educa-
tion Institutes with a specific interest in ESD); these are supported by Irish Aid and the Sustainable Energy 
Authority of Ireland. Under the DICE Project, the four year Bachelor of Education (BEd) degree provided by 
the five primary teaching colleges of Ireland contains a dedicated Development Education component of 
which ESD is an integral element. Consequently, all primary student teachers receive training in Development 
Education and ESD. (Ireland NIR)
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In Bulgaria ESD is also mandatory in initial teacher training. The continuous pedagogical development is dedicated 
to increasing ESD competences such as how to contribute to the social and natural environment, the implementa-
tion of the school institutional approach and the inspiration of creativity and innovation.

6.2 In-service teacher training on ESD

Approaches to in-service training in ESD competences vary from country to country and are offered as part of 
teacher professional development education in 28 Member States (87.5 per cent). This high percentage should be 
interpreted with caution as in some of the Member States ESD in-service training is offered on a voluntary basis, 
such as with the approach of Austria where a number of lectures, courses and seminars on sustainable develop-
ment and ESD topics are offered, among others, through summer academies, or through specific programs offered 
by local universities. Similarly, in Estonia, relevant training courses are offered by the main education universities 
implementing holistic learning approaches. Despite their optional nature, an impressively high number of in-service 
educators has attended such training courses. For example, in Israel, the Ministries of Environmental Protection 
and Education train more than 2,700 teachers per year on how to incorporate ESD in their teaching. 
In-service training in ESD is offered on a mandatory basis in several Member States and through specific, accredited 
courses (e.g., Bulgaria, Romania, Slovenia, Montenegro, Cyprus, Belarus and Tajikistan). This is the first time such 
a finding is reported, which is an indication of the importance placed on developing in-service teachers’ ESD compe-
tences. In Cyprus, the mandatory and optional courses on ESD are not only offered for teachers but also for principals 
and other stakeholders as well as the platforms and networks. These provide educators with opportunities to train on 
ESD because they are organized in a coherent and concrete way, ensuring the continuation and viability of ESD in the 
education system. They keep the educational community informed on ESD and provide, on a systemic basis, all the 
support, guidance, and tools necessary for integrating ESD in school context over the long-term.
Even if the percentage of countries in which ESD competences are addressed through in-service training is at a similar 
level with the previous reporting cycle (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3), it seems that Member States are emphasizing more 
this aspect of ESD Strategy implementation and are delivering the training in various forms. Teacher ESD competence 
training is offered through university courses, NGOs, synergies between various Ministries, in-service training provid-
ers, etc. Moreover, this training involves different approaches such as lectures, seminars, online modules, in-class-
room teaching, as well as providing approaches to ESD teaching outside of the classroom setting. 
As stated in the Irish NIR, competences addressed involve generating and passing on new knowledge and insights 
and promoting critical thinking, identifying values and the emotional dimensions associated with education for glob-
al citizenship and ESD, taking appropriate action consistent with a value stance that is congruent with an articulated 
sense of social justice and sustainable development goals, and promoting participatory and active teaching and 
learning methodologies to engage young people in ESD. Meanwhile, Georgia’s NIR states that in-service training 
develops analytical, critical, creative thinking and collaboration; furthermore, it promotes student-centred teaching 
to develop 21st century thinking skills through interactive methods. 
ESD competences in the training of education leaders and administrators has increased significantly as reported 
during phase IV compared to reporting on phase III (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3) from just above 50 per cent of report-
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ing Member States offering such education opportunities in the period 2011-2015 to 68.7 per cent (22 countries) 
in the period 2015-2018. This is indicative of the emphasis placed by Member States on implementing the ESD 
Strategy. Through such courses, the organizational structure of the ESD strategy’s implementation is communicat-
ed thus, facilitating its application in a top-down manner. 
For example, in Cyprus and in Germany the concept of ESD is integrated in the basic training of new and estab-
lished school principals. In other Member States, relevant training of school leaders and policy makers is offered 
on a voluntary basis (e.g., Bulgaria, Hungary, Latvia, and Malta). In Georgia, approximately 80 per cent of pub-
lic-school principals have been trained to become instructional leaders within the leadership academy. In Germany, 
various Official ESD Awards and activities by other stakeholders focus on the training of leaders in ESD. Some 
states have already integrated the concept of SD in the basic training of new and established school principals and 
it is part of publications in the field of school development. The German Federal Ministry of Education and Research 
(BMBF) supports the training of leaders and administrators of early childhood care and education institutes through 
the foundation “Haus der kleinen Forscher” (Little Scientists’ House).

Reporting on opportunities provided to educators to cooperate on ESD (indicator 3.2) is based on two parameters, 
firstly on diagnosing whether networks and/or platforms of educators and/or leaders/ administrators in ESD exist 
(sub-indicator 3.2.1) and secondly, on whether such networks are supported by local governments (sub-indicator 
3.2.2). 

BOX 3.2

In Georgia, in-service training develops analytical, critical, creative thinking, collaboration and promotes 
student-centered teaching to develop 21st century thinking skills through interactive methods. Since 2015, 
Georgian schools are participating in the World’s Largest Lesson to promote SDGs and raise awareness of 
the school community. The National Center for Teacher Professional Development (TPDC) is conducting 
workshops for those motivated teachers to support them with guidance. In 2017 TPDC annual National 
Conference was dedicated to sharing the best practices on ESD and SDG implementation, more than 100 
participants attended the Conference. (Georgia NIR)

BOX 3.3

In the framework of UNESCO ASP net Pilot Project ‘Whole school approach to Climate Change’ the school 
head and facilitators of participating schools from the Hellenic network followed two (2) national training work-
shops. This project was mandatory for the 15 participating schools, but it is going to be disseminated to the 
other school-members of the national network. (Greece NIR)
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Chart 57. Opportunities for educators to cooperate on ESD
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BOX 3.5

One example of a network engaging in ESD is the Austrian Eco-Schools - Education for Sustainability pro-
gramme and network ÖKOLOG, which comprises about 520 schools and university colleges of teacher ed-
ucation and focuses on social and ecological aspects. It is an essential objective to integrate different topics 
of ESD (content and methods) in education and start some kind of sustainable living in schools (save water 
and energy, consume [more] organic and regionally produced food etc.). Another example is the Allianz Sus-
tainable Universities, which is a national association of twelve Austrian universities and two candidates (as 
of March 2018) that are committed to sustainability issues. Three universities build the platform ‘Sustainicum 
Collection’. Themes relevant for sustainability are collected from the standpoint of various professional disci-
plines and presented to the teaching staff. All submitted proposals undergo quality assessment. (Austria NIR)

BOX 3.6

In 2018, the Estonian Ministry of Environment called together EE (incl. ESD) round-tables for developing the 
common action plan 2019-2022 for implementation of environmental education and awareness (including 
ESD). Participants included teachers, non-formal EE and ESD specialists, representatives from a nearby 
university or college, the local administrative authority, NGOs, local institutions like museums and others, 
state-owned institutions dealing with EE and ESD issues. Round-tables take place several times a year 
where, stakeholders clarify each others’ expectations on supporting EE and ESD activities among other 
things. (Estonia NIR)

Governmental support for ESD networks and platforms comes mainly in the form of coordination and/ or financing. 
Specifically, 22 (68.7 per cent) Member States report that such support exists for specific initiatives. Of these, 
fifteen of the Member States are EU and West European countries, five are from the Caucasus and Central Asia 
Region and two from South and East Europe. This is indicative of the fact that countries of South and East Europe 
are in need to develop governmental structures to support ESD Strategy implementation, especially in equipping 
educators with ESD competences either in terms of guiding and/or coordinating such efforts or in terms of funding. 
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BOX 3.7

The new platform called ‘Photodentro’ (The Light of the Tree), has been designed and developed by CTI 
(Computer Technology Institute) in the context of the ‘Digital School’, a large-scale program of the Greek Min-
istry of Education (2010-2015) that constitutes a core part of the Ministry’s digital infrastructure for educational 
content for schools. ‘Photodentro’ is the Greek National Learning Subject Repository (LOR) for primary and 
secondary education. It hosts learning subjects, which are small, self-contained (semantically and functionally 
autonomous), reusable units of learning resources, tagged with educational metadata. So, in accordance to 
the school curriculum, there are units that refer to subjects like peace, justice and strong institutions, respon-
sible consumption and production, respect of human rights, protection of the environment and other sustain-
able goals. “Photodentro” is open to students, teachers and parents as well as to the public. (Greece NIR)

6.3 Challenges 

Challenges in equipping educators with ESD competences refer to the fact that training opportunities are offered 
on a voluntary basis (e.g., Iceland, the Netherlands). Although the number of courses is on the increase, the 
challenge is to attract teachers to attend (e.g., Latvia, Malta). 
Another main challenge is teachers’ limited time to apply the developments in ESD at school because of overcrowd-
ed curricula. In addition, principals are often reluctant to allow or facilitate teachers to apply what they learn in cours-
es because of other priorities in their schools. Therefore, as suggested in the Cyprus NIR, a way to address these 
challenges is to provide courses for ESD integration for supervisors and principals in the school setting, providing 
specific guidance for monitoring ESD integration for the schools that they supervise. This particular challenge refers 
to providing adequate training for school inspectors on ESD integration, enabling them to better monitor it at 
the school level and thus, to introduce ESD in a top-down manner.
Funding and time constraints are also of significance. Teachers need to be motivated to participate in training in 
cases where it is not mandatory.
Another challenge is that ESD is only referred to implicitly in many courses. It needs to be a more ‘visible’ 
topic (e.g., Slovenia).  The Structure of Education Systems provides for different policies within each country (e.g., 
Switzerland). 
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6.4 Key points on Issue 3
•  More than 80 per cent of the reporting countries integrate ESD in initial teacher training. Modifications 

of teacher certification requirements in some countries have stimulated the inclusion of ESD in initial 
teacher training on a mandatory basis. 

•  HEIs, especially universities, are the main initial teacher training providers. They seem to have put more ef-
fort in coordinating the content of their training to respond to market or teacher employability requirements.

•  Ratings on in-service educators’ training on ESD are high. In a noticeable number of Member States, 
trainings are offered on a mandatory basis. This indicates an emphasis on developing in-service teach-
ers’ ESD competences in all education levels.

•  In-service teacher training on ESD takes many forms, e.g., lectures, seminars, online modules, field-
work, etc. delivered by various stakeholders such as governmental in-service training providers, HEIs, 
NGOs and synergies between ministries.

•  Training rates of education leaders and/or administrators of education are on the rise, since a number 
of countries have incorporated ESD in the initial, and often mandatory, training of newly established 
principals and supervisors. This facilitates a top-down implementation of the ESD Strategy and creates 
a school culture that is more positive towards changes promoted through the integration of ESD. 

•  Networks and platforms of collaboration among educators and/or leaders in education are generally in 
place. Especially in the South and East European regions, their establishment has been addressed to 
some extent for the first time. 

•  Countries of the South and East Europe regions need to develop governmental structures to endorse 
the Strategy implementation, especially in the field of teacher training.

6.5 Progress since the last reporting cycle
•  The number of countries reporting that they are incorporating ESD teacher training (initial and in-ser-

vice) is slightly but not significantly smaller in the current reporting cycle compared to the previous 
reporting cycle. This might be attributed to the fact that in the current reporting cycle there is greater 
regional variation in terms of the countries that provided NIRs compared to the last reporting cycle. 

•  Although the integration of ESD in initial teacher training is reported at rates similar to the previous re-
porting cycle, there is progress in how ESD competences are addressed explicitly, mainly because there 
have been modifications in teacher certification requirements in some countries.

•  In-service teacher training is offered on a mandatory basis by a number of countries. Up to the previous 
reporting cycle, in-service teacher training was mostly voluntary; therefore, a major challenge was to 
attract more teachers to attend this training. 

•  For the first time, training of leaders and/or administrators in education is reported as being offered to 
some extent.
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•  Establishment of networks and platforms of collaboration among educators and education leaders/ ad-
ministrators in the current reporting cycle is reported to be at a similar rate as in the last reporting cycle. 
However, for the first time, these ESD-centered networks are reported for the East European region 
and, in general, their establishment is on the rise especially for the South and East European regions.
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7. Issue 4: Tools and materials for ESD 

“The amount and availability of ESD materials is no problem in the Netherlands. There are many 
with many more developing. The problem is the quality (assessment) of these materials, the com-
petition for the attention of schools and their structural use and implementation in the long term” 
(Netherlands NIR) 

Issue 4 is aimed at diagnosing the status quo in Member States regarding aspects related to tools and materials 
for ESD, particularly their production (indicator 4.1), quality control (4.2) and accessibility (indicator 4.3). According 
to the Strategy (UNECE, 2009c): 

“Materials for ESD at all levels need to be developed, both for general courses and specialist education 
and for self-study and be adapted to the local conditions and needs. Key actions to achieve this could be: 
(a) to stimulate the development and production of materials for educators, learners and researchers for 
all levels of education and training, especially in local languages; (b) to encourage the development and 
use of electronic, audio, video and multimedia resources and visual aids for both learning purposes and 
sharing information; (c) to facilitate access by electronic means and the Internet to resources and infor-
mation relevant to ESD; (d) to ensure coherence between materials for formal, non-formal and informal 
learning; and (e) to develop relevant dissemination strategies (para. 56-57). 

Similar to the Phase III report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3), a variety of tools and materials are described by Member 
States, such as student textbooks, curriculum and learning outcomes guidance materials, handbooks, training 
materials, material referring to ESD implementation in non-formal education etc., reflecting the importance placed 
by the UNECE Strategy on the availability and quality of teaching tools across the region.
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Chart 58. Tools and materials on ESD: Summary of results per indicator

Chart 58 presents an overview of the status regarding tools and materials on ESD across the three indicators mea-
sured. Specifically, the majority of the countries are at the stage of developing educational materials on ESD and 
are in the process of developing quality control mechanisms for their assessment as well as developing actions for 
promoting accessibility. Clearly, from Chart 58, there seems to be an emergent need to further promote the estab-
lishment of quality control mechanisms for tools and materials on ESD, even though, as reported, educational tools 
and materials of various forms are produced and disseminated through various paths. Some countries point out 
that despite the abundance of teaching/learning tools and materials on ESD, there is a need to further assess their 
quality (e.g., the Netherlands, Latvia, Switzerland), which requires a detailed diagnosis of the status of programs 
and materials currently implemented at all levels of education. 
The production of teaching and learning tools and materials on ESD is conducted by a variety of stakeholders in the 
public sector. Some countries have central mechanisms regarding the production and overview of implementation 
of teaching tools and materials, while others do not have central mechanisms for production and dissemination of 
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learning tools so, unavoidably, material produced by various stakeholders is inevitably used in the education sector. 
NGOs and non-governmental organizations produce educational tools and materials, usually under the umbrella of 
various projects. Dissemination occurs through different paths, such as internet portals, seminars, workshops and 
sources provided by the producers of such materials, both governmental and non-governmental. However, produc-
tion of material is not enough if it is not connected to teachers’ and other stakeholders’ training on how to use it. 

7.1 Production

The Strategy considers the production of ESD tools and materials as vital for the successful implementation of 
ESD across all education levels. As also observed in the 2015 report, a variety of teaching materials is produced 
such as textbooks (e.g., Romania, Montenegro, Tajikistan, Finland), lesson plans (e.g., Finland, Romania), games 
(Slovenia), handbooks, training material and other supporting tools for educators (Cyprus, Greece, Slovenia, Swit-
zerland, Montenegro, Tajikistan, Finland, Belarus, Georgia), materials for supporting ESD in formal education in 
general (Andorra, Germany), materials for ESD implementation in non-formal settings (Estonia, Cyprus, Greece, in 
the latter case this may be through Environmental Sustainability Centres). Tools and materials refer to a wide range 
of issues such as climate change, waste reduction and management, energy conscious and sustainable lifestyles, 
circular economy, marine education, sustainable tourism, and grey water. 

Teaching and learning tools and materials for ESD can be very broadly categorized into two main groups: material 
that can be directly implemented for ESD across education levels and material that addresses teachers’ pedagogi-
cal knowledge on how to use it. In relation to tools and materials addressing ESD themes, in Malta there is increas-
ing interest in the compilation of short children’s narratives focusing on the SDGs for use in the classroom. SDG 
integration in ESD is viewed as a means to promote the production of educational material in Romania where the 

Chart 59. Production of tools and materials for ESD 
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Department for Sustainable Development has translated into Romanian the Guidelines for Education for the SDGs 
Learning Objectives of the UNESCO Global Education 2030 Agenda. Meanwhile, MoNE with the Association REP-
ER 21 and its partners and with UNICEF, have translated many of the lesson plans of the initiative World’s Largest 
Lesson of the Project Everyone, who have covered all the SDGs with lesson plans, videos and comics. Handbooks 
and learning aids used for SDG integration in ESD are also addressed in Slovenia’s NIR.
As far as methodological tools and materials on ESD for teachers are concerned, an interesting example comes 
from Estonia, where the MoE initiated an “Environmental Education development program” in 2011 with the objec-
tive of developing methodological and learning tools and materials for teachers in formal and non-formal education. 
All the material produced is available through a web portal. In Cyprus, specific training on the use of the educational 
materials on ESD is conducted on a school basis and in school networks so that teachers can realise the value of 
the teaching tools and materials on ESD and to adequately adopt them for their specific school setting. 
Although progress has been achieved since the last report, National Strategies in several Member States seem 
to lack provisions for supporting the development/production of tools and materials for ESD. Specifically, only 21 
Member States (61.7 per cent) reported that there are national initiatives to encourage the development and pro-
duction of ESD tools and materials, whereas in 23 (67.6 per cent) countries, public money is invested in this sector. 
Funding for the production of teaching and learning materials is mostly public (23 out of 34 countries). An inter-
esting example of a public funding mechanism comes from Germany, where the Cross-Curricular Framework on 
Global Development Education in the Context of ESD by the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education 
and Cultural Affairs and the Federal Ministry of Economic Cooperation and Development, provides an orientation 
for the development of teaching materials; this was substantially updated and extended in 2014/2015. Within the 
award scheme for ESD good practice, the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development funds the 
development and publishing good practice based on a cross-curricular framework in all states. 

BOX 4.1

In Montenegro, the project, Raising Awareness of Values of Space through the Process of Education 
(R.A.V.E.), set out the following goals: to improve education in the fields of spatial planning and spatial devel-
opment through the introduction of sustainability issues into regular European education curricula; to equip 
teachers with appropriate teaching supports; to raise the ability of pupils and of a wider community to have a 
hand in decision-making processes. The project focused on the organization of training activities for teachers 
and on the elaboration of innovative teaching tools aimed to promote a systematic integration of the concepts 
of sustainable spatial development and of the methodologies of participatory planning into regular education 
curricula. The Tool Kit for teaching the values of space with an innovative learning process and educational 
video materials was produced through this project. (Montenegro NIR)
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7.2 Quality control mechanisms

A promoted collaboration in ESD between higher education institutions could foster implement-
ing ESD and sharing resources at higher ISCED levels. A complex impact assessment of pro-
grams and materials as well as a curriculum evaluation at all levels of education from an ESD 
aspect would be necessary to better establish quality criteria for teaching and learning materials.
(Hungary NIR) 

Quality control mechanisms for tools and materials vary widely across countries. As per the reporting template, 
quality control mechanisms were reported based on quality criteria (sub-indicator 4.2.1) and based on the avail-
ability of the tools and materials (sub-indicator 4.2.2). In general, although ESD tools and materials are widely 
produced, a lot still needs to be done in terms of establishing quality control criteria (Switzerland, Netherlands, 
Hungary, and Malta). 

7.2.1 Quality control criteria

Specifically, 17 Member States (53.1 per cent) report that they have quality criteria and/or control guidelines for 
ESD-related teaching tools and materials that are supported by public authorities. In 15 Member States (46.8 per cent) 
quality criteria and/or guidelines are approved by public authorities and in 13 Member States (40.6 per cent) these 
criteria and/or guidelines are tested and recommended for selection by educational institutions (sub-indicator 4.2.1).

Chart 60. Quality control criteria for tools/materials
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An example of a centrilized quality control mechanism comes from the Cyprus Pedagogical Institute that has 
established  a mechanism for approving ESD teaching tools; this involves a multidisciplinary group of specialists, 
including teachers, inspectors, councellors, scientists in the field of ESD and academics. A specific tool consisting 
of quality criteria is used to assess all tools and materials produced on ESD.  

BOX 4.2

The Swiss NGO éducation21 is mandated to examine criteria-based ESD teaching tools and school material. 
The selection and quality criteria are based on ten full or partial ESD competences. At the core of these com-
petences is comprehensive thinking focussing on linkages of different subject areas but also the production 
of ESD related movies are methods to be developed in this regard. The applied quality control mechanism for 
all teaching tools and learning media according to developed quality indicators is published on éducation21’s 
website in different national languages. The selection for ESD materials is based on methodological, didac-
tical and content related criteria. The recommendations of teaching material for educational institutions can 
also be organised individually, on demand. (Switzerland NIR)

BOX 4.3.

In 2006, the Ministry of Education and Science of the Kyrgyz Republic approved the Regulations and Practical 
Guidelines for Evaluation of the Content and Structure of Textbooks of the New Generation. The document 
defines the development principles and parameters for the evaluation of textbooks and manuals for second-
ary schools: 1. Reflection of universal human values 2. Development of human capacities 3. Compliance 
with the state educational standards. Each parameter has a number of indicators, such as multiculturalism, 
gender sensitivity, human rights, citizenship, political correctness, stimulation of educational and cognitive 
activity (development of competences) and the orientation on life skills. In 2012, the Kyrgyz Academy of 
Education approved a document on assessment of the Learning and Teaching Support Kit for schools that 
provides specific criteria for evaluating textbooks. In March 2014, the Ministry of Education and Science 
adopted an order to improve the document taking into account the requirements of the National Sustainable 
Development Strategy and the Program and Action Plan of the Government of the Kyrgyz Republic to im-
plement the National Strategy for Sustainable Development, as well as the State Educational Standard and 
subject standards of the new generation. Accordingly, assessment indicators related to the implementation of 
sustainable development issues in textbooks and teaching materials will be strengthened. (Kyrgyzstan NIR)
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7.2.2 Availability of teaching tools and materials

Chart 61. Availability of teaching tools/materials

Chart 61 shows that ESD teaching tools/materials are available in the national languages of 26 Member States 
(81.2 per cent) and in 22 Member States (68.7 per cent), these are available for all levels of education (sub-indicator 
4.2.2). 
As presented in Chart 62, availability of tools and materials varies across ISCED levels. As reported by Member 
States, availability is higher in primary and secondary education levels (ISCED 1 to 3). Availability rates drop slightly 
for the kindergarten level (ISCED 0) and university education (ISCED 6 to 8). Pre-university education (especially 
short-cycle tertiary education) has the lowest rates of availability of ESD tools and materials. 
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Chart 62. Teaching tools per ISCED level (out of 34 countries)

7.3 Accessibility of teaching tools and materials
Chart 63. Accessibility and dissemination of ESD tools and materials
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Results on dissemination and accessibility of teaching tools and materials on ESD are presented in Chart 63 above. 
Seventeen Member States (53.1 per cent) reported that there is a national mechanism for dissemination (sub-in-
dicator 4.3.1.), whereas 19 Member States (59.3 per cent) reported that public money was invested for making 
materials and tools (sub-indicator 4.3.2). In 22 (68.7 per cent) Member States, ESD-related tools and materials are 
available online (sub-indicator 4.3.3). Databases of ESD-related tools and materials in national languages are avail-
able online in 20 Member States (62.5 per cent) and in 18 Member States (56.2 per cent), databases are provided 
through other channels (sub-indicator 4.3.4). 
Accessibility and dissemination, occurs through different paths such as through workshops (Montenegro), portals 
(Germany) or environmental education centres (e.g., Greece). At this point, it is important to emphasize the role of 
non-formal institutions in the production and dissemination of tools and materials for ESD. As stated in the recent 
European Commission working document ‘Council recommendation for learning for environmental sustainability’ 
(European Commission, Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, 2022), “initiatives, pedagog-
ical materials and methods developed in non-formal institutions can inspire and complement work underway in 
schools and other formal institution providers” (p.40). It is therefore evident that tools and materials on ESD, as well 
as guidance on how to use them, should be clear, relevant, applicable and adaptable for educators who wish to use 
them in a variety of formal and non-formal settings and with various target groups.
Indicatively, as stated in the German NIR, one key avenue for the dissemination of ESD materials is the ESD inter-
net portal funded by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research. Other ministries at Federal and State level run 
additional activities, such as the ‘Portal Global Learning’ funded by the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development. In Greece, dissemination is performed mainly through the funding of environmental education 
centres, through online educational programs and through special educational kits distributed to school units. In 
Finland, the government does not approve the teaching materials, there is no inspection system and teachers are 
fully involved in textbook production. 
In some cases, dissemination also takes place through projects in school education. An example from Montenegro 
is the project SCOL4SITY, which focuses on creating a database of stakeholders or partners to promote and dis-
seminate project results, to carry out a survey, to define guidelines, to create teacher-training programs leading to 
accreditation as well as pedagogical materials for teachers on the issue of sustainable cities.  
In Croatia, one of the travel associations (Association of Croatian Travel Agencies-UHPA) implements an ongoing 
training project and assessment system named Travelife. In addition to online resources, the project makes use of 
its print publications and annual gatherings to promote and encourage participation in corporate social responsibili-
ty (CSR) activities and events. The Association continues to reach out to vocational and tertiary educational institu-
tions, both to engage them in Travelife and to support their own efforts in achieving higher standards of excellence.
It is difficult to quantify the amount of public money invested on the production of ESD tools and materials as point-
ed out by Greece, Hungary and Ireland. Usually, this amount is incorporated in state budgets allocated to the pro-
duction of education material in general (e.g., Israel, Georgia, and Tajikistan). Where applicable (e.g., Switzerland, 
Germany) it is produced with federal funding whereas there are cases (e.g., Serbia, Slovenia, Montenegro, Croatia) 
where it is produced through projects. 
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7.4 Challenges

Challenges related to the production of ESD teaching tools and materials occur chiefly in relation to addressing 
pre-university and university education and to the content of materials produced. A challenge identified in terms of 
production, is to address ESD equally across all ISCED levels. Currently, better quality and more extensive ESD 
materials exist for ISCED levels 0 to 3, therefore countries (e.g., Latvia, Hungary) point out the need to further 
develop tools and materials for higher education. As Croatia reports, material related to SD and produced by 
stakeholders not coming directly from the field of education can enter indirectly into the education system and be 
incorporated into ESD. In addition, as Slovenia points out, material is not grouped per thematic area, which creates 
challenges in both using it in ESD as well as in getting the full picture as to the kinds of material produced.
In addition, The Netherlands reports that despite the great amount and availability of ESD materials in the country, 
there is a need for establishing a mechanism for facilitating its structural use and implementation in the long term. 
In Austria, from a strategic point of view, the need for new materials is also not seen, as there is a great amount 
of it, however, teachers express the need for ESD tools and materials which are up-to-date regarding pedagogical 
science, the explanation of concepts, etc. 
Another challenge identified regarding production is that in the future, the formal education system should be more 
connected to the informal and the non-formal systems, since the productivity of the latter two in the field of ESD is 
strong, often very innovative and of high quality (Slovenia). However, caution should be taken when interpreting the 
means, motives and status of stakeholders’ involvement in the production of ESD tools and materials. As pointed 
out by Spira and Tshiningawamwe (2018), “the degree of openness that an ESD initiative adopts to disseminate 
its expertise may depend on the degree to which their proprietary knowledge helps generate income” (UNESCO, 
2018, p.203). Therefore, in cases where services, expertise, or products are used as a means to generate funding 
or other kinds of income, widely sharing it might jeopardize a business model. 
Challenges also occur in the dissemination of ESD teaching tools and materials. In most of the countries there is no 
separate dissemination mechanism of ESD tools and materials, these are usually the same as for other compulsory 
and elective courses, such as workshops, counseling, school visits and online materials, e.g., through government 
portals, or project or NGO webpages. Indicatively, as pointed out by Malta, even though ESD tools and materials 
have been developed since 1997 and made available for reference, due to a lack of funds and the fact that ESD 
was not mandatory, the vast majority of the materials produced were not disseminated on a wide scale.  
Countries point out the need for not only disseminating the material but also of training educators on how to use tools 
and materials on ESD (e.g., Cyprus, Switzerland, Montenegro) as well as further institutional support mechanisms for 
ESD implementation at schools and other educational institutions. Moving one step further, there is an emergent need 
to establish or further support central national mechanisms for the dissemination of ESD tools and materials. 
Furthermore, there are challenges in establishing the assessment of programs and materials. This includes iden-
tifying learning outcomes and possible mechanisms as well as evaluation mechanisms of material for all levels of 
education (Hungary, the Netherlands, Slovenia). Therefore, more concise monitoring for quality control and imple-
mentation is needed. The need for quality validation of the existing, often abundant, ESD tools and materials was 
also pointed out by Switzerland and the Netherlands. 
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7.5 Key points on Issue 4
Tools and materials for ESD Strategy implementation are in place and continue to be produced by various 
stakeholders across Member States, inside and outside governmental structures related to education 
(e.g., government authorities charged with the production of teaching materials, NGOs, etc.). Funding for 
its production is mainly provided under the states’ general budgets for production of education materials 
but it also comes from projects and other sources of non-governmental funding.
There is a lack of specific criteria for quality control of ESD teaching tools and materials, with less than 
60 per cent of the countries, reporting that they implement any kind of quality control mechanism for 
teaching tools and materials on ESD. There also seems to be an abundance of knowledge-based tools 
and materials for ESD in some countries but there is lack on guidance on pedagogies, multidisciplinary 
approaches and approaches on how to use them in non-formal settings. 
General requirements and criteria set for the approval of teaching and learning tools and materials are, 
for most countries, the same as the ones referring to their production in all other disciplines of school 
education. Universities have their own systems of quality assurance for tools and materials on ESD.
Major issues pointed out in NIRs refer to the need to establish central quality assurance mechanisms for 
ESD tools and materials and also the need to better educate educators on how to select and use this 
material, adapting it to their target groups and to the specificities of their local communities. 

7.6 Progress achieved since the last implementation cycle
The production and dissemination of tools and materials for ESD seems to be solidly in place and con-
tinues across sub-regions. Variations between sub-regions observed in the last implementation cycle 
regarding production are still in place. 
The production of teaching and learning tools and materials is an ongoing process in all sub-regions and 
covers a variety of sustainability issues. Some countries point out the lack of central mechanisms, such 
as portals or open access databases, that provide access to materials covering the whole spectrum of 
SD themes. In some cases, tools and materials produced by stakeholders outside the field of education 
inevitably enter the education system and are incorporated into ESD. 
Also, as pointed out in the last implementation cycle, universities and HEIs, which in most countries have 
the main responsibility of pre-service teacher training, develop their own tools and materials on ESD. 
Therefore, on one hand, information on the content and implementation of this material is fragmented 
and, on the other, there is no quality assurance mechanism to assess this material. 
An issue pointed out in the present reporting cycle is the involvement of non-formal education organi-
zations in the production and dissemination of teaching tools and materials for ESD, which can be used 
in both formal and non-formal ESD. Therefore, the role and importance of non-formal institutions in the 
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production and dissemination of teaching tools and materials for ESD is further acknowledged and is one 
of the key issues highlighted in the current reporting cycle. 
Challenges pointed out in the last implementation cycle seem to persist. Such challenges include further 
promoting the establishment and support of quality control mechanisms and to better educate educators 
on how to use materials. Quality control criteria seem to be present in fewer Member States in the current 
reporting cycle, which might be attributed to the fact that the distribution of reporting countries across the 
region in the present cycle is different compared to the last reporting cycle. 
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8. Issue 5: Research and development of ESD 

The need to solve the common global challenges at a systemic level in a collaborative, equitable, and culturally 
sensitive way, naturally connects ecological, economic and social dimensions of ESD. A collaborative and critical 
approach offers an opportunity to (re-)imagine the content of ESD, its methods and curricula from the perspective 
of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and “reach beyond the institution by engaging in sustainable 
and inclusive social change in line with the civic mission of the institution” (Gregersen-Hermans, 2021, p. 461). 
Therefore, the role of research and development on ESD is crucial as it provides a valid and reliable foundation for 
establishing all that is required (e.g., policies, frameworks, practices) to maximize its impact on the society and on 
future generations to come. 
Issue 5 aims to track research and development as proposed under the UNECE ESD Strategy. Specifically, the issue 
is divided into three indicators, namely the promotion of research on ESD (indicator 5.1), the development of ESD in 
terms of innovation and capacity building (indicator 5.2) and the dissemination of research results (indicator 5.3).
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Chart 64. Research on ESD: Summary of countries’ self-assessment by indicator

As presented in Chart 64, research on ESD is reported by the majority of countries (>90 per cent) and is at different 
stages (in progress, developing or completed) across all three indicators (research, development and dissemination 
of research results). Very few Member States (<10 per cent) report that research on ESD has not been addressed at 
all. It appears that for the majority of the countries, development of ESD and the dissemination of research results are 
developing (14 countries), whereas equal numbers of countries reported as being either ‘in progress’ or ‘developing’ 
research on ESD. Addressing the issue of research and development regarding ESD is of utmost importance as 
research does not only explore aspects and outcomes of ESD but provides a foundation on which the necessity of 
establishing ESD policies at national and international levels can be documented.  According to Laurie, et al. (2016), “in 
spite of widespread implementation and success of ESD during the Decade, ministries of education require evidence 
that ESD contributes to quality primary and secondary education so that they can write and implement new policies 
that incorporate ESD” (p.231). 
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8.1 Promotion of Research on ESD

ESD is considered as a leading tool for a more sustainable world since it equips individuals with skills, knowledge and 
values needed for the world we aim for, through a holistic and student-centered approach. Nevertheless, its effective-
ness is difficult to measure even through there is no doubt of its positive effects on people and on the planet. This 
difficulty often challenges the legitimacy of ESD at its core and calls for a reliable overview of how and to what extent it 
can form sustainable citizens (Sosse, et al., 2021). Consequently, key success factors of ESD need to be documented 
and its pedagogical impact needs to be accounted for. This kind of documentation can only emerge through systematic 
research at all levels of education. 
The promotion of research on ESD (indicator 5.1) is examined through four aspects: research on contents and meth-
ods of ESD (sub-indicator 5.1.1), evaluation of Strategy implementation outcomes (sub-indicator 5.1.2), post-graduate 
programs (sub-indicator 5.1.3) and scholarships (sub-indicator 5.1.4). 

Chart 65. Promotion of research on ESD
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As presented in Chart 65, implementation of research on the content and method of ESD has been reported in 17 
Member States (53.1 per cent). Research on evaluation of Strategy implementation outcomes is reported by seven 
Member States (21.8 per cent). There is therefore an evident lack of evaluation systems on Strategy implementation 
outcomes. 

Postgraduate programs focusing specifically on ESD at Master’s degree level are offered in 20 Member States (62.5 
per cent), whereas postgraduate programs on ESD at the PhD level are offered in 15 (46.8 per cent) Member States. 
Postgraduate programs that address ESD to some extent are offered in 22 (68.7 per cent) Member States whereas at 
the PhD level, such programs are reported by 17 (53.1 per cent) Member States. Interestingly, in reporting on phase 
III (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3) it was pointed out that advancing research in ESD at the tertiary level faced challenges 
related to the nature of ESD itself, such as, firstly, its interdisciplinary nature which contrasts with evaluation panels 
of the grant agencies requiring researchers to submit disciplinary-oriented projects and, secondly, the fact that ESD 
is a multi-stakeholder endeavour often with NGOs in lead roles, but lacking academic credentials and channels to 
access research granting agencies. In reporting on phase IV, these challenges are addressed through the creation of 
programs, which are needs-based, such as the cases of Romania, Ireland and Tajikistan, where such programs are 
focused more on vocational education. 
Scholarships for students attending Master’s degree programs are offered in 9 Member States (28.1 per cent), where-
as for the PhD level the number increases to 11 (34.3 per cent) Member States. Evidently, Member States offering 
scholarships for programs related to ESD are limited. Member States widely recognize the need for more research 
on ESD, especially addressing monitoring, assessment and evaluation of ESD actions and learning outcomes. An 
indicative example of government support in ESD research and development is that of Serbia, where the Ministry of 

BOX 5.1

Examples of two analytical surveys in Slovenia, which are more directly related to the evaluation of the 
implementation of the UNECE ESD Strategy or the National Guidelines for ESD (2007), are: 
a.  “Knowledge and competences relevant to achieving the objectives of the green economy in relation 

to climate change for the levels of kindergarten-primary school- gymnasia” (2016/2017) (Task holder: 
NEIS, Task client/financer: MESP/Climate Change Fund): A content analysis of the existing curricula 
(of pre-school education, compulsory primary education and gymnasia) was carried out in terms of the 
inclusion of (new) green-economy objectives in relation to climate change, together with the case study 
of examples of the curriculum implementation at all three levels of education and with recommendations 
for kindergartens and schools.

B.  “Mapping of Global Education (GE) and Education for Sustainable Development” (2018/2019) (Task 
holder: NEIS, with financial support of GENE: The goal of the task (the report is in the final stage of the 
preparation) is a review of the key legal and content documents which govern the field of GE and ESD 
in Slovenia and a short pilot situation survey. The review will serve as a starting point for a continued 
overview of the activities and main actors in the field of GE and ESD. (Slovenia NIR)
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Education, Science and Technological Development support the project SEEDLING - Meeting the new Millennium: 
Presenting the UN Sustainable Development Goals in Schools in Southeast Europe. Its publication ‘ESD- Knowledge, 
attitudes and habits of pupils at the end of Secondary Education’ (2017) provides an insight into the ESD themes in 
Serbia.

Evidently, the weakest part in terms of promotion of R&D in ESD is the evaluation of Strategy outcomes. A number 
of countries report weaknesses in available scholarships related to ESD, especially at the Masters’ degree level. The 
limited funding provided for scholarships in ESD-related fields prevents young specialists from engaging with research 
on a full-time basis and is probably an obstacle to promoting ESD-related research. 
Research on ESD is highly focused on the methods and contents of ESD. Especially in countries of East Europe and 
the Caucasus, scholarships in ESD-related fields are scarce, however it is reported that in some countries (e.g., Be-
larus, Georgia, Tajikistan), state funding for scholarships on sustainable development related issues is increasing with 
particular reference to ESD, for example in Belarus, there was a national competition for scholarships of the President 
of the Republic for talented young researchers. 
Individual comments provided by Member States suggest some broad key areas of research on and regarding ESD 
including:

•  Ecological issues regarding SD and sustainability-related knowledge. Key themes examined are waste man-
agement, renewable and non-conventional energy sources (Belarus), agricultural research, sustainable use of 
local natural resources and technological capacity (Kyrgyzstan), global development (Switzerland), geo-ecolo-
gy, agro-chemistry, marine, delta and fluvial environments (Romania).

•  Socio-cultural issues and ESD as well as sustainability related knowledge (Greece, Kyrgyzstan), including 
sustainable lifestyles and sensitization towards environmental issues (Hungary).

•  The pedagogy of ESD, such as integrating ESD related approaches in curricula (Switzerland) and ESD teach-
ing competences (Austria, Cyprus, Greece, Finland, Ireland).

•  Outcomes and effectiveness of ESD (Austria, Cyprus, Greece, Finland, Hungary, Malta, Belarus).

BOX 5.2

The Academy of Finland is the country’s main funder of scientific research. The Academy allocates research 
funding to leading-edge scientific research, promotes scientific research and research environments and the 
application of research results, supports international scientific cooperation and acts as an expert in science 
policy. Academy of Finland also supports all stages of researcher career. Hence, the funding is largely based 
on a bottom-up approach; to the applications of the scientist. In addition, thematic research programs are 
in place. Since 2018, Academy of Finland encourages all applicants to specify in their applications how the 
proposed research project is linked to and supports sustainable development. (Finland NIR)
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BOX 5.3

The Centre for Development and Environment (CDE) at the University of Bern in Switzerland, focuses 
on ESD-related research and development mainly in the context of collaborative transformative learning. 
Findings from CDE’s ongoing research in different fields of sustainability science and in various regions 
around the world constitute a major source of first-hand insights conveyed in their courses. Current on-
going research projects are: ‘Education for a sufficient lifestyle’. The overall aim of this research project 
is to promote a transformation of values towards a sufficient lifestyle, through appropriate educational 
work. This is done at the conceptual level, by developing a didactic concept with implementation methods, 
‘DiKomUm’, as well as at the practical level, by implementing selected lesson units. The key point is the 
connection between a sufficient lifestyle and a good life, which is made visible, experienced, reflected on, 
and put to discussion. (Switzerland NIR)

8.2 Development of ESD

Development of ESD (indicator 5.2) is examined through innovation and capacity building (sub-indicator 5.2.1). Many 
governmental departments responsible for ESD acknowledge the importance of ESD development through research 
and recognize the need to connect research to ESD policy and practice. 20 Member States (62.5 per cent) report 
taking action in this direction. 
Emerging networks or researchers are gaining attention. Such an example is the support program ‘U-Change’ (2017-
2020) implemented in Switzerland, which fosters initiatives and projects for sustainable development. A series of 
student projects are allocated in two categories, namely student development and action-based projects (14 projects) 
and web-based support platforms for student projects (7 projects). In Georgia, the number of joint educational pro-
grams with participation from Georgian Universities has increased. Since 2015, San Diego State University has been 
offering a Bachelor of Science in collaboration with three universities in Georgia, enabling Georgian students to receive 
a high-quality STEM education along with internationally accredited degrees.  
In other instances, ESD innovation and capacity building is adjusted to the needs and specificities of the area, such 
as in Croatia where there are programs aimed at improving the knowledge and competences of travel agents in order 
to ensure the successful implementation of CSR in their day-to-day business practices. In Latvia, ever since 2014, 
the national research and innovation (R&I) system developed, in accordance with the national Smart Specialisation 
Strategy (RIS3), focusing R&I on five identified priority areas, namely knowledge intensive bio-economy, smart energy, 
Biomedicine, medical technologies and biotechnology.
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BOX 5.4

Communities of practice on ESD are supported in the Netherlands, mainly for informal learning and pro-
fessionals. Example topics include the green economy, cradle-to-cradle, sustainable spatial planning and 
biomimicry/learning from nature. There is an online social media platform for civil servants interested in 
sustainability and learning (Rijksduurzaamheidsplatform) and a network of companies that work on sus-
tainable development (De Groene Zaak). (Netherlands NIR)

8.3 Dissemination of research results

Dissemination of research results (indicator 5.3) is examined using two parameters: public authority support 
(sub-indicator 5.3.1) and scientific publications (sub-indicator 5.3.2). The need to share good practices in ESD 
among authorities and stakeholders has been pointed out in reporting on phase III through addressing specific 
aspects of dissemination, which have materialized during the present reporting cycle. Specifically, public authority 
support for dissemination of research results is reported by 16 Member States (50 per cent). Similarly, scientific 
publications on ESD are reported by 16 Member States (50 per cent) and publications addressing ESD are reported 
by 17 Member States (53.1 per cent). 

Chart 66. Dissemination of research results
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BOX 5.5

On the level of the Swiss CAS (Certificate of Advanced Studies), there are a number of continuing edu-
cation courses, mainly on sustainable development related to a specific thematic area. A few of them use 
synergies or develop links to school-based education programs, in particular on upper secondary educa-
tion level. An example is where Swiss Textiles, in cooperation with the University of Applied Sciences and 
Arts of Southern Switzerland (SUPSI), launched a CAS ‘Sustainability Management in Textiles’ in 2017 
and plans to further develop this experience for the basic education programme of vocational education 
and training (ABU). (Switzerland NIR)

8.4 Challenges

As indicated in the Latvian NIR, one of the major challenges is introducing research and innovation policy as a 
horizontal activity in other national sectoral policies such as energy, transport, agriculture or forestry, in order to 
reach a broader understanding of the added value of research as well as to attract more public and private funding 
for developing research capacity. 
Another challenge is to bridge theoretical and academic knowledge with practice and to make theoretical knowl-
edge more accessible and understandable for the broader implementation of ESD concepts in education (Latvia). 
A gap between policies and utilization of research outcomes to improve practice has been identified by both Malta 
and Cyprus. There is a weakness in the use of research results to improve policies while there are no national 
banks of open access data to present the results on ESD that can be used by any student, university researcher, 
teacher, policy or decision maker.
Further, research is needed for documenting the effects of embedding ESD horizontally across various disciplines 
and education levels. There is a specific research gap in relation to the effects of ESD at the early childhood level, 
something that is highlighted by Akyol et al., (2018). In addition, research on ESD at the university level also faces 
challenges as ESD is highly interdisciplinary. This is in contrast to funding requirements from grant agencies, which 
often fund discipline-oriented projects. According to Sosse et al. (2021), a challenge in the field of research on ESD 
is to address its implementation and impact in higher education in general because currently, more emphasis is 
placed on the context of primary education, and to investigate whether the specificities that exist in higher education 
alter the condition for the successful implementation of ESD at this level. 
Furthermore, as pointed out in the literature (Mogren & Gericke, 2017; Ilisko & Badyanova, 2014), research on ESD 
tends to focus primarily on student and teacher outcomes. Nevertheless, there is an emergent need to investigate 
leadership practices at the school organizational level that documents how quality education can contribute to ESD 
and to manifest how leadership practices in ESD relate to the SDGs.  
Many stakeholders involved in ESD, even though they are highly active, lack the academic credentials and chan-
nels to access funding. 
In terms of the reported content of current ESD-related research, the weakest aspect is evaluation of Strategy out-
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comes even though ESD implementation outcomes in general, especially those referring to learning outcomes and 
methods, are addressed extensively. As pointed out by Switzerland, international ESD network activities, including 
ESD research and development, seem to be intermittent and more on an individual basis than at an institutional level.
Finally, one of the main challenges is to further promote dissemination of research results addressing ESD through 
public authority support. 

8.5 Key points on Issue 5
•  There is a lack of research explicitly on ESD Strategy implementation outcomes even though there is an 

extensive body of research addressing ESD content and methods at the national level.
•  Research programs and funding on ESD offered at the university level, as expected, apply mostly to 

master’s and PhD levels.
•  Funding ESD research and development is often challenging due to the multidisciplinary nature of ESD 

and the involvement of multiple stakeholders, which often lack academic credentials or access paths 
for funding.

•  Many governmental departments responsible for ESD acknowledge the importance of ESD develop-
ment through research and recognize the need to connect research to ESD policy and practice.

•  Networks of researchers are in place and gaining attention through national and international support 
initiatives and programs. 

•  In some cases, ESD innovation and capacity building is structured around the needs and specificities 
of the national context. 

8.6 Progress since the last implementation cycle
It is hard to provide a reliable estimate of progress achieved since the last implementation cycle in terms 
of research and development on ESD. Quantitatively, progress has been achieved, with an increased 
rate of countries (>20 per cent) conducting ESD-related research and promoting the development of ESD 
research and dissemination of results through various channels. However, this finding should be inter-
preted with caution as in the present reporting cycle, the distribution of countries among UNECE regions 
is different compared to the last implementation cycle. For example, it is possible that countries of the EU/
West region will have access to networking and funding mechanisms that do not exist in other UNECE 
regions such as the ones provided by the EU. The fact that more research is conducted on the learning 
outcomes and methods of ESD in the present cycle is promising because the documentation of ESD 
impact can lead to the establishment of new – and reinforce existing – policy and regulatory frameworks 
supporting ESD across Member States. 
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9. Issue 6: Strengthening cooperation on ESD in the ECE region 
ESD combines local actions with global thinking (Lochner, 2021). 

Issue 6, strengthening cooperation on ESD at the ECE region, is examined through four parameters pertaining to 
international cooperation, namely public authority support for international networks on ESD (sub- indicator 6.1.1), 
education institutions’ participation in international networks (sub-indicator 6.1.2), cooperation mechanisms with 
ESD components (sub-indicator 6.1.3) and government actions promoting ESD forums outside the ECE region 
(sub-indicator 6.1.4). Across the ECE region, the ECE ESD secretariat has played a central role in promoting ESD 
among Member States and maintaining the focus on the Strategy over the original 10-year implementation period. 
The Steering Committee on ESD has kept Member States engaged and accountable; has championed research 
into key issues, such as ESD indicators and teacher competences; has provided essential guidance to Member 
States in the implementation of the three phase IV priority areas; and has fostered the sharing of information among 
Member States (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2-16/3/para.49).
Chart 67 presents Member States’ self-assessment regarding their efforts to strengthen cooperation on ESD at the 
ECE region and beyond. As observed, 12 countries (48 per cent) are at the developing stage (Belarus, Flanders, 
Bosnia Herzegovina, Estonia, Finland, Greece, Latvia, Malta, the Netherlands, Slovenia, Tajikistan, Ukraine), 10 
countries (40 per cent) have reported that the processes relevant to this issue are in progress (Andorra, Azerbaijan, 
Georgia, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Kyrgyzstan, Montenegro, Romania, Slovakia), two countries (8 per cent) have 
completed this stage (Cyprus and Germany) and one country (4 per cent) has not yet started (Israel). 

Chart 67. International cooperation on ESD (out of 23 countries)
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BOX 6.1

By bringing together eight Partner States (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Greece, Italy, Monte-
negro, Serbia and Slovenia), the ADRION project aims to act as a policy driver and governance innovator 
for the benefit of more than 70 million people in the Adriatic and Ionian region using rich cultural and natural 
heritage, environmental resilience, sustainable transport and mobility as well as capacity building which 
contributes to ESD goals. The Danube Transnational Program 2014-2020 Projects and activities aim to 
promote an interactive and responsible region, environmental protection and cultural heritage, as well as 
better connectivity and energy efficiency. (Bosnia- Herzegovina NIR)

9.1 Public authority support

Funded by the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, coordinated by the Finnish National Agency for Edu-
cation, the Higher Education Institutions Institutional Cooperation Instrument (HEI ICI) supports 
cooperation projects between higher education institutions in Finland and the developing world 
that are designed to enhance the capacity of higher education in these countries. (Finland NIR) 

Public authority support is reported in 22 Member States (68.7 per cent). Specific mechanisms are described for 
organization and support of international networks by public authorities such as established quality assurance 
mechanisms with funding provided by ministries such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Finland. 
International cooperation frameworks reported include UNESCO ASP (Andorra, Belarus, Greece, Germany, Malta, 
Germany, Latvia and Russian Federation), Global Education Network Europe (GENE) (Ireland, Latvia, Malta, Slo-
vakia, Germany, and Slovenia where GENE supported the mapping of ESD activities in Slovenian schools), ENSI 
(Austria, Croatia, Hungary, Netherlands, and Switzerland). ENSI (Environment and School Initiatives), which closed 
in 2018, was an international network offering a platform for cooperation among practitioners, researchers and poli-
cy makers in the fields of environmental education and ESD. Throughout its lifespan ENSI promoted innovative en-
vironmental projects, action research, quality criteria for ESD schools, teacher competences and the whole school 
approach. Other international cooperation frameworks reported include Global Learning and Observation to Benefit 
the Environment (GLOBE) (Croatia, Cyprus, and Estonia) and South Eastern Mediterranean Sea Environmental 
Project (SEMEP) (Croatia, Cyprus, and Estonia).

An example demonstrating public authority support for international networks is the Finnish University Partnership 
for International Development (UniPID), coordinated by the University of Jyväskylä. The network was established 
in response to the Johannesburg Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002, where institutional partnerships for 
development were encouraged. The UniPID collaboration supports the implementation of sustainable development 
in higher education. In Switzerland, the Environmental and Sustainability Education Research (ESER) Network 
is focused on research in the theory/practice of environmental and sustainability education, environmental edu-
cation, education for sustainable development, outdoor education, place-based education, global education and 
socio-scientific issues in science education. Research is also enhanced in formal, informal and non-formal educa-
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tion connected to educational policy, institutional and curriculum development, pedagogical practice, professional 
development, and learner empowerment.

9.2 International networks related to ESD

Education institutions’ participation in international networks is reported in 24 Member States (75 per cent); these 
mostly refer to NGO and university networks. Higher education networks are helping to advance ESD in the region 
with common objectives to mainstream environmental and sustainability practices into HEI curricula and learning 
and to undertake sustainable development research (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2-16/3/para.53).

9.3 Cooperation mechanisms with an ESD component

Cooperation mechanisms with an ESD component are reported by 18 Member States (56.2 per cent). Evidently, 
there is a lack of data in the field for some of the reporting countries. Indicative examples are bilateral agreements 
between Greece and other countries and the Pestalozzi program (referred to by Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina). 
The Swiss Academy for Development and Cooperation (SDC) co-funded the project ‘Education for Sustainable 
Development’ (2013-2018) in a bilateral agreement with the government of Mongolia. In Kyrgyzstan, several orga-
nizations and initiatives establish cooperation mechanisms with an ESD component. 

BOX 6.2.

Engagement Global has established a major program to bring together and train future ESD leaders in 
ESD from Germany, developing countries and emerging economies to form an international network of 
ESD experts. At the end of 2014, ESD-Expertnet was established as an international operational body that 
has already developed a special contribution the Global Action Programme. Expertnet developed a new 
program of mentoring for ESD Leadership funded by the BMZ, which integrates young experts from India, 
Germany, Mexico and South Africa. In 2017, 20 young experts and their mentors worked together for eight 
months and developed innovative practice at the international level. (Germany NIR)

BOX 6.3

The Hellenic Society for the Protection of Nature: operates five ESD networks in Greece, under the aus-
pices of the Ministry of Education, Research and Religious Affairs. Three of them are based on interna-
tional programs coordinated globally by the Foundation for Environmental Education (FEE): ‘Eco-Schools’, 
‘Young Reporters for the Environment’ and ‘Learning about Forests’. International and cross-border proj-
ects, implemented in the context of the three international programs, are also important as they contact 
educators from many countries, supporting the exchange of ideas, best practices and international coop-
eration. (Greece NIR)
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BOX 6.4.

Green-Schools is an international programme of FEE (Foundation for Environmental Education) currently 
operating in 57 countries worldwide. Green-Schools in Ireland currently has the highest percentage of 
awarded Green Flag schools worldwide and is currently coordinating an international research project on 
FEE Education Programs. The International Green-Schools Network meet annually to share innovations 
and best practice. (Ireland NIR)

BOX 6.5.

The Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS), Baltic 21 and the Northern Dimension are important forums 
for cooperation where environmental issues and SD form part of a broader perspective. The Council of 
the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) is a forum for multilateral cooperation between the governments of the 
Baltic Sea states. The Members of the Council are the eleven states, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germa-
ny, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Poland, Russia, Sweden and a representative from the European 
Commission. (Estonia NIR)

9.4 Government actions promoting ESD forums outside the ECE region

Government actions promoting ESD forums outside the ECE region are reported by 20 Member States (62.5 per 
cent) with some countries again reporting the lack of data on this issue. However, there is extensive reference by 
Member States to the work of UNESCO (e.g., Finland, Germany, Switzerland, Belarus, and the Russian Federa-
tion) and the Education 2030 Agenda. Additionally, Member States referred to the Mediterranean Action Plan on 
ESD (e.g., Cyprus, Greece). 
One example forum is the trilateral cooperation between Greece, Cyprus and Egypt, which formed at the sixth 
head of state summit hosted by Greece in 2018 when a Trilateral Memorandum of Understanding was signed on 
the promotion of Education for Sustainable Development including Environmental Education. Another example is 
cooperation with the World Environmental Education Congress (WEEC) with participation of the representatives 
of the Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources Protection of Georgia; the 40th anniversary of the Tbilisi 
conference of 1977 ‘Tbilisi + 40’ was celebrated at the 9th WEEC in Vancouver, Canada in 2017.  
In general, as also pointed out in the last reporting cycle, Member States call for an increase of networking op-
portunities and the sharing of knowledge across the ECE region. Member States suggest that there is a need for 
strengthening regional and international connections further through the provision of more opportunities to meet 
and the related financing. Such networking opportunities would help to increase access to knowledge and the 
sharing of experience (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3, para.55).
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9.5 Challenges

Challenges regarding strengthening cooperation on ESD at all levels within the ECE region are mostly practical 
(funding, processes followed for approval of formal cooperation initiatives, opportunities for national representation 
in major international ESD networking events and networks etc.). Specifically, Tajikistan refers to the duration of 
procedures for drafting and approving cooperation projects. As pointed out by Malta, national governmental repre-
sentation in major international ESD conferences is necessary to contribute to the international ESD debate and to 
facilitate national implementation at policymaking forums and grassroots levels. Another challenge, as pointed out 
by Cyprus, is the economic support of these initiatives, which differs from country to country.
Challenges also relate to the gap that exists between national and international priorities and specificities in the field 
of ESD and its implementation. ESD is often only part of the education and development strategy of international 
organizations, networks and programs. For example, in Switzerland, there are limited opportunities for educational 
institutions to be part of international ESD focused networks and programs since, in Switzerland, the focus is on 
national or regional based networks and exchange on ESD research and development. Future investments in 
participation of international networks on ESD needs to be considered at an institutional level as well as on the net-
work organizational level (Switzerland NIR). In Cyprus, an issue that is sometimes encountered is to find common 
ground for communication as well as reaching consensus on the definition of common goals between countries 
given the different challenges they face and the priorities that they set in their national contexts. 

9.6 Key points on Issue 6
•  Specific mechanisms for organization and support of international networks by public authorities are 

described (e.g., established quality assurance mechanisms and funding provided by ministries such as 
that of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Finland). 

•  Public authorities have different levels of expertise on international networks. Some countries have 
extended experience in the field and others emphasize ESD by establishing specific governmental 
mechanisms over the last few years, meanwhile others have not established cooperation mechanisms 
supporting international networks on ESD. 

•  International cooperation is highly promoted through university partnerships. International cooperation 
actions mentioned in NIRs include UNESCO ASP, GENE, ENSI, GLOBE, and SEMEP.

•  Countries often refer to NGOs and university networks as the organizations (formal and non-formal) 
most involved in participating in international networks related to ESD.

•  Indicative examples of bilateral cooperation mechanisms or agreements that include an explicit ESD 
component vary. These include the Mediterranean Strategy on ESD and projects under the framework 
of the Pestalozzi program. 

•  Extensive reference is made to the work of UNESCO and the Education 2030 Agenda in terms of steps 
taken to promote ESD in international forums outside the ECE region.

Issue 7
Fostering conservation, use and promotion of knowledge of

indigenous people, as well as local and traditional knowledge in ESD
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10. Issue 7: Fostering conservation, use and promotion of knowledge of indigenous 
people, as well as local and traditional knowledge in ESD 

ESD is a vision of education that seeks to empower people to assume responsibility for creating 
a sustainable future. Central to ESD is the concept of culture as an essential underlying theme. 
(Derek, Phong, Nakashima & Shaw, 2009, p.6) 

There is no single route to sustainability, nor is there a ‘one size fits all’ approach in ESD. Nevertheless, the vision 
for a sustainable world requires that people need to work together to negotiate the process of achieving sustain-
ability. In turn, this common understanding is attached to societal and cultural values. Crucial to ESD is the concept 
of culture as a vital underlying theme (Derek et al., 2009). Indigenous peoples include communities, tribal groups 
and nations who self-identify as indigenous to the territories they occupy and whose organization is based fully or 
partially on their own customs, traditions, and laws (Wilson, 2008; Kim, Asghar & Jordan, 2017). Local communities 
are groups of people who maintain inter-generational connection to place and nature through livelihood, cultural 
identity, worldviews, institutions and ecological knowledge (Hill et al., 2020). Local communities may be settled or 
they may be travelling depending on seasons and customary practices. Knowledge of indigenous people and local 
communities has the potential to offer further perspectives on nature and help us reflect on sustainability by offering 
rich contexts to initiate learning and develop more holistic worldviews needed to promote sustainability (Zidny, 
Sjostrom & Eilks, 2020). 
Issue 7 relates to fostering cooperation with indigenous people and the use and promotion of local, indigenous and 
traditional knowledge in ESD. This issue is not applicable to all Member States although some reference to this 
item is made in 18 (52.9 per cent) of the 34 reports submitted. It seems that knowledge of indigenous people and 
traditional knowledge on ESD is viewed in a holistic way and extends to indigenous languages, traditional lifestyles, 
folk art, dancing and relationships with nature. Particular emphasis is placed on recognizing indigenous compo-
nents across the curriculum. Addressing the issue of fostering cooperation, the use and promotion of knowledge of 
indigenous people was of particularly high importance to countries of Eastern Europe, the Caucasus and Central 
Asia, where 4 out of 6 reporting Member States (66.6 per cent) referred to actions taken in this field. 
For example, in Belarus, there is a state policy in the field of education based on both national and cultural educa-
tion principles endorsing and environment where education is acquired with due consideration for national tradition. 
The Kyrgyz Republic has conducted the World Nomad Games every two years since 2014. The basis of the com-
petition is the folk games of the historically nomadic people of Central Asia. 
The Fund for the Preservation and Study of the Native Languages of the People of the Russian Federation was 
created by presidential decree in 2018 in recognition of the contribution these languages make to the national 
wealth of historical and cultural heritage.  In Hungary, ESD programs build on integrating the traditional knowledge 
of indigenous people, e.g., an ethnobotany program that includes the intergenerational learning of plant use.
Over 500 primary and secondary schools are members of the Croatian Association of student cooperatives and 
every year, the best student cooperatives participate in the festival of student cooperatives. Some of these cherish 
the traditional ways of making various utility items (lace, pottery, wicker baskets, products made of wood) and 
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many organic food products without preservatives (apple chips, pumpkin seed oil, lavender soaps, pyrethrum). The 
fundamental objective is the development of enterprise and entrepreneurship (products are sold and material is 
procured from the money) as well as fostering traditions and traditional crafts.
The use of and promotion of the knowledge concerned with the culture of local populations in ESD is of vital impor-
tance to Cyprus. To this end, all government and non-governmental agencies as well as universities and various 
research centers realize the importance of identifying and involving these communities in issues concerned with 
ESD. This includes raising awareness amongst these populations for the protection and rationalized use of their 
indigenous skills and action has been taken to make these populations an intrinsic part of ESD, acting within the 
framework of the policy for sustainability. One example of this is the establishment of the Network of Environmental 
Education Centers, created by the Cyprus Ministry of Education, Culture, Youth and Sport, in close cooperation 
with local communities who have participated in the renovation of the buildings and the infrastructure. Most im-
portantly, the local population is the core for implementing the Environmental Education Programs at each center. 
Participants of the programs interact with the local population in many ways: holding discussions, collecting data on 
specific SD issues  and working with them to experience their traditions, culture and way of life.
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11. Issue 8: Challenges and obstacles encountered in the implementation of the Strategy

This section reiterates the challenges enumerated in the foregoing sections. In summary, the main challenges and 
obstacles encountered in the implementation of the Strategy are reported as being: 

- the coordination between stakeholders in the field of ESD
- re-orienting teacher education towards sustainability 
- the lack or insufficiency of evaluation mechanisms
- deficits in research, funding, time, expertise, counseling and the exchange of good practices and personnel.

Through the analysis of the reports, it is evident that countries recognize the role of leadership and political will as 
critical factors contributing to advancing implementation of the ESD Strategy. As was also reported during reporting 
Phase III (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2016/3/para.83), that sustaining long-term leadership and political will on ESD is one 
of the foremost challenges facing ECE member states. This includes the need for economic and finance depart-
ments to recognize the importance of investing in ESD.  In general, countries have shown a sustained, long-term 
political will to have in place policy, regulatory and operational frameworks that support the promotion of ESD. This 
has been achieved through the prioritization of ESD at decision-making levels in key ministries. The urgency of 
environmental issues requires a continuation of this process as it has a crucial role to play in the formation of future 
citizens who will choose to adopt sustainable lifestyles. 
UNESCO (2019) endorses the ‘ESD for 2030’ framework to mobilize funding for ESD-related activities at national, 
regional and global levels and calls for policies to integrate ESD. This is reflected in the national reports where there 
is a noticeable presence of ESD in national policies that address participation in ESD and its integration in national 
curricula. Critical reflection on the part of various stakeholders that create and implement policies at the national 
level can promote coordination and identify additional areas of improvement. This is crucial because ESD requires 
innovative thinking and commitment.
The reported challenges regarding policy, regulatory and operational frameworks mostly refer to the coordination of 
policies at the national level. Therefore, initiatives of sectors within the state need to be better coordinated (Slova-
kia). To this end, national indicators for ESD (Germany) and evaluation systems to measure outcomes in a reliable 
way (Belgium, Finland, Latvia) need to be strengthened and possibly incorporated into national sustainability strate-
gies. The interdisciplinary nature of ESD and the lack of coordination mechanisms are significant challenges for es-
tablishing central policies regarding ESD at the state level; this may be addressed through the further involvement 
of multiple stakeholders in policymaking (Malta) rather than adopting more centralized and top-down approaches. 
Policies referring to central coordination and funding for ESD need to be further addressed (Hungary) as does the 
need to establish closer links between state targets and the implementation of the SDGs at national level through 
ESD (Iceland, Estonia, Hungary). For example, as reported by Switzerland, channeling a large share of available 
resources for ESD through one institution challenges ESD initiatives being developed by other educational insti-
tutions and organisations. In the Swiss case, the variety of topics and actors on ESD, as well as decision-making 
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processes on the cantonal levels leads to higher coordination and implementation costs, cantonal differences in 
implementing the ESD strategy and institutional uncertainties as to whether and how to promote ESD. 
Other challenges, as reported by Slovenia, include improving the cooperation between stakeholders since ESD is 
not just about educational content. This is even more the case since the adoption of the Agenda for SD 2030 that 
identifies education as one of the key tools for realizing SDGs, not only as one of the content objectives. Another 
challenge for policy, regulatory and operational frameworks on ESD is to ensure adequate funding for making holis-
tic and interactive ESD methods available for all levels of education and across all geographic regions. 
As pointed out in the UNESCO’s Roadmap for ESD for 2030 (UNESCO, 2020), it is important to develop policies to 
systematically strengthen synergies between formal, non-formal and informal education and learning. In addition, 
ESD should be integrated in all policies that explicitly address the achievement of the SDGs, which also requires 
synergetic relationships among policy makers from the sustainable development and education sectors. As also 
suggested in the Roadmap (UNESCO 2020), the very purpose of national education systems should be reviewed 
in light of the aspirations of the SDGs so that ESD is integrated not only in education policies, but also in all policies 
related to sustainable development. To achieve this, quality assurance criteria should be in place to assess how 
education institutions develop their learners’ competences as change agents.
Countries report on several challenges in promoting SD through formal, non-formal and informal learning. This 
includes the need to establish closer structural links between stakeholders engaged in ESD activities in formal, 
non-formal and informal education. Often, education stakeholders encounter challenges in working together to 
promote ESD, as funding mechanisms often fail to engage multiple stakeholders, while being channelled mostly 
towards formal education. Establishing mechanisms for cooperation, engagement and support for formal, informal 
and non-formal learning is also identified as a challenge in the last implementation cycle. Consequently, issues of 
fragmentation in assessment of different programmes arise. Another challenge is limited funding for raising public 
awareness through non-formal and informal learning.
The lack of coordination among ESD key stakeholders in the formal and non-formal levels, results in problems con-
cerning the systematic monitoring of the vast number of actions and activities at all levels of education. Currently, 
there is not a clear picture as to how ESD penetrates the curriculum holistically across subjects while in formal and 
non-formal learning there is no systematic monitoring of ESD activities. This makes it difficult to have a coordinated 
and coherent implementation of ESD across educational levels and across formal and non-formal education in 
terms of both content and methods. Consequently, it is very difficult to adequately assess the impact of ESD.
Even though the very essence of ESD might be acknowledged in the education community, ESD governmental 
educational policies are often shallow and transient, placing an over-emphasis on competitive prizes, consumerist 
approaches to communicate ESD to the public and campaigns aimed at short-term results (Nagata, 2017). To 
establish long-term, holistic and transformational practices in ESD, there need to be policies in place to promote 
and support them.
Even though there has been progress regarding the implementation of WIA in most educational levels since the 
last implementation cycle, there is a real need to further familiarize teachers and all the stakeholders involved 
in an educational institution with the concept of holistic school approaches to ESD as well as the formation of a 
sustainable school. This is a major challenge as education systems in some instances are centralized and mate-
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rial-centered and therefore the adoption of WIA requires structural changes (Cyprus). Implementation of WIA in 
education institutions is highlighted mostly at school education levels and is far less visible at the pre-university and 
university levels. Incentives to promote WIA at tertiary education levels seem to be fragmented and do not facilitate 
the implementation of WIA in the long term. To experience the unique characteristics of ESD, it is necessary for 
those implementing it to recognize the importance of transformation and to use holistic approaches and tools that 
will shift toward learners taking endogenous actions, as well as to have a policy environment that facilitates this. 
Along with policy support, some tools can be applied at the level of practice, such as whole institution approaches. 
This requires that mechanisms be put in place to provide ongoing support for good practices (Nagata, 2017).
Even though adopting a WIA at the school level for the effective implementation of ESD is strongly advocated in 
the literature (Wals & Benavot, 2017), there are many obstructions to schools implementing it in practice (Tilbury, 
2011). According to Gan and Alkaher (2021), successfully adopting the WIA for the effective implementation of ESD 
requires long term and continuous efforts on behalf of the school to systematically implement ESD, this in turn will 
have a powerful impact on the school culture. Examples of social and physical elements of this culture include the 
school’s organizational structures, ESD-related daily school life routines and practices, intensive teamwork, profes-
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sional development and support, curricula and extra-curricular programs and actions engaging the local communi-
ty. ESD implementation through the WIA should therefore be viewed as involving physical, pedagogical and social 
elements, which should be addressed equally to create a sense of community for all stakeholders in school, which, 
in turn, will facilitate the implementation of WIA. 
The discrepancy between the planning and decision-making for the promotion of ESD in all forms of education 
and its transfer into practice is another major challenge, as is establishing the continuity of processes between 
education levels. Policy coherence is therefore lacking which, in turn, affects its effective materialization. Another 
major challenge is the establishment of funding mechanisms that are comprehensive and promote collaborations 
between stakeholders in the formal and non-formal levels.  As such, funding could provide a means to promote 
such stakeholder collaboration. Sharing examples and good practice in the use of specific pedagogies, such as 
transformative action-oriented pedagogies, is another challenge (Romania). A need for the implementation of learn-
ing strategies that allow transdisciplinary approaches as well as projects of active participation has also been 
pointed out (Switzerland) as well as further consideration of synergies on ESD implementation both at the national 
and international levels.
Challenges in equipping educators with ESD competences refer to the fact that training opportunities are offered on 
a voluntary basis (e.g., Iceland, The Netherlands). Although the number of courses is on the increase, the challenge 
is to attract teachers to attend (e.g., Latvia, Malta). Sims and Falkenberg (2013) grouped challenges in the develop-
ment of ESD competences for educators into four main categories: (i) a lack of awareness, support, and resources 
at the institutional level of teacher education;  (ii) a failure to prioritize sustainability in the educational community 
in general; (iii) the common approach to reforming education systems and structures that often overlooks ESD and 
which is typically carried out within traditional disciplinary curriculum frameworks and (iv) a lack of establishing and 
maintaining partnerships with communities where education for all is taking place. Coordination among stakehold-
ers and processes involved in developing ESD teaching competences is also identified as a major challenge.
Another main challenge identified through Member States’ NIRs is teachers’ limited time to apply the developments 
of ESD in school because of the overcrowded curriculum. In addition, principals are often reluctant to allow or 
support teachers in applying what they learned in courses as a result of other priorities in their schools. One way to 
address these challenges, as suggested in the Cyprus NIR, is to provide courses for ESD integration for supervi-
sors and principals in the school setting, providing specific guidance for monitoring ESD integration. This particular 
challenge refers to providing adequate training for school inspectors on ESD integration, enabling them to better 
monitor it at the school level and thus to introduce ESD in a top-down manner. Funding and time constraints are 
also of significance. Teachers need to be motivated to participate in training in cases where it is not mandatory. 
Another challenge regarding formal education is that ESD is only referred to implicitly in many courses. It needs 
to be a more ‘visible’ topic (e.g., Slovenia).  The various structures of education systems require different policies, 
often within one country (e.g., Switzerland). 
Challenges that relate to the production of teaching tools and materials for ESD occur mainly in addressing pre-uni-
versity and university education and the content of materials produced. Another challenge identified in terms of pro-
duction is to equally address ESD across all ISCED levels. Currently, better quality and more extensive ESD ma-
terial exist for ISCED levels 0 to 3, therefore countries (e.g., Latvia, Hungary) point out the need to further develop 
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tools and materials for higher education. As Croatia reports, material related to SD and produced by stakeholders 
not coming directly from the field of education, can enter the education system indirectly and be incorporated into 
ESD. In addition, as Slovenia observes, material that is not grouped by thematic area thus, creating challenges in 
both its use in ESD and in gathering a full picture of the kind of material produced.
Related to this, The Netherlands reports that despite the great amount and availability of ESD material in the 
country, there is a need for establishing a mechanism for facilitating its structural use and implementation over 
the long term. In Austria, from a strategic point of view, the need for new materials is also not evident as there is a 
great amount of it; however, teachers express the need for ESD tools and materials which are up-to-date regarding 
pedagogical science, the explanation of concepts and so forth. 
Another challenge identified regarding production is building connections between the formal education system and 
informal and non-formal systems. This, matters because the productivity of ESD material by the two latter systems 
is strong, often very innovative and of high quality (Slovenia). That said, a word of caution has been noted when 
interpreting the means, motives and status of stakeholders’ involvement in the production of ESD tools and materi-
als. As pointed out by Spira and Tshiningawamwe (2018), “the degree of openness that an ESD initiative adopts to 
disseminate its expertise may depend on the degree to which their proprietary knowledge helps generate income” 
(UNESCO, 2018, p.203). Therefore, in cases where services, expertise, or products are used as means to generate 
funding or other kinds of income, widely sharing it might jeopardize a business model. 
Challenges also arise in the dissemination of teaching tools and materials for ESD. In most of the countries there is 
no separate dissemination mechanism for ESD tools and materials as these are usually the same as for other com-
pulsory and elective courses, such as workshops, counseling, school visits and online material (e.g., government 
portals, or NGO websites). As pointed out by Malta, even though ESD tools and materials have been developed 
since 1997 and made available for reference, due to a lack of funds and the fact that ESD is not mandatory, the vast 
majority of the materials produced have not been disseminated on a wide scale.  
Countries point out the need for not only disseminating the material but also training educators on how to use tools 
and materials on ESD (e.g., Cyprus, Switzerland, Montenegro) as well as further institutional support mechanisms 
for ESD implementation at schools and other educational institutions. This suggests an emergent need to establish 
or further support central national mechanisms for dissemination of tools and materials for ESD. 
Further challenges are found in relation to the need to establish assessment mechanisms for programs and mate-
rials (e.g., identifying learning outcomes) as well as the evaluation of material for all levels of education (Hungary, 
the Netherlands, Slovenia). More concise monitoring of the quality of implementation is required but this calls for a 
complex impact assessment of programs and materials at all levels of education (Hungary). The need for validation 
of the quality of existing, often abundant, tools and materials available for ESD has been highlighted by Switzerland 
and The Netherlands. 
Concerning research and development on ESD, the Latvian NIR highlights one of the major challenges which is 
introducing research and innovation policy as a horizontal activity in other national sectoral policies, such as ener-
gy, transport, agriculture or forestry in order to reach a broader understanding of the added value of research as 
well as to attract more public and private funding for developing research capacity. Another challenge is to bridge 
theoretical and academic knowledge with practice and to make theoretical knowledge more accessible and under-
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standable for the broader implementation of ESD concepts in education (Latvia). The gap between policies and the 
utilization of research outcomes to improve practice has been identified by both Malta and Cyprus. Similarly, there 
is a weakness in the use of research results to improve policies, all of which might be supported by a national bank 
of data to present the results on ESD in open access format that can be used by any student, university researcher, 
teacher or policy/decision-maker.
Further research is needed for documenting the effects of embedding ESD horizontally within and across various 
disciplines and education levels. Research is also needed specifically on the effects of ESD at the early childhood 
level as suggested by Akyol, et al. (2018). In addition, research on ESD at the university level faces challenges 
because ESD is highly interdisciplinary, something that contrasts with funding requirements from grant agencies, 
which often fund discipline-oriented projects. According to Sosse et al. (2021), another challenge in the field of 
research in ESD is its implementation and impact at the higher education level given that more emphasis is placed 
currently on the primary education context. 
ESD could be a paradigm through which a shift in curricula to meet future social needs is demonstrated (Pav-
lova, 2009), promoting a more accurate, holistic perception of the world and establishing responsible behaviours, 
preparing students to make decisions aimed at a culturally pluralistic and physically sustainable world (Fernan-
dez-Sanchez et al., 2014). Within ESD, all stakeholders, including employers, communities, research centres and 
universities, faculty, students, staff, funding bodies, local and regional administration at the institutional level, need 
to be incorporated. ESD has not been adequately analysed from the perspectives of all these stakeholders (Nejati 
& Nejati, 2013; Fernandez et al., 2014). The problem of involving such a range of stakeholders is exacerbated 
because many of them, although highly active, lack the academic credentials and channels to access research 
funding.
Furthermore, as pointed out in the literature (Mogren & Gericke, 2017; Ilisko & Badyanova, 2014), research on ESD 
tends to focus primarily on student and teacher outcomes. There is an emergent need to investigate leadership 
practices at the school organizational level that documents how quality education can contribute to ESD and to 
show how leadership practices in ESD relate to the SDGs. 
In terms of the content of the ESD-related research, the weakest aspect refers to the evaluation of the UNECE ESD 
Strategy outcomes, even though ESD outcomes per se are generally well covered. As pointed out by Switzerland, 
international network activities on ESD, including research and development, tend to be conducted on an individ-
ual basis rather than occurring at the national level. Finally, there is a challenge in promoting the dissemination of 
research results that address ESD which has been conducted through public authority support. 
Challenges regarding strengthening cooperation on ESD at all levels within the ECE region are mainly practical 
(funding, processes followed for approval of formal cooperation initiatives, opportunities for national representation 
in major international ESD networking events and networks etc.). Specifically, Tajikistan refers to the duration of 
procedures for drafting and approving cooperation projects. As pointed out by Malta, national governmental repre-
sentation in major international ESD conferences is necessary to contribute to the international ESD debate and to 
facilitate national implementation at policymaking forums and grassroots levels. Another challenge, as pointed out 
by Cyprus, is the economic support of these initiatives, which differs from country to country.
Challenges also relate to the gap that exists between national and international priorities and specificities in the field 
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of ESD and its implementation. ESD is often only part of the education and development strategy of international 
organizations, networks and programs. For example, in Switzerland, there are limited opportunities for educational 
institutions to be part of international ESD networks and programs, since, in Switzerland, the focus is on national 
or regional based networks and exchange on ESD research and development. Future investments in participation 
of international networks on ESD need to be considered at an institutional level as well as on the network organi-
zational level (Switzerland NIR). In some cases, it is sometimes challenging to find common ground for commu-
nication, as well as to reach consensus on the definition of common goals between countries, given the different 
challenges they face and the priorities they set in their national contexts. 
As Sonesson and Norden (2020) suggest, to successfully address sustainable development, partnerships between 
governments, the private sector and civil society that build upon principles and values, a shared vision and shared 
goals that place people and the planet at the center, need to be established at the global, regional national and local 
level. To achieve this, there needs to be capacity building for the future as a result of rethinking education. Educa-
tion has the potential to empower people to understand how sustainability thinking and practice is communicated 
in different global contexts and professions (Zivkovic, 2019). Rethinking education in the context of sustainability 
requires capacity building for critical thinking, a holistic understanding of sustainability issues and transdisciplinary 
thinking, oriented towards taking edaction. Since global issues concerning sustainability are anchored at the local 
level, capacity building for the future should incorporate professional knowledge and experience, the rethinking of 
education and the development of ESD networks and synergies between stakeholders to address these issues 
(Sonesson & Norden, 2020).

Issue 9
Future implementation of education

for sustainable development
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12. Issue 9: Future implementation of education for sustainable development 

“The ESD is a global preparedness and complex phenomena in relation to the effects of human 
activity on the environment, society and economy in spatial (global, regional and local) and tem-
poral dimensions (learn from the past, act in the present and anticipate the future)” 
(Fernandez-Sanchez, et al., 2014, p.3). 

Issue 9, an open-ended item, seeks suggestions regarding future implementation of the Strategy. In all, 10 Member 
States (31.2 per cent) report on this item. Specific assistance required includes capacity building for Government 
institutions (Georgia), and mobilizing financial and human resources in ESD initiatives (Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, Lat-
via, Malta and Slovakia). Quality monitoring of ESD implementation is suggested, especially to secure the full 
commitment of education institutions and to further promote ESD action plans in schools (Malta) with particular 
reference to vocational education and training (Malta and Switzerland). The future implementation of ESD could 
also be promoted through the dissemination of experience and materials, endorsement of synergies, the exchange 
of good practices and through the strengthening of internal cooperation (Belarus and Latvia).
ESD is focused chiefly on the formal education sector; while this generally means primary and secondary educa-
tion, ESD in early childhood has also gained attention, which was not the case in earlier reporting. ESD is also 
widespread in teacher education, higher education and vocational education and learning. As expected, there are 
differences in national approaches varying from obligatory to optional teacher training, direct or indirect reference 
to ESD in curricula and the training of education leaders and supervisors to promote a top-down implementation of 
ESD vs providing educators with the freedom to choose and implement ESD in a bottom-up manner. A wide variety 
of stakeholders, such as NGOs, the media, local authorities, civil society organizations and faith-based organiza-
tions address ESD through non-formal and informal education. Considering that learning possibilities on ESD are 
infinite in semi-structured and unstructured environments (Nagata, 2017), it is challenging to measure the volume 
and assess the quality of support offered for ESD implementation in such settings. Further information is required 
as to how ESD is addressed throughout the various initiatives and by various stakeholders in the non-formal and 
informal sectors as well as mapping the material produced and the assessment of its quality. 
Currently, sustainable development and ESD outcomes are still sporadic. In Slovakia, assistance with the dissem-
ination of international best practices in ESD is needed to have them serve as an inspiration for educators and 
managers of education. The same applies to the dissemination of educational materials. For Slovakia, one of the 
biggest obstacles to the implementation of the Strategy remains the establishment and long-term maintenance of a 
multi-stakeholder group, that is a proactive cooperating body that would play more than a formal or ceremonial role.
Kyrgyzstan calls for new approaches at the global and regional levels (UN and UNECE) as well as targeted finan-
cial assistance to initiatives and activities nationally to promote ESD more effectively and to achieve the SDGs. 
Another example is Malta where, even though ESD is gaining momentum, other priorities result in ESD having to 
compete for scarce human and financial resources. The primary challenge in the implementation of the Strategy 
lies in the setting up of the National Strategy for ESD that will provide the coordinating infrastructure needed to 
support and develop the multiple efforts currently undertaken at a national level in various sectors. Official recog-
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nition of ESD in the National Curriculum Framework (NCF) and a national target of full commitment from schools 
and other educational institutions necessitate further development. This will require the compilation of specific ESD 
learning outcomes and a deeper in consideration by schools through the design of school educational action plans. 
ESD cross-curricular outcomes within VET need to be enhanced.  Currently SD/ESD outcomes remain sporadic. 
In summary, the assistance required includes capacity building for government institutions, mobilizing financial and 
human resources, research to document the outcomes of Strategy implementation, dissemination of experience 
and materials, enforcement of synergies and the exchange of good practices.
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13. Concluding remarks and
recommendations
 

In order to create transformative learning environments and experiences that facilitate the de-
velopment of sustainability competences, whole-institution approaches towards embedding 
sustainability are needed, embracing the estates and operations, the curriculum, pedagogy, the 
organizational structure and ethos. (Mulà, et al., 2022, p.192) 

The present section includes the main recommendations based on the analysis of the data obtained through the 
national implementation reports. Main recommendations are presented in priority order for each issue and are 
grouped into six main categories: policy, regulatory and operational frameworks to support the promotion of ESD; 
promotion of ESD through formal, informal and non-formal learning; educators’ competences to address ESD; 
tools/materials for ESD; research and development and youth engagement.

Policy, regulatory and operational frameworks to support the promotion of education for sustainable de-
velopment
At the level of policy, regulatory and operational frameworks supporting ESD promotion, the most important rec-
ommendation is to invest more effort in establishing coordinating policies within countries for promoting ESD. For 
example, horizontal structures responsible for implementing ESD in an organized, systematic way among the 
different parts of the public, private and voluntary sectors could prevent fragmentation or duplication of policies re-
garding ESD at the national level. Central, national mechanisms could be established to monitor progress in policy 
implementation and to measure outcomes. 
More specifically, the need to shed light on how ESD is implemented in higher education has been pointed out by 
a number of Member States. In terms of higher education, challenges in successful ESD implementation mainly 
refer to leadership, incentives and knowledge. Significant support from senior management is needed regardless 
of whether ESD is integrated through top-down or bottom-up processes. As reported in the literature (Velasquez, 
et al., 2005; Fernandez- Sanchez et al., 2014), problems in ESD implementation in higher education mainly derive 
from a lack of funds, interest and support from university administrations. To this end, it is important to establish 
concrete operational requirements for universities to clarify what exactly they should do to promote SD through their 
vision, mission, research, campus activities, outreach and assessment (Lee, et al., 2013). 
Reliable measurement of policy outcomes needs to be promoted (Malta) in addition to involving more stakeholders 
at decision-making at policy level. As suggested by Germany, there is a need to establish indicators to reliably 
measure the impact of policies implemented in ESD and to form central mechanisms for coordination and funding 
of ESD.
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Promotion of education for sustainable development through formal, informal and non-formal learning
In the near future, it is evident that countries plan to strengthen student assessment focusing more on knowledge, 
skills and competences and less on values and attitudes. This can, in part, be attributed to the fact that a lot still 
needs to be done in terms of promoting WIA for ESD implementation, as evident through the analysis of the NIRs, 
as WIA is highly connected with values, with the school culture and with interconnections between the school and 
the local community, business and the social capital in general (Mulà et al., 2022). Embedding sustainability prin-
ciples and values across all curriculum areas, expanding pedagogical approaches to include experiential, outdoor 
and action learning, and creating participatory and democratic decision-making structures that engage the whole 
school community are ideals that have been identified as part of whole school sustainability approaches (Hender-
son and Tilbury 2004). Expressing and quantifying values and emotions is hard to achieve; however, examining or 
assessing them could be achieved through innovative, alternative qualitative measures. 
One recommendation, therefore, is that quality assessment systems need to be further developed to address ESD 
explicitly. More emphasis should be placed on assessing how values and attitudes are affected by the implemen-
tation of the Strategy to avoid focusing attention solely on the cognitive outcomes of ESD Strategy implementation. 
After all, affective outcomes are likely to have a significant effect on learners’ beliefs on ESD-related issues and on 
their lifestyles.  
If a dramatic change of mindset is to be achieved among students and future citizens, regarding sustainable de-
velopment issues, more emphasis should be placed on forming their values and attitudes; currently the emphasis 
is placed more on developing their knowledge, skills and competences. This calls for further research to develop 
frameworks for assessing unforeseen learning outcomes that are likely to be inspired by shifts in attitudes and 
values. 
Although non-formal and informal education is gaining attention in ESD, as predicted in previous evaluation cycles, 
there is an emergent need to establish mechanisms to monitor and assess non-formal and informal initiatives. To 
enhance the quality of ESD offered through non-formal initiatives, there is a need to firstly conduct an in-depth 
analysis of how ESD in integrated in curricula in both formal and non-formal education. 
Quality criteria could be created for WIA, addressing various parameters of ESD implementation such as learning 
outcomes, school policy, the learning process, collaboration with local stakeholders, etc. Alternatively, stakeholders 
involved in education institutions could be trained to plan and implement WIA so that they can tailor approaches to 
better fit their organization’s needs. 
To successfully integrate WIA for ESD implementation, efforts to incorporate ESD in all aspects of school life should 
by systematic and longitudinal. As suggested by Gan and Alkaher (2021), ESD should be embedded into the 
school’s organizational structure, which involves social and physical elements (e.g., the school facilities, the school 
culture, curricula, extra-curricular programs, professional development and support) and also incorporates values 
and underlying assumptions on the nature of ESD. Gan and Alkahar (2021) especially emphasize the teachers’ 
sense of community in schools, involving elements such as solidarity, team learning and collaboration among staff 
and emotional support, which, in turn, enhances teachers’ competences in working collaboratively and on creating 
stronger bonds with the school and with the community. Developing the aforementioned teacher competences to 
promote WIA for ESD implementation also enhances the teachers’ role as agents of change in the society. Gan and 
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Alkaher (2021) suggest that the sense of community among school staff and promoting ESD are highly interrelated 
in the framework of WIA, which requires “a strong sense of belonging, a sense of mattering and a strong commit-
ment to the school’s agenda and others in the school” (p.23). 
Another recommendation for facilitating the effective implementation of the ESD Strategy is to further develop and 
promote VET in companies’ education and training so as to foster the integration of the SDGs. Currently, there 
is little research documenting the role of VET in companies’ education and training and how this could address 
challenges faced in achieving the SDGs. Nevertheless, impact investments demonstrate that companies recognize 
and strengthen opportunities in investing in their employees’ quality and meaningful training as a long-term strategy 
offering competitive market advantages and responding to the public demand for corporate sustainability (Lambini, 
et al., 2021). Especially under SDG target 4.4, a substantial increase in the number of youth and adults having 
skills for employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship is required by 2030 and target 4.7 specifies that education 
needs to include the knowledge and skills that all learners need to promote sustainable development. Research 
based evidence documenting the role of VET in companies’ education and training and how this could address 
challenges faced in achieving the SDGs is required.

Educators’ and education leaders’ competences to address education for sustainable development
ESD is incorporated into initial teacher training; however, further research is required on the content of programs 
offered at the tertiary level. Teachers’ competence development is further strengthened by legislative changes 
regarding teacher certification and, in some countries, ESD is a required part of teacher training. There is also 
an emergent need to strengthen Government support to create synergies addressing leaders and administrators, 
equipping them with competences to facilitate ESD implementation, enabling them to better monitor it at the school 
level. In addition, further implementation of alternative pedagogies to promote a required paradigm shift and to 
nurture sustainability competences need to be encouraged (Gokoo-Ramdoo & Rumjaun, 2017). Developing com-
petences entails meaningful experiential learning in nature and communities and connecting place and people. 
ESD is a demanding field in terms of content and context, necessitating whole-school approaches and structural 
changes. Its successful implementation is challenging, especially for teachers who are new to ESD. ESD teacher 
education must effectively transfer knowledge and skills related to sustainable development concepts, as well as 
reflecting the relationship between ESD and values education, systemic thinking, and an interdisciplinary approach. 
Even though ESD has been incorporated into educational policies and teacher education programs, there is still 
a need to investigate appropriate and effective methods of preparing teachers for ESD (Kadji-Beltran, Zachariou, 
Liarakou & Flogaitis, 2013).
In the case of developing ESD competences for prospective teachers, as suggested by Sims and Falkenberg (2013), 
forming partnerships to establish collaborations among colleagues, students and community organizations is vital, 
along with innovative and creative thinking to provide interdisciplinary and inter-institutional approaches that engage 
stakeholders in problem solving in real life issues, with local communities and with the environment at the center of 
developing teaching competences on ESD. Such an approach to developing competences requires participatory deci-
sion-making processes to engage more stakeholders, provide a larger support base and raise awareness. 
The teaching methods used in teacher education should be aligned with ESD methods and teachers must be em-
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powered to integrate ESD into the teaching–learning process. Mentoring and professional learning communities 
on ESD implementation have been proposed as an effective strategy for empowering novice teachers to respond 
effectively to the challenges of implementing ESD in the school setting and positive effects have been recorded 
for both mentors (experts) and mentees (novice teachers) (Kadji-Beltran et al., 2013).  Such an approach is based 
on the common assumption that learning is constructed through daily experience and is best understood through 
critical reflection with peers (Vescio, Ross & Adams, 2006). Mentorship and community-based learning are also 
approaches that are based on adult learning theories and have several characteristics that are important to adult 
learners, such as requiring learners to engage actively in the planning and evaluation of their own instruction and 
taking into account the learners’ prior experiences, knowledge, abilities, interests, competency, and focus (John-
ston et al., 2009; Zachariou & Kadji-Beltran, 2022). One idea to enhance teachers’ professional development on 
ESD therefore, is to further expand learning communities to include colleagues from other countries to give an 
insight into the work done abroad, to promote the sharing of material, the exchange of ideas and collaborations 
(Zachariou & Kadji-Beltran, 2022). Such an expansion might take the form of a digital community where learners 
can post their ideas and discuss them with peers. 
ESD implementation necessitates substantial educational changes and requires a shift in the school leader’s role, 
“from influencing the implementation of specific innovations to leading changes in the school as an organization” 
(Fullan & Stiegelbauer 2001, p.157). Education leaders need to become more aware of the big picture and to 
have a clear vision of how the educational system they serve contributes to societal development and to a mutual 
consideration of SD, the environment, and society (Fullan, 2003; Zachariou & Kadji-Beltran, 2009). The role of 
education leaders is therefore transformational; ESD is more than just an innovation, it is a genuine educational 
change aimed at achieving learning communities. Leaders’ background on SD is of particular importance since 
they are the agents who can create an effective school (Kimbrugh & Burgett 1990) and raise school standards. It 
is therefore important that the principals and the educational authorities realise that sustainable schools can be a 
vehicle towards achieving high standard schools. 
The lack of education among principals regarding ESD concepts and practice should be viewed as a barrier to rais-
ing school standards or achieving sustainable schools (Zachariou & Kadji-Beltran, 2009). Principals and education 
leaders must be able to translate ESD into practice to articulate a vision and design and implement ESD plans 
in schools (Scott, 2007). As a result, education, specifically tailored training, and readily available information are 
required to assist principals in responding successfully to these challenges.

Tools and materials for education for sustainable development
Regarding ESD tools and materials, there is a need to establish universal quality control mechanisms across coun-
tries and to coordinate evaluation mechanisms across Member States. In addition, there is a need to further train 
educators to use these materials.
It is important to focus on tools and materials that promote both quality learning as well as the ESD Strategy imple-
mentation in its entirety. Tools and materials that facilitate the implementation of a WIA could be developed for all 
levels of education, especially for higher and tertiary levels, for which inadequate information has been provided 
regarding the content of tools and materials used and the way that a WIA is implemented. One way to achieve this 



IMPLEMENTATION OF THE UNECE STRATEGY FOR ESD ACROSS THE ECE REGION (2015-2018)

168

could be to assess ESD tools and materials at the national level and provide guidelines as to how they can be used 
to promote WIA, how different tools and materials are connected and can be used in combination and how the end 
user, that is the teachers, can select the appropriate material best suited for the specific context where they work. 
In addition, more emphasis should be placed on in-service training of teachers focused on developing material, 
studying examples of good practice and providing practical opportunities for understanding the ways in which ESD 
competences are used (Zachariou & Kadji-Beltran, 2022). Moving a step further, there is also a need for developing 
appropriate tools that can evaluate educators’ adequacy and effectiveness in using ESD competences to achieve 
quality in education (Kadji-Beltran & Zachariou, 2022). The kind and the quality of tools and materials used, either 
addressing learner or professionals in the field of ESD, are equally important both as to the content of ESD that is 
examined as well as to the mindset that they encourage learners to develop. 

Research and development
More research should be conducted on the evaluation of Strategy outcomes and more funding allocated to both 
research and dissemination of good practices. To this end, Member States point out the need for increased net-
working opportunities and sharing of knowledge across the ECE region. Considering that ESD is multidisciplinary, 
involving stakeholders beyond the education sector, such as companies, corporate funding on promoting VET 
training on sustainability issues could provide a means to further achieve the SDGs (Lambini et al., 2021). 
More empirical research is needed to gather evidence on innovative pedagogical and transformative assessment 
approaches and strategies that lead to meaningful student learning and the acquisition of sustainability compe-
tences. Exploring how this learning occurs in other contexts, such as non-formal, informal, and community-based 
learning, as well as in professional contexts and the workplace, would provide a rich overview for making more in-
formed pedagogical and curriculum decisions (Mulà et al., 2022). Another factor that could support ESD educators’ 
work is the use of action research as a model for the ESD professional programs and the tools that they develop 
(Zachariou & Kadji-Beltran, 2022).
It is noted that further conceptual clarity on competences is needed (e.g., clarifying between sustainability and 
ESD competences). According to Wiek, Withycombe and Redman (2011), sustainability competences refer to 
knowledge, skills, attitudes and values that empower learners to act sustainably in their everyday lives, whereas 
ESD competences refer to promoting sustainability competences through the framework of ESD e.g., practices 
and processes (Vare et al., 2019). To promote ESD competences, these need to be connected with pedagogical 
approaches and orienting curriculum design and development around learners’ and teachers’ sustainability com-
petences (Mulà et al., 2022).  
In addition, due to the rapid and high adoption of e-learning and educational technologies due to the Covid-19 
pandemic, there is a need to conduct extensive empirical research to document how sustainability competences 
can best be developed through online learning (Mulà et al., 2022). Online learning for sustainable development 
has generally been acknowledged internationally (Leicht et al., 2018), as it has the potential to reach learners who 
otherwise would find it difficult to participate in person, supporting international, intercultural and intergenerational 
interactions on topics of sustainability and at the same time requiring the implementation of alternative teaching 
methods to avoid simple transfer of knowledge but rather to engage individuals in transformative action learning. 
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Engagement of local communities and utilization of traditional and knowledge of indigenous people
The implementation of various projects and initiatives in the local community setting demonstrates that each field in 
the local community can have a special significance by providing ample opportunities for students to investigate a 
local issue of their interest and needs, both holistically and in depth (Zachariou & Symeou, 2008). Community-based 
projects and student interaction with community groups and agents help to establish new networks, conservation 
efforts, information flow, and experiences that can be used to promote sustainable living in their community (Boyer 
& Roth, 2005; Liu & Kaplan, 2006; Thomson, 2006). 
Involving students in the community and putting the local environment at the center of the learning and teaching 
process appears to enhance ESD pedagogy. This may be accomplished by empowering students to take charge of 
their own learning thereby seeing themselves as key players in the learning process. Interaction between students 
in the field and in the community settings, appears to help them gain ownership of their community and develop 
environmental awareness. They have the chance to improve their communication, leadership, socially-critical, and 
problem-solving skills, which strengthens their personal and community identities as well as their sense of responsi-
bility for taking initiatives to influence their individual and collective environmental attitude and behavior (Zachariou 
& Symeou, 2008).
It is therefore particularly important in higher education, to incorporate values and attitudes toward sustainability 
and social justice into discussions and to examine indigenous perspectives as a way to improve understanding and 
practice of ESD. According to Mulà et al. (2022) sustainable competences, skills, capacities or learning outcomes 
have been studied extensively, however, there is not a universal, validated framework across all levels of education 
and further effort is needed to develop “common sustainability competency frameworks that can be tested and 
contextualized in differed educational levels and socio-cultural settings” (p.192).
Youth engagement
The issue of youth engagement in implementing the Strategy needs to be further promoted, with the purpose of 
further engaging young people in ESD in the ECE region. Member States should be encouraged to nominate youth 
delegates to be part of the Steering Committee and further initiatives should be developed to ensure youth partici-
pation and engagement in implementing the Strategy for ESD. In particular, funds could be allocated to young peo-
ple for implementing ESD projects. Internships and experience-oriented opportunities could be further promoted so 
that young people can gain expertise and be mobilized towards further ESD advocacy.
It is important to provide opportunities for youth to dynamically engage with the complexities of international envi-
ronmental issues while remaining relevant and appropriate to their national contexts. Therefore, before engaging 
them in decision-making on ESD implementation and considering them accountable for their contributions in policy 
making, it is important to enable them to better understand ESD issues and to go through processes of personal 
development as part of their ESD involvement. The aforementioned proposal may have significant implications in 
the way that young people are perceived with regards to Strategy implementation, its participatory role and the 
differentiations that occur in ESD implementation due to the variety of contexts in which ESD practice occurs, or to 
the feasibility of applying ESD in these settings.
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ANNEX I

Member States that have submitted reports during the Strategy for ESD period

Country 2007
NIR

2010
NIR

2015
NIR

2012
INFORMAL

2013
INFORMAL

2014
INFORMAL

UN
DESD

REPORT

2018
NIR

Albania 

Andorra   

Armenia       

Austria       

Azerbaijan  

Belarus    

Belgium      

Bosnia and Herzegovina   

Bulgaria       

Canada       

Croatia        

Cyprus       

Czech Republic     

Denmark      

Estonia        

Finland       

France   

Georgia        

Germany        

Greece        

Hungary     

Iceland   

Ireland  

Israel  

Italy   

Kazakhstan   

Kyrgyzstan     

Latvia     
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Liechtenstein

Lithuania  

Luxemburg  

Malta     

Monaco  

Moldova   

Montenegro     

Netherlands       

North Macedonia 

Norway     

Poland      

Portugal 

Romania      

Russian Federation  

San Marino

Serbia     

Slovakia    

Slovenia    

Spain  

Sweden       

Switzerland       

Tajikistan 

Turkmenistan

Turkey      

Ukraine      

United Kingdom

United States of America

Uzbekistan   
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The present document provides a summary of the progress made by the Economic Commission for Europe 
(ECE) and the United Nations Member States in implementing the ECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) during the implementation phase 2017–2019 (also referred to as the “implementation 
phase IV”). The present synthesis report is based on the analysis of 34 national implementation reports sub-
mitted by Member States for that phase. The national implementation reports, reveal that many countries have 
policies in place to support ESD but the challenge remains of coordinating those policies and increasing the 
number of countries with national implementation plans for ESD, as observed during the previous implemen-
tation phases. Many countries have expanded policies to the non-formal and informal sectors, encouraged 
synergies and involved various stakeholders in ESD. However, the ‘whole-institution approach’ needs to be 
re-examined and further implemented in the context of some countries, mainly in relation to incentives and 
policies. In almost all countries, educators reported having received training on ESD competences during 
pre- and in-service training. Tools and materials for ESD are widely produced through national strategies and 
investment of public money, but more needs to be done in terms of dissemination and accessibility of materials 
and the establishment of quality control criteria. Many Governments recognize the need to connect research 
to ESD policy and practice. Concerning the promotion of research and development, the weakest element is 
the evaluation of the Strategy’s outcomes. Only a limited number of countries place particular emphasis on 
recognizing indigenous components across the curriculum. Among reported challenges in carrying out national 
implementation plans on ESD, countries mainly refer to financial and time constraints, the need to disseminate 
good practices and experience and the establishment of synergies.
The findings of this report have been taken into consideration for developing the framework for the implemen-
tation of the UNECE Strategy for ESD from 2021 to 2030. This framework is based on four key main strands: 
a) quality education and ESD, b) whole institution approach and ESD, c) digital education and ESD, and d) 
entrepreneurship, employment, innovation and ESD and it incorporates youth as a cross- sectoral issue. The 
framework will operate as the new road map for supporting and strengthening Member States to integrate ESD 
in their national context and for enhancing collaboration among countries and other regional and international 
processes and mechanisms on ESD.

The publication is an open access publication and can be retrieved from the URL: 
https://unece.org/publications/education-for-sustainable-development




