
Sustainability Starts  
with Teachers
Capacity Building Programme for Teacher Educators on 
Education for Sustainable Development (CAP-ESD)

The Sustainability Starts with Teachers is a collaborative capacity building programme 

for teacher educators on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in Southern 

Africa.  The project builds on the existing capacity base for ESD in the Southern African 

region and links existing and expanding ESD capacity to the UNESCO Regional Office 

for Southern Africa (ROSA)’s ESD programme of work, which is aligned with the 

Southern African Development Community Education Sector goals.  

Focusing on the region’s educators to implement changes towards sustainable 

development, the programme will have the catalytic effect of enabling the next 

generation of teachers to integrate sustainable development into their teaching and 

community practice, contributing to the achievement of educational quality and 

relevance in Southern Africa.  

The programme is a partnership programme. 

Learning Action 2: 
Sustainable Development Goals and Critical Issues 



UNESCO Education Sector

Education is UNESCO’s top priority because 
it is a basic human right and the foundation 
on which to build peace and drive sustainable 
development. UNESCO is the United Nations’ 
specialized agency for education and the 
Education Sector provides global and 
regional leadership in education, strengthens 
national education systems and responds 
to contemporary global challenges through 
education with a special focus on gender 
equality and Africa.

The Global Education 2030 Agenda

UNESCO, as the United Nations’ specialized
agency for education, is entrusted to lead and
coordinate the Education 2030 Agenda, which is
part of a global movement to eradicate poverty
through 17 Sustainable Development Goals by
2030. Education, essential to achieve all of these
goals, has its own dedicated Goal 4, which aims to 
“ensure inclusive and equitable quality education
and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.”
The Education 2030 Framework for Action provides
guidance for the implementation of this ambitious
goal and commitments.
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Building on Learning Action 1, we are now at the second step in our 
Action Learning Programme. In this Learning Action we will begin to 
work with ESD content and critical issues relevant to ESD.

LEARNING OUTCOMES: 

At the end of this Learning Action you will be able to: 

� Discuss the nature of ESD knowledge in relation to the SDGs.

� Identify and critically engage with relevant content related 
to some of the SDGs that are most relevant to your district, 
country and Teacher Education/TVET institution.

� Identify and critically work with key concepts and 
sustainability issues relevant to sustainable development, 
and integrate these into your Teacher Education/TVET 
institutions’ programme/s. 

� Explore responses to critical sustainable development issues, 
especially their integration in Teacher Education/TVET 
institutions’ programmes.

� Make links between ESD and indigenous knowledge in 
Teacher Education/TVET education programmes.

� Critically engage with ESD discourse.

Welcome to this 
Action Learning

Programme!
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FROM OUR CASE STORY: 

In a meeting to discuss the content of the subjects and their relevance to ESD, 
Mr Pula highlighted that all school subjects can integrate aspects of ESD. Mrs 
Chenjerai also made the point that integrating ESD related content could 

also contribute to improving the quality and relevance of 
education. Through their discussion, Mrs Chenjerai noticed that another colleague, 
Mrs Tujaliwe, who was responsible for Science Education, had little understanding of 
what she and Mr Pula were talking about. She recommended that Mrs Tujaliwe apply 

for the Sustainability Starts with Teachers course. Some of the issues that Mrs 
Tujaliwe and her colleagues discussed in the course were quite complex, because 
environment and sustainability knowledge is not always ‘fixed’; not everything 
is known about the issues beforehand. This raised a critical question for Mrs 
Tujaliwe: 

Mrs Tujaliwe was also 
challenged to think about local 
sustainable development issues. These were many, as people in the area were suffering from 
poverty, the land was said to be degrading, and there was water scarcity which affected people’s food 
security. She knew these were challenges, but she wanted to make sure that the way that she was 
teaching about them was relevant to her subject, and also to the Secondary Education level. There were 
also local biodiversity loss challenges, and health issues affecting the community. She therefore had to 
do some careful work to consider how to engage with these concerns, since the syllabus was already 
quite structured. She was interested in thinking about how to enrich the knowledge and experience of 
her students, bearing in mind that the issues were also changing, and by the time the students went 
into schools, things might have changed again. Her best solution was to teach the students how to find 
relevant knowledge, and how to link it to the syllabus themselves, and also how to be more critical of 
what they were finding out about the issues and the SDGs. 

Another key issue that was raised for Mrs Tujaliwe in her discussions with colleagues was the fact 
that much local and indigenous knowledge already showed a strong resonance with the kinds of 
issues being discussed in the SDGs. However, she found that the discussions on SDGs seemed to be 
‘separated out’ into separate issues, whereas in the local context things seemed to be much more 
integrated. She felt that local indigenous knowledge – and adopting a more integrated approach to 
thinking about local concerns and knowledge, and the issues that were raised in the SDGs – could 
enrich the teacher education curriculum, especially also if she included local indigenous knowledge of 
the concerns. She therefore thought that it would be possible to situate her ESD curriculum planning 
processes within a more integrated approach, and through serious engagements with the existing 
cultural knowledge of communities. She was excited by this possibility, especially because she knew of 
some interesting local examples of sustainability practices in the community which would enrich her 
science teaching.

In this Learning Action we continue to follow our teacher educators as they make decisions on 
source and identify relevant content related to sustainable development issues and concerns in their 
context, and as these relate to the 17 Sustainable Development Goals. They noticed that the SDGs are 
often interrelated and interlinked, especially when examined at a local level. One of the challenges 
they faced was to align this content with the syllabus content of Teacher/TVET education, so as to 
provide an enriching teacher education experience for their students. Another challenge was the fact 
that they encountered some critiques of SD thinking, and had to consider the meaning of these for 
their ESD work.

How do I teach about a topic if the 
content is not always fixed or certain? For example, 

how do I teach about climate change when the impacts 
are predicted, but not absolutely certain?
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Learning Action 1 introduced you to the concept of ESD. As explained, ESD foregrounds the 
integration of environment, society and economy in order to allow for working towards a 
better life and future for all. Learning Action 1 introduced the models of weak and strong 
sustainability. Internationally, ESD is influencing policy development. In southern Africa, we can 
also see the influence of new thinking about environment, society and economy in the school 
curricula. For example, in Botswana and Lesotho, the Geography curriculum for secondary 
schools contain topics such as weather and climate. This creates an opportunity to learn about 
ESD related issues such as climate change, its causes and effects, and adaptation and possible 
mitigation strategies. In Namibia, the Primary Phase Natural Sciences, Health Education and 
Elementary Agriculture subjects cover topics such as plants and their abiotic environment, 
ecosystems, living organisms and diversity of organisms’ ecology. This creates opportunities to 
learn about ESD related topics such as biodiversity and the causes and impacts of biodiversity 
loss. Technical subjects such as Design and Technology and Physical Sciences cover topics such 
as sources used to generate energy and the effects of energy consumption on the local society 
and environment. 

Research in ESD shows that few teachers and vocational instructors fully understand 
environment and sustainability content, or the relationship that is implied in the SD focus 
on environment-society-economy. For many teachers and instructors, environment and 
sustainability knowledge is seen as ‘new knowledge’. It is also rapidly changing and developing 
as scientists strive to understand environmental issues better and how these relate to economy 
and society, in order to come up with possible solutions and alternative practices. For example, 
20 years ago little was known about climate change, and even less about alternative energy 
technologies. Today these are both rapidly developing areas of new knowledge and practice. 
Thus, environmental topics represent challenging ‘real life’ learning opportunities. Particularly 
with environmental knowledge, teachers face a triple challenge of teaching learners:
         
� what we know (content and concepts – i.e. knowledge is relatively certain);
� that what we know can be questioned and changed (i.e. knowledge is contested); and
� that not everything is known about these issues (i.e. knowledge is always forming and being 

produced).   

These perspectives on knowledge, especially also knowledge of sustainability issues, 
pose some challenges for Teacher Education / TVET institutions, as these institutions have 
traditionally mainly worked with knowledge that is already established and that is certain.  We 
explore how to engage with these challenges further in this Learning Action. 

Dana Smilie/The World Bank
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The need for foundational knowledge 
    

Learning Action 2, Activity 1 
Take five minutes to share with your colleagues what you 
know about: 

� the era called the Anthropocene, and
� the Earth as a System that supports life.

In this activity, we will source and watch some videos that 
help us to deepen our  understanding of the concepts 
of  ‘Anthropocene’ and ‘the Earth as a System’, ‘key life 
supporting processes’, and ‘how ecosystems function 
to support the diversity of life’, as these all help us to 
understand the Earth as a System. Here are some options 
to start with ... (You can also research and download 
others that may also be useful): 

� Introducing the Anthropocene (Stockholm Resilience 
Centre):  

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0Vi1YuMgi9g
� Welcome to the Anthropocene: 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fvgG-pxlobk
� Welcome to the Anthropocene – A film about the state 

of the Planet – UN Rio+20 Summit (2012): 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pTk11idmTUA

� Big Idea 3: Earth’s Systems interact: 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BnpF0ndXk-8
� The Earth’s System: 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qn6I4xr_pxk

After watching these videos, discuss the core concepts of: 

� the Anthropocene,
� the Earth as a System, 
� key life supporting processes, and 
� how ecosystems function to support the diversity of 

life. 

Explain how each of them is relevant to your subject, and 
how you might use these and/or other similar YouTube 
videos for teaching your students about Earth Systems 
and how they work.

In the course, we encourage you to build 
up a ‘video bank’ of useful videos for 
supporting Secondary students to understand 
sustainability and ESD.

Environment and sustainability issues are generally complex, 
and understanding them requires an overall appreciation of 
a number of aspects, from personal and cultural to scientific 
and technical perspectives, as well as a critical understanding 
of political and economic interests. However, this overall 
‘bird’s-eye view’ of an issue is not enough. A certain amount of 
foundational knowledge in key subjects, such as Biology and 
Geography, is also needed. 

Without a sound understanding of certain core concepts and 
processes, it is unlikely that an environmental or sustainability 
issue will be adequately understood. Sustainability issues 
such as gender equity also require deep cultural knowledge 
and understanding, and here one needs to understand 
cultural concepts such as intersectionality (meaning a range 
of issues that intersect) and cultural habitus (meaning the 
habits we develop in our cultures). This problem can be 

addressed by focusing on the teaching of core concepts and 
processes in various subjects that provide the foundational 
knowledge necessary to understand a range of environment 
and sustainability issues, and possible solutions. If we adopt 
the ‘strong’ model of sustainability, then core content would 
include an understanding of:    
    
� the Earth as a system;
� key life supporting processes;
� how ecosystems function to support the diversity of life;
� how social systems, cultures and institutions are structured, 

and how these can be changed to support a more 
interconnected, socially just and social-ecological view of 
the world; and 

� how economic systems and institutions are structured and 
can be changed to support a more interconnected, socially 
just and social-ecological view of the world.
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Environment and sustainability 
knowledge is contested and uncertain
     
At school, textbooks generally present information as unquestioned, cut-and-dried facts. 
However, the fact that environmental and sustainability knowledge (including the cultural 
aspects of this knowledge) is most often linked to issues means that this knowledge is 
contested; in other words, people disagree about its validity (truth). For example, despite 
what many people consider to be convincing evidence that human activities are causing 
global climate change, some people (and even governments!) believe that the changes we are 
witnessing are due to natural cycles. 

Furthermore, in many cases, we do not know enough about an environmental or sustainability 
issue. Our knowledge is incomplete, and thus uncertain. Most teachers and learners are 
unaccustomed to working with knowledge that is contested or incomplete. Yet this is an 
important feature of knowledge in the 21st century. Sustainability Starts with Teachers helps 
Early Childhood, Primary and Secondary school teachers and TVET educators to address this 
knowledge challenge by:
 
� identifying environmental knowledge and concepts that teachers and vocational instructors 

are supposed to teach (and what is missing from this!);

� investigating what is known about the topics in terms of content knowledge and key 
concepts relevant to the curriculum (including for curriculum innovation!); and

� investigating what is not known about the topics, and considering how teachers and 
TVET instructors should teach about incomplete knowledge, and what is ‘absent’ in formal 
curricula (not all curricula are ‘up to date’!).

ELRC/Rhodes U
niversity
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Learning Action 2, Activity 2 

The five videos below can give you some idea of (a) what is 
known about a topic, and (b) what is not yet known about a 
topic (in this case, climate change in Southern Africa). Use these 
videos to review what is currently included in your subject 
curricula on climate change in southern Africa, what is missing, 
and how you can review your curriculum to improve it. 

� Adapting to Climate Change in Eastern and Southern Africa: 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tIp2RkDQBMg

� The Impact of Climate Change in Southern Africa: 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ygpd7btcxIg

� Southern Africa Mini Ice Age Agriculture Forecast & South 
Africa Crop Losses (263)

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zSnJp_OEeAE

� Floods and Fires across Southern Africa Raise Alarm Bells on 
Climate Change

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YLK4EGWMBzQ

� Johan Rockstrom: Let the Environment Guide our 
Development

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RgqtrlixYR4&t=13s

How could you use these videos to enrich what is currently 
being taught in your subject?

Each teacher and vocational instructor will have different environmental 
content requirements, depending on the particular subject and grade 
they teach. Thus, teacher/TVET educators need to understand ESD in 
the school/TVET curriculum, and how the ESD knowledge covered in 
the various subjects can be addressed in teacher education. In addition, 
teacher/TVET educators need to be able to work with learning and 
teaching support materials and examples, which will expand and extend 
their ESD knowledge with a view to becoming more ‘knowledgeable’ 
teacher/TVET educators. Working with the curriculum documents and 
learning support materials will provide the starting point to explore 
ESD knowledge in the school/TVET curriculum, and to engage with this 
knowledge in schools and in TVET.
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BACK TO OUR CASE STORY: 

After the discussions on ESD knowledge, Mrs Tujaliwe remembered reading an article 
on the 17 SDGs, which emphasised that SDG 4 is core to achieving the rest of the SDGs. 
She, like the rest of the teacher/TVET educators who were attending the Sustainability 
Starts with Teachers course were therefore keen to understand the SDGs in the context of 
southern Africa. As part of the course activity, they explored the priority SDGs in southern 
Africa.

The SDGs in southern Africa 
As briefly introduced in the Orientation text, and again in Learning Action 1, there are 17 
Sustainable Development Goals, most of which are relevant to southern Africa. Refresh your 
memory of the SDGs by visiting www.globalgoals.org. 

Focus in on one or two of the SDGs that you think are most relevant to southern Africa and 
also to your subject area / teacher education / TVET institution / national context. The UNECA 
published a report that was being prepared by southern African countries as their contribution 
to the SDGs. It can be downloaded from the UNECA website: http://www.uneca.org/sites/
default/files/uploaded-documents/SDG/2013/sdg2013_draft-sdgs-report-southern-africa_
en.pdf

The southern African document on the SDGs in the region reflects an engagement with a 
range of interrelated concerns. This relates to the discussion in Learning Action 1 which drew 
our attention to a ‘strong model’ of sustainability.  

Figure 1 below shows the SDGs represented within a ‘strong model’ of sustainability. It shows 
that the SDGs are all related to each other, and that there is need to work across and with all of 
the SDGs. Not every educator needs to work with every one of the SDGs; the task can be spread 
across the different subject areas across the teacher/TVET education curriculum. However, 
educators should not neglect SDG 4 at any time! 
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Relevant to the strong model of sustainability, and to the importance of emphasising SDG 4, is 
the fact that southern Africa faces economic, social, environmental and governance challenges, 
thereby raising concerns about the sustainability of its progress in terms of the following:

Environmental issues: There is a lot of development in southern Africa, and there is no doubt 
that the region’s environment is heavily impacted and must be protected and restored to 
reverse the impacts of deforestation, soil and water system degradation, bio-diversity loss, 
and severe risks from climate change, which also requires ensuring access to sustainable 
energy supplies needed for infrastructure development. 

  
Social issues: Population becomes a social challenge only when its growth cannot be sustained 

by available economic and ecological infrastructure systems. The average population 
growth for the southern African region, at 1.75, is below the sub-Saharan Africa average. It is 
expected that many countries in southern Africa should be able to sustain higher economic 
growth rates than population growth in the medium term. The key social issues in southern 
Africa are high incidence of HIV/AIDS-related diseases; poor health service delivery; low 
enrolment in post-primary education, and poor quality education; gender-based violence; 
and a wide gender gap in wealth distribution, and participation and decision-making at 
various levels.  

Economic issues: Southern Africa’s average poverty rate of 45 per cent is not far different 
from the rest of sub-Saharan Africa. Practically, more than half of the population of most 
countries have been living below the poverty line over the past decade or longer. Southern 
Africa’s economic production base is dominated by raw materials from agriculture and 
mining, and the strategic plans to bring southern Africa out of poverty are still following 
traditional (unsustainable) patterns of thinking.     

Governance: Following independence for all southern African countries, by the early 1990s, 
some countries in southern Africa are doing well in terms of safety, rule of law and 
participation in human rights; but this cannot be said for all, as some countries still have 

Figure 1  The SDGs, represented 

within a ‘strong sustainability’ 

model (Jerker Lokrantz/Azote)
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significant governance challenges. The region still has to contend with poor funding and the 
weak capacity of political leadership in some quarters, and of service delivery institutions, 
especially those involved in environmental management, and mainstreaming of sectors 
such as agriculture and industry. Other challenges include poor public sector and rural 
sector management. 

 

Sustainable 
development theme Sub-themes and content

Poverty eradication 

Reducing inequalities; food security and agriculture; adequate 
energy supply; investment for job creation; market access and 
trade; addressing the persistent debt burden; improving levels 
of development funding; and industrial diversification and value 
addition 

Education and technical 
skills 

Fair and equitable access for all gender groups (men, women, 
the young and the elderly) to resources, employment, education 
and health services; social inclusion of all disadvantaged groups; 
participation in all aspects of community life; enjoyment and the 
exercise of basic human freedoms; and fair and equitable access to 
livelihoods and justice 

Health and nutrition 

Combating communicable and non-communicable diseases; 
diet diversification and nutrition education; access to water and 
sanitation; improving levels of development funding; and resource 
mobilisation 

Environmental 
sustainability 

Climate change vulnerability and adaptation; access to water 
and improved sanitation; reducing and reversing forest loss; and 
preserving ecosystems and biodiversity 

Governance 
Institutional development; peace and security; public sector 
management; resource mobilisation; enjoyment and exercise of 
basic human freedoms.

Learning Action 2, Activity 3

� How can teacher/TVET educators contribute to the achievement of key aspects 
relevant to the SDGs in southern Africa? 

� What role can they play?

� What role can you play? 

� What does this mean for change in your teacher/TVET education institution?

Table 1  Southern African 

perspective on the SDGs at the 

time of drafting of the Sustainable 

Development Goals 

(adapted from Sithabiso and 

Hannock, 2013)
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Other critical sustainable development 
issues:  Key concepts and values

BACK TO OUR CASE STORY: 

After exploring the SDGs, Mrs Tujaliwe wanted to understand other critical sustainable 
development issues, key concepts and values. In a group activity with two teacher 
educators from Zambia who were also attending the course, they explored the 
sustainable development challenges at local level. They then read through national, 
regional and international environmental assessment reports and policy documents, 
to explore those issues at both national and international levels. 
    
To help identify the critical sustainable development in the Zambian context, Mrs 
Tujaliwe and her colleagues used the O’Donoghue (2001) model (see below) to 
analyse national environment reports and national sustainable development reports, 
such as the climate change policy of Zambia.

O’Donoghue suggests that “the Earth is a living world made up of many environments [bio- 
physical, social, economic and political] that we experience as the surroundings in which 
we live” (2001:3; see model in Figure 2 below). Each aspect interacts with the others, and 
communities of humans and of other living things, too, interact within them to shape our 
surroundings.

Figure 2  O’Donoghue (2001) model 

showing interacting dynamics of our 

surroundings (our environment)
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BACK TO OUR CASE STORY: 

Mrs Tujaliwe and her colleagues used this model to analyse local environment/sustainable 
development concerns. They realised that all issues (e.g. water scarcity or energy supply) 
were interrelated with social, political and economic dimensions. They thought this model 
could be used in their programmes to help students analyse local issues, and hence they 
planned to use it in their teacher education institutions activities.

Local and national sustainable 
development issues 
Every country and local context has its own particular core environment and sustainability  
issues.  

Could you name/identify some of the major environment and sustainability 
issues affecting your country / local context? How would you go about 
finding out what these are?

INFO SHEET:  

Critical sustainable development issues in Zambia
  
Zambia’s economy has depended on copper mining since independence in 1964. 
Of late, there have been initiatives to widen economic development to agriculture, 
tourism and manufacturing. The country’s agriculture is characterised by subsistence, 
as well as large- and small-scale commercial farming. The rural dwellers are 
predominantly subsistence farmers. Large commercial farming is found in some 
parts of Central Zambia, the Copperbelt, Lusaka and Southern provinces. However, 
the country is not self-sufficient in food production, due to ineffective agricultural 
policies exacerbated by the prevalence of droughts.

Immediately after its 1991 landslide electoral victory, the Movement for Multi 
Party Democracy (MDD) government recommitted the country to World Bank and 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) structural adjustment programmes (SAPS). 
This forced Zambia to restructure its economy, and reduce spending on health, 
education and other social services in order to service its debts. The World Bank and 
IMF advised that the Zambian public sector was bloated and that companies would 
benefit from privatisation, and that there would be renewed foreign investment and 
economic growth. Consequently, the country experienced mass redundancies and 
unemployment. Over half a million people lost their jobs, and have been left virtually 



SDGs and other critical sustainable development issues   —   Sustainability Starts with Teachers: Learning Action 2

18

destitute. The number of street children roaming the streets of the major cities has 
increased dramatically.

In 2015, the Zambian economy faced economic headwinds, initially due to fast rising 
expenditures and a fiscal deficit that more than doubled in 2013. Slowing demand from 
China had reduced copper prices to their lowest level in more than seven years. The 
situation was exacerbated by low agriculture output and a growing electricity crisis. 
Real economic growth fell to its lowest in 15 years, with gross domestic product (GDP) 
growth estimated to have slowed to 3.7%, from 5.0% in 2014. Maize output declined by 
22% due to poor rains. Copper prices declined by 28% while mining output remained 
roughly the same as in 2014. Slow economic growth is projected for the medium 
term, as the electricity supply deficit continues and Zambia continues to import 
electricity from neighbouring countries. The 2016 agricultural season is expected to 
slow following El Niño weather effects. In addition, elections planned for 2016 will add 
pressure to public spending. Copper prices are expected to remain flat as world copper 
supply is sufficient to meet global demand (African Economic Outlook, 2016).

The electricity supply deficit, which began in June 2015, has affected manufacturing 
and other businesses. It is estimated at 40-50% of baseload, necessitating considerable 
daily load shedding. This has increased operating costs as firms have had to invest 
in diesel generators, and the increase in costs has been passed on to consumers. 
Combined with waning confidence in the economy, the Zambia kwacha (ZMW) 
depreciated by 42% against the United States dollar (USD), raising end-of-year inflation 
to 21%. The slowdown in the economy led to more than 9 000 job losses in the formal 
private sector.  In 2010, 60% of Zambians were living in rural areas. Official projections 
show that urbanisation will have risen to 45% by 2025. The greatest contributors to 
the country’s domestic product are the capital city, Lusaka, and other major mining 
towns. Urbanisation is both a result of natural population growth and rural-to-urban 
migration. 

BACK TO OUR CASE STORY: 

After reading the information sheet above, Mrs Tujaliwa and her colleagues from Zambia 
agreed that some of the key sustainability issues affecting Zambia are unsustainable 
agricultural practices, climate change, biodiversity loss, charcoal production, illegal off-
takes, mining operations and expansion, and poor governance. These are a result of factors 
such as population growth and over-exploitation of resources. Since a large percentage of 
Zambians depend upon either fuelwood or charcoal for their domestic energy supply, they 
thought that this concern should be prioritised in ESD programmes. They discovered, too, 
that this trend indicates the extent to which natural resources are threatened. 

Later that afternoon, Mrs Tujaliwa received a news article from a teacher education 
colleague she had met in Namibia about some activities they were doing with the United 
Nations Information Centre (UNIC) in Windhoek. She found this article very interesting, 
as primary school teachers were working on issues such as recycling and food security 
in activities related to alleviating poverty. She realised that ESD is not only for Secondary 
teachers, but includes all teachers, and all teacher educators.
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WIS children think of ideas to #EndPoverty

The UNIC team visited Windhoek International School for a second time on 15 October 2018. 
This marked their continuing support toward the school’s activity ‘Make the world a better place’, 
teaching children aged 6-11 about the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The aim of the visit 
was to specifically point out actions and discuss ways the children could take action and create 
impact on different SDGs.

UNIC started the session with a ‘recycling exercise’, whereby they placed glass, aluminium and 
plastic objects across the classroom. Three differently marked bins were placed in front and 
the children had to put the objects in the right bin. The discussion that followed was about 
recycling and how it helps the planet, but also reduces poverty by saving resources. From there, 
the discussion turned to other ways to help save the world, and affect poverty reduction. Ideas 
included: saving water by turning off the taps when not directly using them, taking shorter 
showers, using leftover water for plants, etc. The students were particularly intrigued with 
interesting facts, e.g. reducing your shower by two minutes could save 37 litres of water!

Another idea presented was to start a school garden, or to plant something in their own yard. The 
idea was to get the children to raise some sort of crop, and then collectively take them to a soup 
kitchen or feeding scheme. They would directly help SDG #1 and #2, install a sense of responsibility 
by looking after the plant, and feel proud upon seeing the result.

Finally, the discussion turned to different actions the school could take to directly address poverty 
reduction. Fundraising events such as bake sales, themed parties and competitions were all 
mentioned, as well as monthly collections of clothes, toys, school materials, books, etc., that they 
could donate to a centre of their choosing. Both the students and their teacher, Ms. Nambiar, 
seemed excited to present these ideas to their school, and start contributing to the Global Goals.

Ms. Nambiar thanked the team for all the ideas and proactive discussion, and agreed with the 
students that the time to act is now. The school will likely commence with fundraising activities and 
with planting crops before the end of the year. UNIC is excited to be a part of this process, and to 
see how they progress in the future.

Source:  https://windhoek.sites.unicnetwork.org/tag/sustainable-development-goals/
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Regional priorities
Southern Africa faces a great challenge of sustaining rapid economic 
growth as its population is expected to double by 2050, while 
safeguarding the life-support system provided by its rich natural capital, 
which underpins the realisation of its long-term vision. According to 
Agenda 2063, ‘The Africa we Want’, Africa aims to establish a prosperous 
region characterised by sustainable inclusive growth, peace and good 
governance. The full version of Agenda 2063 can be downloaded from:  
http://www.un.org/en/africa/osaa/pdf/au/agenda2063.pdf.

The region’s sustainable growth and development path shall be led 
by increased agricultural productivity, industrialisation, investment 
in infrastructure development and renewable energy, conservation 
of biodiversity, sustainable and fair and equitable use of genetic 
resources, clean air and water, and better adaptive capacity to climate 
change. In summary, the critical issues identified for southern Africa are: 
biodiversity, water, climate change, waste, energy, and fairness and 
justice.

Biodiversity

In southern Africa, human activity has been changing ecosystems for 
thousands of years, but the pace and extent of change has increased 
rapidly with agricultural and industrial development. In terms of coastal 
and marine resources, the southern African coastline extends from 
Angola on the west coast to Tanzania on the east coast. The major 
issue for coastal countries of the subregion is the depletion of fish 
stocks through unsustainable levels of harvesting. Pollution is also 
increasing as a result of activities on land and oil spills. Furthermore, 
there is the potential impact of rising sea levels, including inundation 
of major coastal settlements, with associated damage to ecosystems 
and infrastructure and displacement of populations. The coast is rich 
in fish, seafood, mangroves and coral reefs as well as oil, diamonds and 
other mineral deposits. The long, sandy beaches and warm waters of 
the Indian Ocean create good opportunities for tourism, and the many 
deep-water ports along the southern African coast present opportunities 
for industry and export. The southern African region has a rich natural 
heritage of global significance to the world’s climate and biological 
diversity, or biodiversity. More than 40% of the region’s species are 
endemic (only found in their existing location). More information on this 
can be found in the SADC Regional Biodiversity Strategy, which you can 
download from: http://www.sadc.int/documents-publications/show/
SADC_Regional_Biodiversity_Strategy.pdf. 

Water   

Water is scarce in most parts of southern Africa. The region is mostly 
semi-arid and experiences variation in rainfall, both over time and 
between countries. Southern Africa is also expected to experience 
further variability in rainfall, reduced precipitation and increased 
evaporation as a result of climate change. For example, Namibia only 
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receives average annual rainfall of 270 mm, while South Africa receives 
an annual average 450 mm. Global warming further reduces rainfall 
in southern Africa, putting people’s livelihoods at risk. Most countries 
in the region also experience long droughts. With a rapidly growing 
population and demands from the domestic, agricultural and industrial 
sectors for water, fresh water availability is a priority concern for the 
region. Water quality is also a challenge in southern Africa. The poor 
quality of water is a result of industrial effluent, household detergents, 
oil pollution, sewage effluent, agricultural and industrial effluent, 
landfills and underground tanks. In theory, water is a renewable 
resource, being constantly circulated and purified by the water cycle, 
but in many parts of the world, including our region, it is being used in 
unsustainable ways.

Climate change

Climate change refers to significant and lasting changes in long-term 
weather patterns in a specific region or across the whole Earth. It 
describes overall weather patterns, including precipitation, temperature 
and cloud cover. Climate change can cause an increase or decrease in 
the number of extreme weather conditions in an area, or result in a shift 
in an area’s traditional weather patterns. These changes are caused by 
both human activities and natural phenomena, which alter the chemical 
composition of the atmosphere through the build up of greenhouse 
gases. Climate change has become an important topic in southern Africa, 
with most people starting to accept that it is happening, and that we 
need to deal with it in some way. Some of the effects of climate change 
in southern Africa may include extreme weather events; increased floods 
and droughts; reduced agricultural yields; and effects on vegetation 
systems, biodiversity, freshwater availability and food production. 
Emissions from industry, vehicles and domestic fuels give rise to air 
quality problems. Floods have occurred across most of southern Africa in 
1999 and 2000. A combination of dry spells, severe floods and disruption 
of farming activities between 1999 and 2001 has left southern Africa 
with meagre food reserves. Several of the region’s countries have faced 
food shortages. Watch this YouTube video for some insight into the 
effects of climate change in southern Africa: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Ygpd7btcxIg

Waste
    
Waste management is one of the priority issues affecting southern 
Africa. The rising quality of life and high rates of resource consumption 
patterns have had an unintended and negative impact on the urban 
environment. They have resulted in the generation of wastes beyond the 
handling capacities of the majority of waste management authorities. 
Most southern African towns and cities are now grappling with the 
problems of high volumes of waste, low capacity for waste management 
and the high costs involved in the management of waste. Disposal of 
waste in landfills is the major environmental challenge in several parts 
of the region, despite progress with recycling in many countries. Waste 
management, pollution, inadequate access to sanitation services and 
poor urban conditions are identified as some of the major challenges to ELRC/Rhodes University

Zaian/Wikimedia

Trevor Samson/World Bank
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development in southern Africa. This is further exacerbated by the lack 
of proper disposal technologies and methodologies, and of adequate 
equipment. Coupled with poor enforcement, this results in rampant 
illegal dumping of domestic and industrial waste that is a common 
practice. Serious health and environmental impacts are resulting from 
littering, the generation of foul smells, and a proliferation of pests and 
insects that transmit diseases.

Energy

The main sources of generating energy are coal, nuclear power 
and renewables (wind, sun, waves, biogas). The biggest issue being 
discussed in southern Africa around energy is climate change. Burning 
coal to generate electricity creates huge volumes of greenhouse gases, 
which contribute to global warming. Nuclear power is an alternative to 
coal-fired power stations, as are renewable energy sources like wind, 
wave and solar power. However, most forms of energy generation have 
environmental (as well as social and economic) impacts. For example, 
nuclear reactors are being designed, but a number of concerns remain 
about the technology. Among them is the fact that nuclear power 
is not really a clean form of energy, as carbon dioxide and other 
forms of pollution are still produced during the full production cycle. 
Renewable energy sources, too, have impacts. In most southern African 
countries, they are not yet fully developed. South Africa, for example, 
has opportunities to generate more power from renewables, given its 
sunshine and wind resources. It can also generate more hydroelectric 
power, as it has no oil and little natural gas. Namibia and Botswana 
have plenty of sunshine, space and wind for renewable energy 
developments. In addition, recent droughts in some southern African 
countries have affected energy production from hydropower plants, 
encouraging the introduction of solar and wind alternatives to achieve a 
well balanced supply mix. 

Fairness and justice

In southern Africa, development has brought many advantages – but 
only to some. There is a downside to development and technology 
which harms both people and the Earth. Examples includes the effects of 
nuclear waste, or those of extracting too much water from an ecosystem. 
It is the poor and marginalised who suffer most from the downside of 
development. Those who live in makeshift homes near petrol refineries 
or busy roads breathe in toxic fumes, but may never afford their own 
vehicles. Workers fall sick from exposure to poisonous chemicals and 
other pollutants, but share little of the profits made by what they 
produce and lose all income when they are too weak to work. These 
are common issues in southern Africa, and are issues of environmental 
justice. Environmental sustainability issues share roots with development 
issues such as poverty, economic inequality, and social injustices 
associated with gender and race. The economic systems most common 
in southern Africa in many ways feed greed, not need. This highlights 
the need for a new development paradigm that is both socially just and 
environmentally sustainable. DFID/Wikimedia

ELRC/Rhodes University
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International priorities

BACK TO OUR CASE STORY: 

After the discussion on local and regional sustainable development issues, Mrs Tujaliwe 
and her colleagues were interested in understanding sustainability issues at global level. 
Using global reports on ESD, they identified the following as key areas of sustainable 
development at global level: climate change, biodiversity, disaster risk reduction, 
sustainable consumption and production, environmental sustainability, poverty and 
inequality, and peace and security, with energy, food and water being the main focus of 
global concerns.

BACK TO OUR CASE STORY: 

After Mrs Tujaliwe and her colleagues’ discussions on sustainable development issues, 
they agreed that they needed to explore the responses to those issues at local, regional 
and international level. They further agreed to analyse the Zambian Secondary school 
curriculum to explore how the identified sustainable development issues and other critical 
issues are incorporated in the curriculum.

Learning Action 2, Activity 3

� How can teacher/TVET educators contribute to the achievement of key aspects 
relevant to the SDGs in southern Africa? 

� What role can they play?

� What role can you play? 

� What does this mean for change in your teacher/TVET education institution?
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General responses to sustainable 
development issues
Globally and regionally, attempts have been made to respond to sustainable development 
issues. Some of the responses at global level are policies, cross border protocol agreements and 
global institutions. For example, the SDGs have been put in place to respond to the different 
sustainability issues such as biodiversity, energy, social injustice, and so on. Drawing on global 
and regional policies, different countries in southern Africa, have developed policies and 
legislation on the sustainability issues. For example, a number of southern African countries 
have climate change policies. These countries also regularly report to the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change via documents called ‘national communications’, which provide 
helpful, up-to-date information on country responses to climate change. These can be found 
on the UNDP’s climate change adaptation website, where news on climate change in each 
country is also carried: http://www.adaptation-undp.org.  The UNFCC’s website also carries a 
lot of up-to-date information on progress being made with climate change agreements across 
the world:  http://newsroom.unfccc.int. An example of a national climate change policy can 
be found at: http://www.gov.za/sites/www.gov.za/files/national_climatechange_response_
whitepaper_0.pdf.

There are also a range of other international protocols and agreements, including the SADC 
Water protocol, and agreements to manage biodiversity across borders. Other responses to 
sustainable development issues across borders include ESD (including this Sustainability 
Starts with Teachers programme), collaborative management, community-based natural 
resource management, and low carbon and green economy initiatives. 

Gender policies are also well developed across the world. Quite recently, in 2009, the African 
Union released a Gender Policy for Africa. This document encapsulated decisions of the famous 
Beijing Conference, which set strong international Gender Policy principles. The document 
also sought to pave the way for the implementation of the African Women’s Decade (2010-
2020), thus providing a roadmap for the realisation of the objectives for the Decade. It can 
be downloaded from: https://www.un.org/en/africa/osaa/pdf/au/gender_policy_2009.pdf.  
It would be interesting to follow up on the monitoring and evaluation of this policy and its 
implementation as the African Women’s decade comes to an end. 

Culture is also an important dynamic of sustainable development. UNESCO states that: 

In today’s interconnected world, culture’s power to transform societies is clear. Its diverse 
manifestations – from our cherished historic monuments and museums to traditional 
practices and contemporary art forms – enrich our everyday lives in countless ways. 
Heritage constitutes a source of identity and cohesion for communities disrupted by 
bewildering change and economic instability. Creativity contributes to building open, 
inclusive and pluralistic societies. Both heritage and creativity lay the foundations for 
vibrant, innovative and prosperous knowledge societies ... UNESCO is convinced that 
no development can be sustainable without a strong culture component. Indeed only a 
human-centred approach to development based on mutual respect and open dialogue 
among cultures can lead to lasting, inclusive and equitable results. Yet until recently, culture 
has been missing from the development equation.

UNESCO’s website, provides a rich resource for understanding the role of culture in sustainable 
development (https://en.unesco.org/themes/protecting-our-heritage-and-fostering-creativity), 
and offers ways of identifying how culture is being developed, protected and mobilised for 
sustainable development of societies around the world, including in southern Africa. 
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The Africa Environmental Education and Training Action Plan (AEETAP), which is oriented 
towards ESD and sustainable development on the continent, outlines the following major 
areas of cooperation on the African continent 

� African Green Economy Partnership (AGEP): The main objective of the AGEP is to facilitate 
the provision of coordinated and consolidated capacity building and technology support 
to African countries to implement Rio+20 outcomes on green economy that contribute to 
poverty reduction and sustainable development. Important to the AEETAP is the intention 
to enhance understanding and appreciation of the implications of inclusive green economy 
approaches for Africa’s development, and to develop the capacity and skills necessary to 
develop and implement policies and action plans that facilitate the effective integration and 
mainstreaming of green economy and green growth principles and approaches. 

� Land Degradation, Desertification, Biodiversity and Ecosystems-based Adaptation to 
Climate Change (LDBE):  The main objective of this flagship programme is to provide 
a framework for coordination across countries and stakeholders at all levels to adapt 
to climate change, combat land degradation and desertification as well as conserving 
biodiversity and water resources, and promoting the integrity and resilience of ecosystems. 
One of the key actions in this programme focuses on “analysis and outreach activities in the 
context of knowledge generation and sharing” in order to support innovation, the sharing 
of lessons learned, and the scaling up of ecological based actions. 

� Partnership for Sustainable Consumption and Production (SCP) in Africa:  The main 
objective of the Partnership for SCP in Africa is to provide support for the development, 
mainstreaming, implementation and up-scaling of SCP programmes and projects that 
would effectively contribute to poverty reduction and sustainable development of the 
region. 

� Africa Sustainable Energy Development Programme: The main objective of this 
programme is to facilitate the provision of a coordinated and consolidated support to 
African countries to develop their energy sector to achieve a sustainable energy mix. This 
is done in collaboration with the AU-NEPAD Programme on Infrastructure Development in 
Africa (PIDA), other investment programmes related to infrastructural development and 
decentralised solutions, and the UN Secretary General Initiative on Sustainable Energy 
for All (SE4ALL), with an objective of contributing to poverty reduction and sustainable 
development. 

� Africa Integrated Environmental Assessment for Sustainable Development: The 
objective of this programme is to introduce and foster the use of integrated environmental 
assessment in Africa, in order to instigate appropriate and timely consideration of current 
and future environmental challenges by decision makers, as well as other partners for 
sustainable development. A further objective is to strengthen the capacity of African 
countries and institutions to collect and access environmental data, as well as information 
and knowledge, to support the management of Africa’s natural resources and the 
environment as a basis for improved livelihoods. This programme aims to improve the 
quality of environmental assessment products and processes. 

The Africa Environmental Education and Training Action Plan (AEETAP 2015-2024), gives 
continent-wide guidance for ESD and environmental education, and can be downloaded from: 
http://www.unep.org/training/african-environmental-education-and-training-action-plan.
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Learning Action 2, Activity 4

In Zambia, cross-cutting issues have been identified as ‘national concerns’ and are 
required to be an integral part of the curriculum at all levels of the education system 
in order to ensure holistic development of the learner. Examples are environmental 
education, climate change, life skills, governance issues, gender equality, human rights, 
population and family life education, reproductive health and sexuality, HIV/AIDS 
education, health and nutrition, and entrepreneurship education and training (national 
syllabi issued by the Curriculum Development Centre in 2010 stipulate this). 

� Analyse your national education policies and the national curriculum to identify 
cross-cutting issues. You may also look at national Education Vision, and National 
Development Plan documents. 

� How can these cross-cutting issues be dealt with in the curriculum at the level of 
teacher training and at the school level?

ESD knowledge in the school 
curriculum 
     
When we think about environment and sustainability in the school 
subjects, we should try to bring out the core curriculum principles and 
expand on these through thinking about ESD content and processes 
found in all school subjects. Sustainability Starts with Teachers helps 
teacher educators to think about these aspects of the curriculum, and to 
‘bring out’ expanded knowledge and understanding of these important 
aspects of the curriculum, as found in the school subjects and teacher 
education syllabi. This includes understanding the particular form that 
environment and sustainability education knowledge takes in different 
subjects, and why this is so. In some southern African countries, such 
as Zimbabwe, TVET is also responsible for training teachers, thus 
TVET curricular also includes an understanding of environment and 
sustainability knowledge. 

In countries such as Namibia, environment and sustainability is a cross 
curricular focus. Therefore, each school subject (across grades and 
phases, i.e Early Childhood Education, Primary and Secondary) has an 
environment and sustainability focus, but this focus varies depending 
on the subject and the phase. This is because subjects or disciplines 
have their own knowledge structures and modes of enquiry, or ‘ways 
of knowing’. In these various subjects, teachers therefore engage with 
environment and sustainability content and teaching methods in 
different ways.

Mac-Gbathy/Wikimedia
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BACK TO OUR CASE STORY: 

Here are some examples of how the environment is explicitly included in different subjects 
in the Zambian curriculum, as analysed by Mrs Tujaliwe and her colleagues:

Early Childhood Education is designed to enable development of knowledge, skills, 
attitudes and values to young learners that would allow them to grow into resourceful 
and useful members of their community. It emphasises hands-on experience through 
the manipulation of living and non-living things in the environment. The Early Childhood 
Education curriculum supports children’s learning through play, song and engaged 
learning in the environment to develop young children’s vocabulary, life experience, 
knowledge and life skills. 

The learning areas of the Primary school curriculum are: Language and Literacy, Integrated 
Science, Creative Technology, Mathematics and Social and Developmental Studies. 
Many of the environmental themes are highlighted in the Integrated Science section 
of the curriculum. A wide range of themes covered in the Primary curriculum includes 
settlement and infrastructure, tourism, trade, resource depletion, food security, sustainable 
development, mining and pollution and transport. The Primary school curriculum is 
clear on environmental management, which nests themes such as waste management, 
community-based natural resource management and the significance of indigenous 
knowledge to environmental management. Just like with the Early Childhood education 
curriculum, the Primary school curriculum also provides outstanding survival skills that 
include knitting, the green economy entrepreneurship and recycling arts. 

The Secondary school curriculum covers a wide range of topical issues related to ESD. 
These vary from subject to subject. For example:

� Biology requires learners to focus on biodiversity. They need to understand life 
support systems and processes, ecosystems, pollution, population, conservation, and 
environmental impacts and how to assess these. 

� Science can support learners to understand the dynamics of chemical pollution, 
physical changes in the Earth system, sustainable energy and more. 

� Geography carries a wide range of sustainability oriented themes, like weather patterns 
and climate, and how human activities have modified them. This creates an opportunity 
to learn about issues such as climate change, its causes and effects, and adaptation and 
possible mitigation strategies. Topics such as forestry, agriculture, wildlife and tourism, 
water, fuel and energy, sustainable industrial and human settlement development are 
also part of Geography. 

� Agricultural Science integrates information on the climatic requirements of various 
crops, and how change in climatic conditions translate into crop failure and a 
subsequent decline in productivity. It also includes proactive response actions such as 
conservation farming and sustainable agricultural practices.

� History focuses on settlement and sustainability issues related to redistribution, as well 
as informal settlements, pollution, political influence and governance.

 
After doing the curriculum analysis, Mrs Tujaliwe and her colleagues thus confirmed that 
different phases of the Zambian education system integrate aspects of ESD, although they 
also noticed that the depth of integration varies from subject to subject.
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Learning Action 2, Activity 5

Go through two or more different Early Childhood, Primary and/or Secondary school 
documents from your country OR the TVET curriculum. Identify the environment and 
sustainability content in these documents. 

� What are learners expected to know?

� How does this content differ from what is included in another subject? 

� What characterises the knowledge in each of the subjects? 

� What gaps can you identify?

ELRC/Rhodes U
niversity
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Engaging with sustainable development 
issues in TEI, school and community 
contexts
When we are in a local context, it is often the case that different SDGs interact/interface in 
different ways. For locally relevant curriculum or learning programme development, it is 
helpful therefore to develop a model of interacting concerns that help us to engage with the 
SDG issues in the local context. The ‘SDG wheel’ model below, developed by O’Donoghue 
(2016), can help us with this process.

Learning Action 2, Activity 6

The ‘wheel model below’ shows that SDGs can be a ‘nexus’ of concerns that arise in a 
school–community interface, or a teacher/TVET education institution – community 
interface. This means that in any one teacher/TVET education institution or school there 
can be a range of different sustainability issues ‘at play’.  You could use this model to: 

� map out your context;
� map out concerns in the local community that raise ethical issues, or ‘purposes’ for 

education which hold meaning in the local context;
� identify and summarise the available knowledge of the interrelated issues; 
� then identify what kind of learning-led change is needed in the context; and
� begin to design a learning programme for use in your teacher education institution.

Inclusive, quality EDUCATION for all (G4) within global PARTNERSHIPS for sustainable development (G17)

The SDG nexus of concerns in an education 
context of socio-ecological change

Description of context:

Concerns driving ethical purpose:

Summary of current knowledge:

Learning-led change needed:
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Source: O’Donoghue, 2018
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BACK TO OUR CASE STORY: 

Here is an example of how Mrs Tujaliwe and her colleagues used the ‘circle model’ to 
unpack a local sustainable development issue, which they identified as being ‘water for 
food’. Farmers in the local area were struggling to bring water to their food gardens. 

This helped Mrs Tujaliwe and her colleagues to identify a relevant curriculum change 
project, focusing on the introduction of rainwater harvesting and conservation (RWH&C) 
knowledge and practice in the Science and Agricultural TEI curricula. They also decided to 
include a local community engagement project linked to this theme.

Inclusive, quality EDUCATION for all (G4) within global PARTNERSHIPS for sustainable development (G17)

The SDG nexus of concerns in an education 
context of socio-ecological change

Description of context:
Rural area, land re-distributed, no easy access to water resources, elderly women 
farmers, food insecure households

Concerns driving ethical purpose:
People are concerned with food insecurity, poverty impacts and water 
conservation, as well as healthy living and nutrition, and productive 
opportunities for youth

Summary of current knowledge:
Existing IK and and local knowledge of rainwater harvesting and conservation; 
but need more knowledge of alternative approaches, diversity of crops, and soil 
moisture

Learning-led change needed:
Need new curriculum knowledge on RWH&C practices, crop viability, and youth 
engagement in responsible consumption and production
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         e.g.
    growing
           food in
water scarce
    conditions

The place of values in the curriculum
The aim of the school curriculum is not only to organise and deliver content, it also concerns 
the development of attitudes and values, such as respect for human rights and equality. 
Acquiring such values must be nurtured throughout the schooling system. The knowledge that 
learners gain from academic content may not necessarily prepare them to become wholesome 
human beings, able to build the kind of society in which people live peacefully together. Values 
inform the behaviour of individuals and communities, because they influence the choices that 
they make in life. Their willingness to protect or to destroy, to be responsible or to be negligent, 
to be sympathetic or selfish, is driven by the values they develop through socialisation and 
interactions with their environment. 

It is thus important for teacher/TVET educators to focus on values and to develop the 
potentials of students. To be able to do this effectively, teacher/TVET educators must be able to 
fully articulate and explain the place of values in the curriculum.

Adapted from O’Donoghue, 2018
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Learning Action 2, Activity 7

Values are a defining characteristic of many cultures in the southern African region. 
Some of the values have helped southern African societies to live harmoniously and 
sustainably with nature. Discuss the following questions: 

� What practices and values in local communities and in southern African societies 
known to you are relevant for sustainable development and may be promoted 
through education?       

� What practices and values in local communities and in southern African societies 
known to you do not contribute towards sustainable development and must be 
challenged through education?      

� How can the curriculum respond to the challenge of developing values and 
changing behaviour?

An interesting regional project that is developing to illustrate how values and ethics can lead 
ESD activities is the Handprint Care-Ethics project, which is developing a number of case 
studies of ethics-led learning for Primary and Secondary educators. There is also a Green 
Economy case example for TVET educators.  What is interesting about this project is that, in 
each local area, teacher educators and future teachers can identify projects that can become 
Handprint Care-Ethics projects, that can be co-developed by teacher educators, future teachers, 
students and communities around local matters of concern. 

Earth democracy 
connects people 
in circles of care, 
cooperation and 
compassion.
Vandana Shiva, 2005

Care
for

self, others and 
surroundings

Care
about

sustainable material 
practices

Self
Development

of self

Others
Social 

responsibility

Surroundings
Health and

environmental
responsibility Figure 3  Contemplating 

circles of care for self, others and 

surroundings in Teacher Education 

/TVET curriculum 

(O’donoghue, 2019)

The e-learning library 
contains some examples 
of these projects that 
can be used as ‘model 
projects’ for teacher 
education.
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Working with local and 
indigenous knowledge 

BACK TO OUR CASE STORY: 

In their discussion on the place of values and ethics in the curriculum, and after going 
through some of the Handprint Care-Ethics examples – which emphasise the importance 
of starting ESD lessons with stories or examples of sustainability that draw on local 
heritage, culture, and local or indigenous knowledge – Mrs Tujaliwe wanted to know about 
the importance of indigenous knowledge, and how ESD recognises such knowledge in the 
school subjects and in teacher education. Together with the other course participants, they 
explored indigenous knowledge and ESD.

ESD is likely to be most effective when it recognises the pre-existing strengths of local people, 
builds on their knowledge, strengthens information sharing networks within and between 
communities, builds systematic connections between schools and communities, enhances 
local capacity for innovation, and mainstreams a sustainability perspective across school 
subject areas. Therefore, ESD needs to recognise indigenous knowledge.

Indigenous knowledge can best be described in terms of: people, place/context, language, 
knowledge, culture, practices and dynamism (Shava, 2013). Indigenous people create their 
knowledge from their experiences during interactions with the lived environment and among 
themselves. This knowledge is derived from and related to the local context in which the 
indigenous people live. It is passed on from generation to generation orally (through stories, 
narratives, poetry and songs), visually (through the arts, such as bushmen’s paintings or rock 
art, traditional rituals and dances), and practically (through activities such as crop farming, 
keeping livestock, hunting, traditional healing, making crafts and artefacts). Indigenous 
knowledge is created over time in relation to changes in the local environment that bring 
about changes in the needs of local communities as they adapt to the local context. In this 
regard, indigenous knowledge is dynamic.
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School curricular in southern Africa have to a large extent excluded 
indigenous knowledge. These knowledges have been marginalised, 
misinterpreted, invalidated and labelled as inferior. Teacher/TVET 
education institutions and schools have been zones of exclusion of 
such knowledges. This has created a situation in which what learners 
learn at school is different from their lived experiences at home. It has 
also excluded the role of parents and elderly people in the education of 
their children about their culture, values and livelihoods. In an attempt 
to reframe and contextualise formal education processes, indigenous 
knowledge aspects have now been included in the school curricular. 
It is thus a challenge for teacher/TVET educators to be able to include 
indigenous knowledges into teaching and learning processes.

One of the most helpful resources for thinking about ESD and 
indigenous knowledge in a southern African context is a booklet 
developed by O’Donoghue, Shava and Zazu for the United Nations 
University Regional Centres of Expertise in Africa. This booklet captures 
some case stories of local indigenous knowledge and sustainability 
practices, and how these have been used in educational settings across 
southern Africa. It also has some video materials that can be used to 
mobilise local indigenous knowledge relevant to the topics. UNESCO 
also have resources that are capturing intangible cultural heritage, much 
of which has not been captured, but lives in local communities – often in 
the way that things are done. There are many sustainability practices to 
be found in African cultural heritage knowledge. 

Learning Action 2, Activity 8

Read the extract from the text in the Fundisa for Change 
‘Teaching Indigenous Knowledge’  in your e-library on page 11-
12 to help you answer the following questions: 

� What indigenous knowledge (for example of plants and 
animals) do you know and can you get from the local people 
around you?

� How can this knowledge be included in teacher/         TVET 
education?

� Identify one of two examples from your local context and 
explain how such knowledge can be integrated in the subject 
you teach. 

� How can you use your local communities in your teaching of 
teaching of indigenous knowledge?

See your e-learning library for useful 
resources for integrating culture and 
indigenous knowledge into your ESD 
programmes.
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Critical

engagement
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Learning Action 2, Activity 9

Read the advertisement for the ESD seminar below and discuss the critique that is being 
developed on ESD via this seminar. Some questions that could help your discussion are: 

� What do you think the author means by the title ‘Mind the GAP: Understanding ESD 
biopolitically’?  To help you with this discussion, this definition of ‘biopolitics’ could be 
helpful. 

 BIOPOWER relates to the practice of modern nation states and the regulation of their 
subjects through “an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the 
subjugations of bodies and the control of populations”. Biopolitics seeks to bring to the 
fore the neglect of environmental dynamics or human–environment relationships in 
policy making. These can also be political relationships (e.g. if policies are made that 
exclude people from access to 
water resources). There is a critique 
of SD which states that economic 
policies are more important than 
environmental policies (or economic 
reasoning is more important 
than ecological reasoning), and 
biopolitics tries to address this 
problem. 

� Think back to the five ‘priority areas’ 
of the GAP. Do you think that the 
critique that the GAP separates out 
groups of people is valid? How would 
you go about addressing this critique 
in your teacher/TVET institution’s 
programmes. 

� Why do you think this seminar is 
being hosted by a Centre for Human 
Rights? What do these issues have to 
do with human rights?
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Notes



UNESCO Education Sector

Education is UNESCO’s top priority because 
it is a basic human right and the foundation 
on which to build peace and drive sustainable 
development. UNESCO is the United Nations’ 
specialized agency for education and the 
Education Sector provides global and 
regional leadership in education, strengthens 
national education systems and responds 
to contemporary global challenges through 
education with a special focus on gender 
equality and Africa.

The Global Education 2030 Agenda

UNESCO, as the United Nations’ specialized
agency for education, is entrusted to lead and
coordinate the Education 2030 Agenda, which is
part of a global movement to eradicate poverty
through 17 Sustainable Development Goals by
2030. Education, essential to achieve all of these
goals, has its own dedicated Goal 4, which aims to 
“ensure inclusive and equitable quality education
and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.”
The Education 2030 Framework for Action provides
guidance for the implementation of this ambitious
goal and commitments.



Sustainability Starts  
with Teachers
Capacity Building Programme for Teacher Educators on 
Education for Sustainable Development (CAP-ESD)

The Sustainability Starts with Teachers is a collaborative capacity building programme 

for teacher educators on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in Southern 

Africa.  The project builds on the existing capacity base for ESD in the Southern African 

region and links existing and expanding ESD capacity to the UNESCO Regional Office 

for Southern Africa (ROSA)’s ESD programme of work, which is aligned with the 

Southern African Development Community Education Sector goals.  

Focusing on the region’s educators to implement changes towards sustainable 

development, the programme will have the catalytic effect of enabling the next 

generation of teachers to integrate sustainable development into their teaching and 

community practice, contributing to the achievement of educational quality and 

relevance in Southern Africa.  

The programme is a partnership programme. 

Learning Action 2: 
Sustainable Development Goals and Critical Issues 




