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• In 2015, the world leaders adopted the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development -
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

• 17 ambitious goals aim at ending poverty and 
inequality, protecting the planet and ensuring 
prosperity for all (United Nations 2015). 

• Higher education sector was quick to commit, 
with seeking to advance the SDGs through the 
campus, curriculum, community as well as 
research.
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HE AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: What has been learnt?

• HE is critical to the 
transtion towards SD

• Sector commitment is 
strong and increasing

• Some progress but SD 
remains in the margins

• Evidence that HE is 
adapting not transforming

Key reports:

EC 2022;
UNESCO 2015; 2019
UNECE 2019;
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FUTURES

Adaptation not Transformation:

• Leaders are sending conflicting 
messages

• Staff are overwhelmed  

• Students are disempowered and 
taking to the streets 

• Community is expecting more of HE 

Decode Project 
Webinar

Deans can turn this situation around



The Leading To be able to lead effectively, you need to be able 

to understand the challenge
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• The 2030 agenda does not seek to 
increase awareness but to change
the world. 

• It would be mistake to treat the
SDGS as thematic content

• SDGS are not add ons but 
doorways to explore change
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Deans must play a leading role in 
changing approaches to SD:

• SDGS are about questioning: the way 
we govern and organise ourselves; the 
way we live and work; how this has 
impact on people and planet.

• SDGs are about responsibility and 
action: developing mind-sets and skills 
that help anticipate as well as create 
alternatives
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Higher education must 
help students shape a 
rapidly changing 
landscape rather than 
simply learn how to 
analyse or understand 
the landscape as it is 
changing.   
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COP26 link

• COP26 Presidency event. UK y Italy  

• UNESCO,  UK and Italy Presidency, MockCOP
and Youth4Climate  

• 24 Ministers from Ed and Env coming 
together to pledge commitments to 
Education for Sustainable Development.

https://unfccc-
cop26.streamworld.de/webcast/presidency-
event-the-joint-event-of-education-and-



Teach the Future is a 
youth-led campaign to 
urgently repurpose 
the entire education 
system around the 
climate emergency and 
ecological crisis

Calls for educational 
reform and disrupting 
learning

4%
of students feel 
that they know a 
lot about climate 
change.

68%
of students want 
to learn more 
about the 
environment.

75%
of teachers feel 
they haven’t 
received 
adequate training 
to educate 
students about 
climate change.

TeachtheFuture
.UK

The Learning 

https://sustainability.nus.org.uk/our-research/our-research-reports/schools-and-sustainability
https://sustainability.nus.org.uk/our-research/our-research-reports/schools-and-sustainability


Strategic Plan 2017-2022 Pathways for growth with distinction 10

The basics of systems thinking
ways in which natural, social and economic systems 
function and how they may be interrelated
The interdependent nature of relationships within 
the present generation and between generations, as well as 
those between rich and poor and between humans and nature 
Their personal world view and cultural assumptions and seek 
to understand those of others 
The connection between sustainable futures and the way we 
think, live and work 
Their own thinking and action in relation to sustainable development

The root causes of unsustainable development
That sustainable development is an evolving concept
The urgent need for change from unsustainable practices 
towards advancing quality of life, equity, solidarity, and 
environmental sustainability
The importance of problem setting, critical reflection, visioning 

The importance of preparedness for the unforeseen and a 
precautionary approach
The importance of scientific evidence in supporting sustainable 
development

Why there is a need to transform the education systems that 
support learning
Why there is a need to transform the way we educate/learn
Why it is important to prepare learners to meet new challenges
The importance of building on the experience of learners as a basis 
for transformation 
How engagement in real-world issues enhances learning outcomes 

disciplines/places/cultures/generations without prejudice and 
preconceptions

and conflicts
Connect the learner to their local and global spheres of influence   

Critically assess processes of change in society and envision 
sustainable futures
Communicate a sense of urgency for change and inspire hope 

decisions and actions
Use the natural, social and built environment, including their 
own institution, as a context and source of learning

Why there is a need to transform the education systems that 
support learning
Why there is a need to transform the way we educate/learn
Why it is important to prepare learners to meet new challenges
The importance of building on the experience of learners as a basis 
for transformation 
How engagement in real-world issues enhances learning outcomes 

including indigenous knowledge and worldviews 

Is willing to challenge assumptions underlying unsustainable practice
Is a facilitator and participant in the learning process
Is a critically reflective practitioner
Inspires creativity and innovation
Engages with learners in ways that build positive relationships

HOLISTIC APPROACH

HOLISTIC APPROACH

Integrative thinking and practice

Past, present and future

People, pedagogy and eductionsysteem

ENVISIONING CHANGE

ACHIEVE TRANSFORMATION

places and disciplines

Facilitate the emergence of new worldviews that address sustainable 
development 
Encourage negotiation of alternative futures

Challenge unsustainable practices across educational systems, 
including at the institutional level
Help learners clarify their own and others worldviews through 
dialogue, and recognize that alternative frameworks exist

Learning 
to know
The educator 
understands….

Learning 
to be

The educator 
is someone

who...

Integrative thinking and practice

HOLISTIC APPROACH

Integrative thinking and practice

HOLISTIC APPROACH

Integrative thinking and practice

Integrative thinking and practice

Past, present and future

Learning 
to live 

together
The educator 

works with others
 in ways that…

People, pedagogy and eductionsysteem

ACHIEVE TRANSFORMATION

People, pedagogy and eductionsysteem

ACHIEVE TRANSFORMATION

People, pedagogy and eductionsysteem

ACHIEVE TRANSFORMATION

ENVISIONING CHANGE

Past, present and future

ENVISIONING CHANGE

Past, present and future

ENVISIONING CHANGE

Learning 
to do

The educator 
is able to….

The Competences 
for educators
in education 

for sustainable 
development

Is motivated to make a positive contribution to other people and their 
social and natural environment, locally and globally
Is willing to take considered action even in situations of uncertainty

www.unece.org/env/esd.html

The Learning 



• Educators need to be supported with 
more than just understanding of 
sustainable development or skills to 
review their own practice. They need to 
learn how to be change agents in an 
education system.

• Parallels can be drawn between  change 
processes in education  and the ancient 
Indian board game known as Snakes and 
Ladders that is regarded as a worldwide 
classic. 

The Learning 
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‘You cannot put a lettuce in 
the window of a butcher’s 
shop and declare that you 
are now turning vegetarian’

John Grant 
(author of Green Marketing Manifesto)

The Lettuce

The Lettuce as a symbol 

Representing all the 
contradictions that exist 
in HE in the context of SD
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•

‘I expect you all to be independent, innovative, critical thinkers, who will do exactly as I say.’

The Lettuce
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• Redesign our learning spaces –
more than green - empower our 
students 

• Increase authentic learning 
experiences -requies students to 
complete complex real world tasks 
in collaboration with others as 
they would in a real setting or 
workplace.  

• No more marginal - not an add 
on; not in the margins e.g. end of 
term/optional extras. Redesign 
learning, assessessment.

The Lettuce



PROMISING 
FUTURES



The Lettuce

The University   
as a  mirror

The University as a 
lighthouse



In Summary
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FUTURES

Deans can make a world of 
difference, by:

- Leading the challenge to 
business as usual

- Learning to transform HE 
and the learning that 
happens in it

-Confronting the 
contradictions   
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