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Preface 
 
Together, the ten reports presented here provide a broad international overview of the initiatives 
taken and the problems involved in achieving the goals of the United Nations Decade of Education 
for Sustainable Development 2005-2014 here at the midway point. Compiled by research teams 
spanning ten different countries and six continents, they also provide a timely survey of the ways in 
which education can contribute to tackling the challenges of climate change. The reports are part of 
the project 'Climate Change and Sustainable Development: The Response from Education' 
conducted under the auspices of the International Alliance of Leading Education Institutes. 
 
The International Alliance of Leading Education Institutes was founded at a meeting in Singapore 
on 21st August 2007. Made up of ten leading institutions in the field of teacher education and 
education research (São Paulo joined in 2008 and Cape Town in 2009), the Alliance acts as a think-
tank which draws together existing expertise and research in education to generate ideas and 
identify trends, to serve as a collective voice on important educational issues and thus influence 
policy and practice in education. It aims to inform governments, international agencies, funding 
bodies and the public at large, to influence policy and practice in education and thus to enhance the 
profile and quality of education internationally.  
 
The Alliance comprises representatives from the following member institutes: 

• Graduate School of Education, The University of Melbourne, Australia 
• Faculty of Education, University of São Paulo, Brazil 
• Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University of Toronto, Canada 
• School of Education, Beijing Normal University, People’s Republic of China 
• Danish School of Education, University of Aarhus, Denmark 
• National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore 
• School of Education, University of Cape Town, South Africa  
• College of Education, Seoul National University, South Korea 
• Institute of Education, University of London, United Kingdom 
• Faculty of Education, University of Wisconsin-Madison, USA 

 
The core reason for the founding of the International Alliance of Leading Education Institutes was 
the recognition that education needed a “voice”, a group that would seek to offer well-considered 
and balanced advice on important educational issues. The group would be mindful of the views of 
academic researchers, of what evidence and practice had to say, as well as the needs for action on 
the policy front.  
 
Each year the Alliance partners agree on an issue for a common research project in order to provide 
the basis for the think tank to formulate recommendations for the policy and practice level on how 
to qualify their efforts on this issue.  
 
In August 2008, Climate Change and Sustainable Development: The Response from Education was 
chosen as the issue for the following year and, as the Danish School of Education held the Alliance 
chair position, a research team from here was chosen to lead the project. 
 



Research teams were likewise established at the nine other universities and national reports were 
compiled on the basis of a set of common guidelines. The ten resultant national reports are 
presented here.  
 
These reports formed the basis for a cross-national analysis, the results of which were discussed 
when the Alliance partners met at Seoul National University in South Korea, August 2009. On this 
basis, eight recommendations have been formulated to inform and qualify policy initiatives 
regarding climate change and education. These recommendations will be presented to the public at 
a press conference in connection with the Copenhagen Climate Change Summit, December 2009.  
 
For the other documents from the project and for further information, please visit 
http://dpu.dk/RPEHE or http://edusud.dk/  
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Report from Australia 

Climate Change and 
Sustainable Development: 
The Response from Education 
Dianne Chambers 
Melbourne Graduate School of Education,  
University of Melbourne 

The International Alliance  
of Leading Education Institutes 



Dianne Chambers, Melbourne Graduate School of Education, May 2009 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: THE RESPONSE FROM EDUCATION 

AUSTRALIAN COUNTRY REPORT 

 
From AuSSI WA (Australian Sustainable Schools Initiative, Western Australia) 

http://www.sustainableschools.wa.edu.au/toolkit/aussi/index.html 

 
“Through information and awareness, but more importantly 
by building people’s capacity to innovate and implement 
solutions, education for sustainability is essential to re-
orienting the way we live and work and to Australia 
becoming a sustainable society.” 

p3, Living Sustainably: The Australian Government’s National Action Plan for Education for Sustainability  
Australian Government Department of the Environment, Water, Heritage & the Arts. April 2009. 
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downstream states and accusations that upstream states had over-allocated water to irrigation. 
Water for environmental flow seemed to get little consideration for a long time. 

Management of this drainage basin is now undertaken by the Murray Darling Basin Authority 
(see http://www.mdba.gov.au). That it took a crisis on the scale of the current drought to bring 
this about gives an idea of tensions between State and Federal roles and responsibilities with 
regard to the scarce resource of water, but the formation of the Murray Darling Basin 
Authority is also indicative of the potential for even substantial challenges to be overcome 
and for states to collaborate for the national good. 

 
Figure 1 The Murray-Darling Basin (from kids.mdbc.gov.au/__data/page/75/Basin_Map.pdf). 

0.3 THE AUSTRALIAN EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM: AN OVERVIEW 

Compulsory schooling starts at approximately 5 years of age, with most children having 
attended kindergarten or preschool (the term used differs between states) at age 4 years. 
Primary schooling is the first seven years of schooling, followed by secondary schooling, 
which is the next six years of school. It is compulsory for children aged 6-15 years (age 16 in 
some states) to attend school. 

Post-school education is in the Vocational Education and Training sector (‘VET sector’) or at 
university (‘higher education sector’). Higher education participation rates in Australia 
compare favourably with other OECD countries. 

0.3.1 Values for Australian schooling 
Nine ‘values for Australian schooling’ have emerged from Australian school communities and 
from the National Goals for Schooling in Australia in the Twenty-First Century (Department 
of Education, Employment & Workplace Relations (2004): 
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Figure 2 A framework for environmental education for sustainability (from Educating 
for a Sustainable Future: A National Environmental Education Statement for Australian 
Schools) 

In the second National Action Plan Living Sustainably: The Australian Government’s 
National Action Plan for Education for Sustainability (April 2009) this holistic approach has 
been continued, and the newly stated principles (see below) address education in its broadest 
sense and goes well beyond the curriculum and beyond formal schooling. 

PRINCIPLES OF EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY 

Education for sustainability is based on the following principles: 

Transformation and change 

Education for sustainability is not simply about providing information but involves 
equipping people with the skills, capacity and motivation to plan and manage change 
towards sustainability within an organisation, industry or community. 

Education for all and lifelong learning 

Education for sustainability is driven by a broad understanding of education and 
learning that includes people of all ages and backgrounds and at all stages of life and 
takes place within all possible learning spaces, formal and informal, in schools, 
workplaces, homes and communities. 

Systems thinking 

Education for sustainability aims to equip people to understand connections between 
environmental, economic, social and political systems. 

Envisioning a better future 

Education for sustainability engages people in developing a shared vision for a 
sustainable future. 

Critical thinking and reflection 

Education for sustainability values the capacity of individuals and groups to reflect on 
personal experiences and world views and to challenge accepted ways of interpreting 
and engaging with the world. 

Participation 

Education for sustainability recognises participation as critical for engaging groups and 
individuals in sustainability. 

Partnerships for change 

Education for sustainability focuses on the use of genuine partnerships to build 
networks and relationships, and improve communication between different sectors of 
society.’ 
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IALEI-project  
 
South Africa: Climate Change and Sustainable 
Development: The Response from Education 
 
Kevin Winter 
Environmental & Geographical Science Department 
University of Cape Town 
South Africa 
Kevin. Winter@uct.ac.za 

Introduction 
 
The IALEI project provides an ideal opportunity to reflect on the emerging discourse of 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and Climate Change Education (CCE) in the 
formal school curriculum and in national policy1. The report seeks to identify the current state 
of ESD and CCE in South Africa by engaging with two of the five themes that form the 
framework for the IALEI project2. Evidence is presented from the most recent South African 
National Curriculum Statement of 2005 to identify the current state and limitations of the 
curriculum to address sustainable development and climate change, and in so doing, to raise a 
number of concerns about the state of preparedness of young South Africans to cope with 
climate change and to contribute to sustainable development.  
 
South Africa: issues in context 
 
1994 is a significant milestone in the development of South Africa as it marks the end of 
nearly five decades of racially-based, unjust legislation under the Apartheid system.  In that 
year an historic election was held to usher in a new government together with a powerful 
mandate to redress the injustices and discrimination of the past so as to: 
 

 ‘heal the divisions of the past and establish a society based on democratic values, social 
justice and fundamental human rights; lay the foundations for a democratic and open 
society in which government is based on the will of the people and every citizen is equally 
protected by law; improve the quality of life of all citizens and free the potential of each 
person; and build a united and democratic South Africa able to take its rightful place as a 
sovereign state in the family of nations’  

(Constitution of RSA No. 108 of 1996: (1) 1243)  
 

                                                 
1 This report could not be compiled in consultation with other leading educationalists in the country partly due to 
the relatively late invitation afforded to the author, but also due to the author’s own commitment to a number of 
other pressing research projects at the time of writing.  
2 Only first two of the five themes are addressed in detail. Themes 3 and 4 are partly addressed in themes 1 and 
2. Them 5 could not be undertaken because of insufficient time and resources available to assess the practice of 
ESD and CCE in schools 
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The post-Apartheid period is now characterised by new and overwhelming challenges: to 
redress the past, to promote equity, to enable broad-based development, and to support job 
creation and economic growth. Some of the most pressing issues lie in the provision of 
services, housing, education and employment. While considerable progress has been made in 
the case of water and sanitation provision, financial resources and human capacity have been 
severely stretched. Since 1994 over 12 million people, who previously relied on unsafe water, 
now have access to clean, potable water. Some improvements have also been made in 
sanitation, but 20 million people, nearly 50% of the population, are largely without access to 
on-site, safe waterborne sanitation (Statistics South Africa, 2005). The Human Poverty Index 
(HPI) which measures the lack of access to education, health care, and basic services 
including water and sanitation, and unemployment, increased from 16,4% in 1995 to 31,7% in 
2002, but by 2003 over 30% of the population were living at or below the globally recognized 
threshold of US$1 per person per day (GCIS 2009).  
 
South Africa is one of the most biologically diverse countries in the world with a rich array of 
terrestrial, aquatic and marine ecosystems. The surface area covers little more than 2% of the 
world’s land surface, yet it contains nearly 10% of the planet’s plant species and 7% of the 
reptile, bird and mammal species. Yet just less than 3 % of the total land area is protected by 
national reserves (GCIS 2009). Biodiversity is increasingly threatened by human activities; by 
an increasing population especially in certain regions of the country; by rapid urbanization 
into some of the most biologically diverse areas; and by a legislative system that has limited 
control to direct progress towards a more sustainable state.  
 
Further challenges lie in the population dynamics. The South African Census of 2001 
recorded a total population of 44,819 778 (Statistics South Africa 2001) with 43% of the 
population being under the age of 19 years. Despite a youthful population, HIV and AIDS 
infection has had a dramatic impact on life expectancy that impacts severely on the youth. In 
1998 average life expectancy peaked at 67 years, but during the period between 2000 and 
2005 it decreased to 46 years (GCIS 2009). South Africa slipped down the Human 
Development Index (HDI) from a ranking of 67th place out of 144 countries in 1995, to 120th 
out of 177 countries in 2003, largely explained by the decrease in life expectancy as a result 
of HIV and AIDS (GCIS 2009). 
 
Equally alarming is the challenge of education. In 2001 the highest level of education of those 
20 years and older revealed that 4,567 497 had no schooling; 4,083 742 had only some 
primary schooling; 1,623 467 had completed primary schooling; 7, 846 125 had some 
secondary; while a mere 20% or 5,200 602 had completed twelve years of schooling; and only 
8% or 2,151 336 had any form of tertiary education qualification. These levels of education 
attainment partly explain why only 33,7% of the population were found in formal work, 24% 
were unemployed and 42,3% were economically inactive (Statistic South Africa 2001).  
 
A final picture, and pertinent to this report, is that of a developing country with one of the 
highest level of carbon emissions per capita despite the high level of poverty and 
unemployment. Per capita emissions are claimed to be higher than those of China and India 
and exceeds the global average (DEAT 2005). The main reason for the high emission rate is 
the continued reliance on non-renewable energy sources largely coal which is fed to energy-
intensive industries such as mining, iron and steel, aluminium, ferrochrome and chemicals. 
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Energy demand is also the result of increasing demand with rapid urbanisation where more 
than 58% of the population now live in cities and towns (Statistics South Africa 2001).  
 
 
 
Theme 1 
Education for Sustainable Development - overall conception 

The discourse on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is still embryonic and has 
gone largely unnoticed in the formal school curriculum of South Africa. The absence of ESD 
as a formal concept and guiding framework is partly explained by the fact that events leading 
up to the pronouncement of the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 
(UNDESD) and the preparation of the South African National Curriculum Statements (NCS) 
coincided. By 2005 it was already too late to incorporate much of the discourse associated 
with ESD. However, while there is no explicit mention of ESD in the current national school 
curriculum it does not imply that education for sustainable development did not find a rightful 
place in the curriculum. The concepts of sustainable development and sustainability were 
certainly infused into the curriculum, but largely from the perspective of environmental 
education. Contributors and developers of the NCS clearly found it difficult to differentiate 
between environmental educational and education for sustainable development.  

The development of the current school curriculum began with a bold claim from the National 
Department of Education in which it stated: “The curriculum can play a vital role in creating 
awareness of the relationship between human rights, a healthy environment, social justice and 
inclusivity … all Learning Area Statements reflect the principles and practices of social 
justice, respect for the environment and human rights, as defined in the Constitution.” (DoE 
2002). However noble these intentions, a brief analysis of the National Curriculum Statements 
from Grades R to Grade 12 reveals a fragmented approached to education for and about 
sustainable development, while only limited attention is given to climate change and even less 
to education for climate change (CCE).  

A key word search was performed on the curriculum statements for the General Education 
and Training (GET) phase (Grade R to 9) and the Further Education and Training (FET) 
(www.education.gov.za/Curriculum/SubjectStatements.asp). The key word search was used 
as a technique to identify statements expressing the purpose, learning outcomes (similar to 
aims and objectives) and assessment standards associated with each Learning Area or Subject.   

In the GET phase learners are required to select and undertake to study nine Learning Areas 
as outlined in the table (Table 1). A brief summary of the relevant text was extracted and 
placed alongside each Learning Area. 

Table 1 GET Phase – approaches to sustainable development, climate change and 
environment education 

Learning Area Approaches to ESD, CCE and EE 
(key words used to identify statements: environment, 
sustainable development, climate change and 
sustainability) 
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Arts & Culture No mention of education for sustainable development and 
climate change. Attention is focused on understanding and 
learning from the immediate and national environment.  

Economic & 
Management Sciences 

Understanding ‘sustainable growth’ is a dominant learning 
outcome. Achieving sustainable growth is understood as 
being a reduction in poverty and fair distribution of wealth, 
while still pursuing the principles of an open market and 
profitability. Learning Outcomes focus on actions, processes 
and structures that ‘advance sustainable reconstruction and 
development in the economy’. Learners are encouraged to 
reflect critically on the impact of resource exploitation on the 
environment and on people. Environmental sustainability is 
mentioned in the only with the expectation that learners 
should investigate the public relations, social responsibility 
and environmental responsibility strategies and actions of 
different businesses and organizations (Grade 7). No mention 
is made of climate change.  

English First Additional 
Language 

Reference to the environment is made in passing and only in 
relation to various environmental issues and concerns. There 
is no mention of sustainable development or climate change.   

English Home Language Reference to the environment is made in relation to 
environmental values, rights, issues and concerns. No 
mention is made of sustainable development or climate 
change.  

English Second 
Additional Language 

Reference is made to the environment in the context of signs 
found in the environment. No mention is made of sustainable 
development or climate change.  

Life Orientation In general the learner is expected to make informed decisions 
about personal, community and environmental health. 
Assessment standards, for example, include participating in a 
recycling project; exploring and reporting on links between a 
healthy environment and personal health; investigating a local 
environmental health problem using different data sources; 
planning a strategy to address the problem; and developing an 
environmental health programme. No mention is made of 
sustainable development or climate change. 

Mathematics Learners are expected to develop a critical awareness about 
how mathematical relationships can be used responsibly in 
addressing human rights and issues such as social, political 
and economic relations and environmental problems and 
risks, however little guidance is offered about how to achieve 
such ends. It is uncertain how a mathematically literate 
learner will ‘participate equitably and meaningfully (with an 
awareness of rights) in political, social, environmental and 
economic activities’. There is no mention of sustainable 
development or climate change. 

Natural Sciences Learning outcomes focus on knowledge and understanding of 
how the climate is changing and ways in which these changes 
are determined. A further outcome deals with understanding 
the sustainable use of the earth’s resources. This outcome is 
assessed by, for example, the learner successfully planning 
and carrying out an audit of water use around the school 
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premises. Another outcome prepares learners to participate in 
a democratic society in which human rights are valued and 
environmental services are promoted responsibility. Climate 
change, sustainable development and environment are 
mentioned throughout this Learning Area. 

Social Sciences This Learning Area studies relationships between people, and 
between people and the environment. Outcomes seek to 
enable learners to develop an informed concern for the world 
and an ability and willingness to participate in actions that 
contribute to a sustainable environment. Knowledge of 
terms/concepts such as developing, developed, sustainable 
development and sustainability are presented. A further 
outcome is that the learner is expected to make informed 
decisions about social and environmental issues and 
problems; and to explain how sustainable development 
could impact positively on people, places and 
environments. 

Technology This Learning Area seeks to show how science and 
technology can be used effectively and critically, and 
encourages learners to show responsibility towards the 
environment and the health of others. The learner is expected 
to demonstrate an understanding of the interrelationships 
between science, technology, society and the environment. 
They should be able to suggest ways to improve technological 
products or processes so as to minimise negative effects on 
people and/or the health of the environment. There is no 
mention of sustainable development or climate change. 

 

The development of knowledge and understanding of society and the use of natural resources 
resides largely in the Social Science and Natural Sciences Learning Areas. Both Learning 
Areas expect learners to develop critical skills in order to make decisions, choices and to 
exercise value judgements when thinking about and studying human-environment relations. 
Most other Learning Areas have attempted to include some environmental education in the 
respective curriculum statements but it is not obvious how the intended purposes can be 
translated into a meaningful learning activity or might be assessed as a meaningful outcome 
of the learning. For example, in Mathematics learners are expected to develop a ‘critical 
awareness about how mathematical relationships can be used responsibly in addressing 
human rights and issues such as social, political and economic relations and environmental 
problems and risks’. A further example is found in Technology in that one of the purposes is 
to show ‘how science and technology can be used effectively and critically’, and to encourage 
learners to ‘show responsibility towards the environment and the health of others’. The 
discourse on environmental education and sustainable development appears to offer a limited 
framework in the development of the current curriculum. It is suggested that many well-
intentioned and well-constructed statements found in the NCS, in the context of sustainable 
development ideology, is difficult to translate into practice and might therefore fail to 
motivate young learners or meet their needs and interests. Furthermore, the curriculum does 
not deal adequately with some of the minimum requirements for sustainable human 
development as suggested by the UNDP including a conceptual understanding at the very 
least of factors that will result in the elimination of poverty; a reduction in the population 
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growth rate; and an improved understanding of the diversity of ecosystems and the 
environmental impact of development activities. 

A final observation is the scant reference to knowledge and understanding of climate change 
(including an understanding of risk, mitigation, adaptation, vulnerability etc). It seems fair to 
suggest that climate change was not taken seriously at the time the curriculum was being 
prepared.  

Similar conclusions are drawn from the Further Education and Training (FET) phase. Table 2 
presents a selection of subjects that were considered most likely to include statements on 
sustainable development, sustainability, climate change and environment.  The FET phase 
provides an exit point from the formal school curriculum (Grade 12) in which learners are 
required to write a public examination based on a minimum of six subjects offered from a 
suite of 31 possible options.   

Table 2 FET Phase - approaches to sustainable development, climate change and 
environment education 
 

Subjects Approaches to ESD, CCE and EE  
(key words used to identify statements: environment, 
sustainable development, climate change and sustainability) 

Accounting No reference to ESD, CCE or EE 
Agricultural 
Management 
Practices 
 

One of the purposes is to understand the social contribution of this 
subject to promote a culture of human rights, economic growth and 
sustainability as a tool for change, improve quality of life and provide 
solutions that are responsive to individual and community needs. 

Agricultural 
Sciences 
 

Learners are expected to become aware of the need to use natural 
resources in a sustainable manner and to outline the issues involved in 
sustainability, and to explain ways in which various agricultural 
practices have affected natural resources in the past (Grade 11). In 
Grade 12 learners are expected to understand and explain the 
agricultural labour market and the reasons for the continual 
development of agricultural commodities to maintain sustainable 
development.  

Business Studies 
 

A purpose of this subject is to enable learners to create business 
opportunities, creatively solve problems and take risks, while 
respecting the rights of others and environmental sustainability. 
Learners also explore what makes a business successful (e.g. 
sustainability, profitability, customer base). 

Consumer 
Studies 
 

A Grade 12 Learning Outcome requires learners to demonstrate 
consumer responsibility towards the sustainability of the 
environment, the community and self through the judicious use of 
resources. Learners demonstrate this competency by analysing the 
impact of the selection and use of food, clothing, household 
equipment or furnishing on the natural or economic environment, and 
identify a consumer issue and suggest a strategy for addressing this 
issue. In Grade 10 the learner should be able to demonstrate 
consumer responsibility towards the sustainability of the 
environment, the community and self through the judicious use of 
resources. 



-233- 
 

Economics 
 

A Learning Outcome expects learners to demonstrate knowledge, 
critical understanding and application of the principles, processes and 
practices of the economy. By Grade 12 they should be able to 
demonstrate an ability to analyse and evaluate contemporary issues of 
inflation, tourism and environmental sustainability. 

Geography 
 

This subject sets out to develop knowledge and critical understanding 
of the changing nature and interrelatedness of human existence and 
the environment over space and time. This creates a frame of 
reference for asking and answering geographical questions, 
identifying and solving problems, and evaluating the consequences of 
alternative solutions and possible actions. Geography is in the unique 
position of drawing together aspects of natural sciences, humanities 
and indigenous knowledge systems in order to contribute to the 
understanding of spatial distribution, human-environment 
interactions, and sustainable development. Learning Outcomes aim to 
prepare learners to become informed, critical and responsible citizens 
who can make sound judgements and take appropriate action that will 
contribute to equitable and sustainable development of human society 
and the physical environment.  
A Learning Outcome for Grade 10 seeks to enable leaners to 
demonstrate knowledge and understand processes and spatial patterns 
dealing with interactions between humans, and between humans and 
the environment in space and time. A further Learning Outcome that 
applies to all Grades is the expectation that a learner is able to apply 
geographical skills and knowledge to environmental issues and 
challenges, recognise values and attitudes, and demonstrate the ability 
to recommend solutions and strategies. 

History No reference to ESD, CCE or EE 
Hospitality 
Studies 

No reference to ESD, CCE or EE 

Life sciences 
 

As a Learning Outcome the learner must be able to demonstrate an 
understanding of the nature of science, the influence of ethics and 
baises in the Life Sciences, and the interrelationship of science, 
technology, indigenous knowledge, the environment and society. In 
Grades 10 to 12 learners explore various historical developments 
(indigenous knowledge systems, biotechnology, environment, 
legislation, social behaviour and ethics); and explore issues in relation 
to exploitation vs. sustainability. 

Mechanical 
Technology 
 

The purpose of this subject is to expose learners to knowledge, skills, 
values and attitudes (SKVA) relevant to the manufacturing processes. 
Learners are expected to understand the social contribution of 
Mechanical Technology with regard to the promotion of a culture of 
human rights, economic growth, entrepreneurship, sustainability, and 
as a tool for change, improving the quality of life and providing 
solutions that are responsive to individual and community needs. 

Physical Science 
 

Learners in Grade 10 are expected to be able to evaluate science’s 
impact on the environment and sustainable development by 
discussing the impact of scientific and technological knowledge on 
sustainable local development of resources and on the immediate 
environment. By Grade 11 learners are expected to suggest long-term 
and short-term strategies to improve the management of resources in 
the environment. Finally in Grade 12 learners are expected to assess 
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South Africa’s contribution to management, utilisation and 
development of resources and the environment to ensure global 
sustainability. 

Tourism No reference to ESD, CCE or EE 
Visual Arts No reference to ESD, CCE or EE 

 
Evidence presented in Table 2, extracted from FET curriculum phase (15 to 18 year age 
group), shows that sustainable and sustainability concepts are reiterated in many subjects 
selected for this analysis. For example, ‘promote ....sustainability as a tool for change’ 
(Agriculture Management Practices); `...creatively solve problems and take risks, while 
respecting the rights of others and environmental sustainability’ (Business Studies); and 
`...demonstrate an ability to analyse and evaluate contemporary issues of inflation, tourism 
and environmental sustainability’ (Economics). These and other examples in Table 2 suggest 
that efforts were made to include education for sustainable development, but many of the 
learning expectations and assessment standards were designed to support the conventions of 
the disciplines rather than consider an approach that might enable learners to develop new 
forms of knowledge and understanding beyond the world we already know. Education for 
sustainable development in the FET curriculum appears to be fragmented, and tainted by 
rhetoric and jargon that is difficult to translate in practice.  
 
Only limited reference is made to climate change in the FET. It is mentioned in Geography 
and framed as knowledge about how El Niño and La Niña effects climate change in Africa. 
The absence of climate change in subjects such as Agricultural Sciences, Consumers Studies, 
Business Studies, Life Sciences, Natural Science and Tourism is disturbing.  
    
  
Theme 2  
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and Sustainable 
Development (SD); Climate Change Education (CCE) and Climate Change 
(CC)  
 
This theme is informed by the evidence from the previous theme, but also from findings 
resulting from a consultation exercise led by the Southern African Development 
Communities’ Regional Environmental Education Programme (SADC REEP) in preparation 
for UNDESD. This consultation process took place in fourteen southern African countries 
involving over 600 participants and resulted in a comprehensive report published in 2006 
(Lotz-Sisitka, Olvitt, Gumede & Pesanayi, 2006a; 2006b; 2006c; 2006d).  
 
(a) Sustainable development and education for sustainable development 
 
Only the Social Studies Learning Area in GET phase offers a definition of sustainable 
development in the glossary and chooses to quote the definition from the Brundtland Report 
as published in ‘Our Common Future’ (1987). No other Learning Area offers a definition or 
description of sustainable development, and as noted earlier, the concept is only referred to in 
Social Studies in statements expressing the purpose of the Learning Area and some Learning 
Outcomes.  
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By way of contrast, the FET phase offers a number of definitions and descriptions of 
sustainable development. No definitions were offered in the case of Business Studies, Life 
Sciences and Economics. The following ‘definitions’ were extracted from the glossaries of 
selected subject curriculum statements: 
 
 

sustainable development – development that meets today’s livelihood needs, without 
preventing the needs of neighbours or future generations from being met. This is achieved 
by continuous efforts of individuals to adapt to a changing environment, so as to protect 
and enhance the stocks of natural, physical human and social ‘capital’ available to 
themselves and to future generations. Consumer studies 

 
sustainability – a way of living that meets the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their needs. Geography 
 
sustainable agriculture – production that avoids exploitation of natural resources while 
ensuring the maintenance of productivity. Agricultural Sciences 

 
environmental justice – redressing the situation whereby people with fewer choices (the 
poor and disadvantaged) often suffer most from pollution, jobs hazardous to health, 
resource depletion (e.g. the loss of trees and fishing stocks), and unequal access to 
resources such as water and energy. Life Orientation 

 
environmental sustainability – developing a country and meeting people’s needs in ways 
that do not damage or use up the environmental resources (clean water, air, healthy soils 
and ecosystems) on which sustainable development and quality of life ultimately rest, so 
that we can continue to develop and meet human needs for generations to come. Life 
Orientation  

 
 
There is a mismatch between some definitions found in the glossaries and the intended 
learning outcomes. A comprehensive analysis is likely to indicate some confusion about how 
to translate an understanding of sustainable development into the practice of teaching and 
learning. For example in Geography, it is difficult to see how learning outcomes, assessment 
standards or the suggested content might develop a learner’s understanding and response to 
consider “…ways of living that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their needs. The Geography curriculum statement tends 
to avoid dealing with the implications of sustainable development as a social construct that is 
too complex for relatively young learners. In a further example, Life Orientation offers two 
well considered definitions of environmental sustainability and environmental justice, but 
does not refer to either in the statement of purpose or learning outcomes of the subject. This 
brief analysis suggests that education for sustainable development has not provided the 
curriculum developers with adequate guidance from which to formulate a logical framework 
that could be translated into meaningful and practical learning. 
 
Much of the discussion above confirms the findings of the SADC REEP consultation process 
which concluded that debate and conceptual understanding of sustainable development was 
inadequate. This is one reason why there is confusion in some of the curriculum statements 
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highlighted in the foregoing. A limited understanding of the sustainable development 
discourse could explain why the curriculum still has a ‘business as usual approach’ (e.g. 
Business Studies); where development is seen as synonymous with growth and the only game 
in town (e.g. Consumer Studies); and where educational activities and outcomes are based on 
the ambiguity of sustainable development ideologies (e.g. Geography).   
 
ESD initiatives in South Africa need to be reviewed critically against the current prevailing 
perspectives on sustainable development. The concept of sustainable development, as it is 
encapsulated in the FET, at the very least appears to support the ‘prevailing political 
economies of the day’ and seeks to avoid a critical understanding of realities of an 
unsustainable world that is unable to meet the needs of the present let alone consider a future 
generation. Lotz-Sisitika warns that if such a review is not done, then sustainable 
development will become just another ideology that leaves the status quo, with all its risks 
and injustices intact (Lotz-Sisitka 2006). Although the assumptions in this report are based on 
limited evidence found in the national curriculum statements, it is suggested that many of the 
intended Learning Outcomes do not provide learners with an opportunity to consider alternate 
development strategies, nor to explore the pressing problems of addressing poverty alleviation 
or improving the general quality of life for all South African citizens. These issues highlight 
some of basic tenants of a sustainable humane world as suggested by UNDP. Some Learning 
Outcomes in the FET phase encourage learners to engage in practical action in support of 
ESD, but currently there appears to be inadequate and insufficient scope for such activities in 
the curriculum. Research and consultation exercises similar to that of the SADC REEP 
consultation will need to be initiated in order to provide further guidance with the intention of 
considering how or if to develop ESD into a robust, logical and unambiguous framework 
before being introduced effectively into the formal school curriculum.   
 
(b) Climate Change Education (CCE) and Climate Change (CC) 
 
As already mentioned climate change and climate change education is neglected in the 
curriculum statements. This does not mean that climate change is being ignored in schools 
currently, but it does suggest the demands of the NCS is lagging behind recent messages and 
information from national and international scientific community working in the field of 
climate change. CCE in the FET curriculum is confined to knowledge about how El Niño and 
La Niña affects climate change in Africa. The absence of climate change education in subjects 
such as the Agricultural and Life Sciences is a cause for concern.  
 
It must be conceded that education is but one of many other strategies that could bring about 
behavioural change and the transformation of society. The South African government is 
committed to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change and in so doing, is obliged 
‘to promote and cooperate in education, training nation and public awareness related to 
climate change’. This response was reiterated at the recent National Climate Change Response 
Policy Development Summit held in Johannesburg, March 2009. The Departments of 
Environment and Tourism, and Science and Technology were lead agency in formulated the 
policy response to climate change for South Africa. The fact that the Department of Education 
(DoE) was not considered as a lead agency may have contributed to resultant statement about 
the role of education in climate change which amounted to little more than awareness raising 
and a belief that both government would support informal and formal education to‘encourage 
behavioural changes required to support the efficient and effective implementation of the 
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climate change response policy’ (Departments: Environment and Tourism, Science and 
Technology 2009). 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Evidence presented by the NCS provides only one window through which to analyse ESD 
and CCE against a wider array of education processes and activities that are presented 
daily in school programmes. Moreover, curriculum statements are nuanced with a plethora 
of socio-political demands and might often be perceived by the practising educator as 
impractical and cumbersome. Nevertheless the NCS is a definitive guide that demands 
attention because it is fundamental to structuring education practice in South Africa. It is 
therefore disappointing to observe that the GET and FET curriculum statements do not do 
justice to the discourse on either ESD or CCE. The discussion highlighted the confusion 
linked to environmental education and sustainable development education, and the 
mismatch between intentions, outcomes and assessment standards. It was also suggested 
that both ESD and CCE are inadequately grounded in theory and context, and, as such, do 
not provide a coherent framework for implementation into the formal schooling system as 
yet. ESD and CCE in the NCS must be reviewed with the intention of understanding if or 
how these discourses can address the challenging socio-political, economic and 
environmental dynamics of South Africa. Raising awareness about sustainable 
development and simply knowing about climate change will undoubtedly under-prepare a 
young nation facing an uncertain future.         
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