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1It Takes a Whole School: 
An Introduction

Arjen E. J. Wals, Ingrid Eikeland, Birgitte Bjønness, 
and Astrid Sinnes

Most reports, articles and chapters, written by 
our students or peers, and, indeed, by ourselves, 
start by pointing at the dismal state people and 
the entire planet Earth are in. Three of the four 
editors of this book are more or less of the same 
‘post-midlife’ generation. We were high school 
students in the seventies and eighties of the last 
century, around 40 years ago in the Global North, 
in Norway and the Netherlands to be more spe-
cific. Back then there were also researchers and 
policymakers, writing alarming texts but they 
were often marginalized and not taken too seri-
ously. As environmental and science educators in 
our early careers, we were part of a growing 
group of concerned scientists who felt it was 
important that our schools engaged young people 
in environmental issues, connected them to 
nature and the outdoors, and even made them 
more ‘action competent’ (Jensen & Schnack, 
1997). Most schools, Ministries and Departments 
of Education, were not so inclined to create space 
for this, pointing at an overcrowded curriculum 
and many other competing topics that other inter-
est groups felt were important enough to be taken 

up by general education (e.g. citizenship, health, 
human rights, peacebuilding, biodiversity, water, 
food security). Sure, there were some visionary 
school leaders and teachers who saw both the 
importance and the benefits of making education 
more enriching, engaging and empowering by 
connecting more to existential issues (see, for 
instance, Greig et al., 1987, 1989). Indeed, there 
were schools, around the world, that were at the 
forefront of environmental education already in 
the seventies and eighties, even before ‘sustain-
able development’ as a concept existed.

It’s now 2023, more than 50  years after the 
infamous Stockholm conference on the Human 
Environment (United Nations, 1972) and the 
Limits-to-Growth report of the Club of Rome 
(Meadows et al., 1972). Since those early years 
we have participated in numerous professional 
networks of environmental education, STEM 
education and sustainability education, and dia-
logued with researchers and practitioners from 
all over the world, although mainly from coun-
tries from the so-called ‘Global North’. Together 
we have written, literally, hundreds of papers, 
and attended a similar number of meetings, con-
ferences, symposia and workshops. So where are 
we now? What has changed? Has education 
found a way to enrich, engage and empower? As 
always, the answer is not that simple.

On the one hand, one could say ‘no’! Schools, 
more than ever, have become an extension of the 
globalizing economy with a focus on efficiency, 
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accountability, skills for employability, cognition 
and disciplinary understanding. Schools are now-
adays, mostly unintentionally and in subliminal 
ways, mainly preparing young people for a life of 
work and consumerism (Nussbaum, 2012; Biesta, 
2023). This is the bleak and sobering analysis 
that does not do justice to the many teachers and 
school leaders who, often against the grain, try to 
pay attention to the whole child and the unfolding 
of children’s own identity and potential not just 
in the context of work. But still, many are unable 
to due to constraints imposed upon them.

On the other hand, one could say: ‘yes’! 
Schools, more than during the times of our early 
careers, are looking to re-orient themselves to the 
time humanity finds itself, referred to sometimes 
as the Anthropocene (Crutzen, 2006) or the 
Capitolocene (Pedersen et al., 2023). They want 
to be relevant and responsive to what young peo-
ple need but also to what the Earth needs. Rather 
than the question of ‘what does the economy 
demand from education,’ the question is slowly 
but surely becoming: ‘what does the Earth 
demand from education?’ Engaging in the latter 
question opens other perspectives and pathways 
for education.

Mind you, that first question was not always 
what education was about. Depending on how far 
back one goes, historically education was essen-
tially about being guided into the world with the 
qualities and abilities needed to unfold one’s 
potential and to live a dignified and meaningful 
life. That original intent needs to be revived at 
this time of systemic global dysfunction and eco-
logical collapse. What is the mission of education 
in, the Anthropocene or Capitolocene? According 
to the British economist Kate Raworth, the exis-
tential challenge facing us as a species is learning 
to live within ecological limits (climate, biodiver-
sity, ozone layer, water, soil, air, etc.) in a humane 
way with a strong social foundation (e.g. good 
and accessible education, justice, fair distribu-
tion, good governance, attention to democracy, 
human rights). She uses the metaphor of the 
doughnut to describe this safe space for humanity 
(Raworth, 2017).

Education can make an excellent contribution 
to learning to live within the doughnut. Not by 

dogmatically, indoctrinating and teaching with a 
raised finger towards children and conditioning 
them to show certain behaviour, but by actively 
involving them in the search for a sustainable 
world for humans and other species, and by 
equipping them with the qualities and competen-
cies they need. Think of a caring and critical atti-
tude, empathy, solidarity with people far away, 
future generations, other species and so-called 
‘sustainability competencies’ (Brundiers et  al., 
2021), think of dealing with complexity, ambigu-
ity, uncertainty, learning to think in relationships 
and systems, imagining alternative more hopeful 
futures, thinking creatively about and working on 
local solutions that are mindful of the wider 
world.

The question of what do young people need in 
times of high anxiety and rather bleak prospects 
for the future? This is a question that concerns the 
three ‘senior’ editors but the fourth, youngest 
editor, in particular. After all, she just gave birth 
to a beautiful daughter who still has a full life 
ahead of her that might take her into the year 
2100 and beyond.

The current prospect for living in the twenty- 
second century is not good when we continue our 
current pathway of unsustainable development, 
according to the latest IPCC report. This notion 
and the worries it triggers invites educational 
policymakers, schoolteachers and leaders to look 
for ways to pay attention to emotional and mental 
well-being in difficult times. Providing hope and 
meaning in times of doom, gloom and despair is 
critical (Frumkin, 2022; Ojala, 2023). Some refer 
to this as nurturing inner sustainability (Woiwode 
et al., 2021) which calls for certain qualities like 
mindfulness, an ethic of care and empathy and 
reflexivity. In relation to what the Earth needs, 
education is exploring ways to help young people 
understand planetary boundaries and find ways to 
stay within them. We might call this, somewhat 
artificially, outer sustainability which calls for 
certain competencies like systems thinking, deal-
ing with ambiguity and uncertainty, but also tak-
ing a moral position considering ethics (Brundiers 
et al., 2021). More and more schools, networks of 
schools and education-related research and pro-
fessional development are looking for ways to 
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pay attention to both inner and outer  sustainability. 
They seem to agree, as we do, with the statement 
that just like business-as-usual is no longer an 
option, neither is education-as-usual.

Accepting this premise also implies that we 
cannot view emergent topics like sustainability, 
climate change and justice, global citizenship and 
inclusion as topics that can literally be taught, 
like mathematics, photosynthesis or Newton’s 
laws, topics that, when we fully understand them 
and ‘didacticize’ and make them ‘teachable’ can 
simply be added to the curriculum, possibly by 
taking out something else to create a bit of space.

For one, these topics have an inevitable ill- 
definedness that require that they be given 
meaning in a certain place, a certain time in a 
very dynamic context where new knowledge 
and insights unfold continuously. Secondly, 
these topics cannot be well understood unless 
we consider their connections and interdepen-
dencies and our own entanglement in them 
(Wessels et al., 2022). Thirdly, addressing these 
issues requires reflecting on ethics and values 
and taking on a moral position that is based on 
empathy and care (Noddings, 2010). Fourthly, 
the search for a more sustainable way of being 
and living requires reflexivity (Sol et al., 2018), 
the ability and willingness to pause and think; 
are we on the right pathway still or do we need 
to change the course? Are our new insights still 
helpful or are they blinding us? Are we still 
able to listen to others or are we locking our-
selves up in echo chambers? Clearly, reorient-
ing education towards sustainability calls for a 
rethinking of what we teach, how we educate, 
of what we (un)willingly represent—and 
don’t—of what we stand for and stand up for, 
being explicit of what we value and believe in, 
but also of what we do, how we behave as indi-
viduals, as a group and as a school community. 
This is no easy task as there is no point denying 
it: education all over the world is under pres-
sure; staff/pupil ratios remain too high, the 
freedom to deviate from the curriculum is too 
limited, the administrative burden is constrain-
ing, salaries are too low, professional develop-
ment is weak or absent altogether in some 
countries and regions.

Under such circumstances it is quite a chal-
lenge to change, especially when policymakers 
maintain a fixation on testing and examination in 
an attempt to climb a few places on the PISA 
rankings, and when teachers and school leaders 
are always being held accountable for what they 
do by the board, school inspectors and parents. 
Schools can be seen as a complex adaptive sys-
tem (Koh & Askell-Williams, 2021) with its own 
ethos and culture, a system that can be highly 
resilient, not in the least because of the policy 
environment and the expectations, also of par-
ents, in which they are entangled. It seems like 
the key to a sustainable school, one that cannot 
only sustain itself but can also contribute to the 
sustainability of people and the planet, can only 
be realized through a systemic, integrated and 
critical approach. Such a system overhaul won’t 
be easy and will likely meet resistance. The 
whole school approach (WSA), central in this 
book, is one attempt to reorient education towards 
sustainability, using such a systemic, integrated 
and critical perspective.

The power of the WSA, as some of the con-
tributors to this book point out, is that sustain-
ability, health and citizenship, among other 
themes, are regarded as inextricably linked by the 
qualities and abilities learners need to survive 
and thrive by co-creating meaningful and fulfill-
ing lives and more hopeful futures. The school 
itself determines which of these themes or labels 
appeals most to the imagination, and the identity 
it is seeking. At the same time, when considering 
the nature of teaching and learning, a WSA tends 
to favour more so-called hybrid or blended learn-
ing environments and more integrated approaches 
to teaching and learning. These integrated 
approaches seek to connect schools with their 
local communities, blend instructional learning 
with more open and participatory forms of learn-
ing and, utilize Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) that helps learners develop 
sustainability competencies. Within these hybrid 
learning environments or ‘ecologies of learning’ 
(Wals, 2019), different forms of support and scaf-
folding are utilized, including peer-to-peer learn-
ing, mentoring, self-directed learning 
ICT-supported learning and collaborative forms 
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of inquiry such as citizen science. The WSA is a 
concept that emphasizes that schools, in synergy, 
consider a range of aspects in addressing sustain-
ability: curriculum integration, pedagogical and 
didactical arrangements, professional develop-
ment of staff, school-community relations, 
schools’ own sustainability practices sometimes 
referred to as ‘walking the talk’, and, lastly, 
school ethos, monitoring, evaluation and assess-
ment, as well as organization and leadership. In 
the chapter following this introduction, Rosalie 
Mathie provides an elaborate overview of the 
WSA, its origins and interpretations.

Internationally such a WSA is gaining trac-
tion  (see for example European Commission, 
2021). UNESCO’s strategy for ESD for the next 
10 years has identified the WSA to SD as a more 
integrated systemic approach that can simultane-
ously lead to school improvement, educational 
innovation, and a meaningful contribution to sus-
tainable development and global citizenship 
(UNESCO, 2021). At the UNECE (2022) but also 
in school practices around the world we see niches 
unfolding where schools are using a WSA, in dif-
ferent ways, to connect young people meaning-
fully to complex issues (Wals & Mathie, 2020). 
Sometimes they are supported by international 
networks of expertise (e.g. the FEE’s EcoSchools 
programme or UNESCO’s ASP Schools Network) 
and or of peers (e.g. The Network of IB Schools 
or the International Network of Montessori 
Schools). Recently we compiled some examples 
of school practices from around the world that uti-
lize a WSA (Mathie & Wals, 2022).

With this book, we hope to expand our under-
standing of what a WSA as a concept entails, 
how the concept links to other areas of educa-
tional research, and to elaborate on the practical 
implementation of a WSA in praxis. In addition, 
we hope to reach scholars and education 
researchers who work in the domain of inter-
related ‘planetary educations’ such as health 
education, sustainability education, develop-
ment education, global citizenship education and 
climate education; international, national and 

regional policymakers working on the educa-
tional operationalization of the SDGs in general 
and SDG 4 and 4.7 specifically; school leaders 
and school coordinators seeking to implement 
the WSA in their own schools and teachers with 
a strong interest and commitment in strengthen-
ing sustainability in their own teaching and 
within their own school.

This edited volume brings together a range of 
scholars and reflective practitioners from across 
the globe, albeit mainly from the global North 
who are both investigating and enacting a WSA 
in education. The contributions span different 
levels of the formal educational system, with a 
predominance of contributions investigating the 
primary and secondary educational levels. The 
book has been organized into two sections: 
‘Principles and Perspectives’ and ‘Practices’ 
which follow this introductory chapter, and a 
synthesizing closing chapter. The Principles and 
Perspectives section contains chapters outlining 
key characteristics, assumptions and principles 
that underly a WSA. Perspectives vary from edu-
cational philosophy to organizational change and 
curriculum innovation. Different contextual ori-
gins of the WSA in education are also traced 
including health and well-being, citizenship edu-
cation, and environment and sustainability. 
Potential pitfalls and risks are also being pre-
sented as lessons learnt from past attempts to 
change school systems and cultures and the resis-
tances encountered. The Practices section con-
tains case studies of formal education trying to 
develop and enact a WSA. They show a variety of 
interpretations but also some of the common and 
special struggles to change schools in more fun-
damental ways. The synthesizing closing chapter 
is written by the editors and contains a critical 
reflection on both sections, highlighting some 
‘bold spots’ or area’s where many seem to be 
treading as well as some ‘blind spots’ or missing 
perspectives that might be critical as well as some 
‘hotspots’ referring to emerging topics and phe-
nomena that likely will affect education in rela-
tion to sustainability in the near future.
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2A Whole School Approach: 
A Synthesis of Interconnected 
Policy, Practice, and Research 
Conceptualisations

Rosalie Gwen Mathie

Key Message
If we are to address siloed thinking and competi-
tion over what educational innovations are priori-
tised in school reforms today, finding synergies 
between different but inter-connected educa-
tional initiatives is vital. To authentically inte-
grate sustainability-oriented education, critiquing 
what a Whole  School or  Whole 
Institution Approach means for education gener-
ally, not just Education for Sustainable 
Development, is required. Subsequently, educa-
tion policy is required that  supports  boundary- 
crossing, increases collective capacity-building 
across and between education institu-
tions,  embeds reflexive thinking into every day 
practice, and increases school-based participa-
tory research opportunities.

2.1  Introduction: Educational 
Change, Innovation, 
and School Reform in Times 
of Global Sustainability 
Challenges

Transforming societies sustainably is a complex 
task that calls for an immediate collective effort 
and action from all sectors of society. It is not 

enough to teach sustainability-oriented values; 
one also needs to have the capacity to act and 
experience those values in practice (Shallcross, 
2003). Therefore, to meaningfully experience 
sustainability-oriented education there needs to 
be consistency in what we teach in and outside of 
the classroom: requiring education to be relevant, 
responsible, and responsive in a world challenged 
by (un)sustainability (Shallcross & Robinson, 
2008; Wals, 2019). Wals (2015, 2019) points out 
that just like business-as-usual, education-as- 
usual is no longer an option: arguing that, as the 
nature of sustainability challenges is complex, 
value-laden, ambiguous, emotional, uncertain, 
and emergent, and that conventional learning 
forms, that predominantly focus on knowledge 
transfer, are insufficient to engage learners with 
the sustainability challenges we face today. This 
shift in pedagogical focus is also linked to the 
progression seen, as Henderson and Tilbury 
(2004) describe, in terms of moving from purely 
focusing on Environmental Education (EE), to 
instead moving towards Education for 
Sustainability (EFS):

EFS differs from traditional approaches to EE in 
that it focuses sharply on more complex social 
issues, such as the links between environmental 
quality, human equality, human rights and peace 
and their underpinning politics. This requires citi-
zens to have skills in critical enquiry and systemic 
thinking to explore the complexity and implica-
tions of sustainability. This new educational 
approach also requires a new pedagogy which sees 
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learners develop skills and competencies for part-
nerships, participation and action (Henderson & 
Tilbury, 2004, p8)

As Shallcross (2003) also summarises, the call 
for more relational, transactional, and ideally 
transformational forms of learning has multiple, 
distinct but interconnected, theoretical roots. For 
example, critical pedagogy (Freire, 1972), emo-
tional and ecological literacy movements (Orr, 
1992; Goleman, 1996), and holistic education 
(Greig et al., 1989). These forms of learning, and 
their theoretical foundations, all require a reori-
entating of curriculum. However, a deeper shift is 
also called for that goes beyond making changes 
in curriculum content and structures. Such a shift 
also addresses what holistic education necessi-
tates: a change in ‘[…] an attitude of mind on the 
part of teacher and student alike which prioritises 
and searches out relatedness to the whole’ (Greig 
et  al., 1989, p20 as cited in Shallcross, 2003, 
p138–139). Therefore, education institutions 
around the world are being asked, or are demand-
ing from themselves, to simultaneously change 
multiple aspects of their approach to education: 
the curriculum content, how students are 
assessed, teacher training, where and how the 
students are taught, and how schools are organ-
ised (Wals & Mathie, 2022). In turn, to meaning-
fully engage with sustainability challenges, 
schools are also asked to consider a manifold of 
learning approaches such as action-orientated 
and participatory pedagogy (UNESCO, 2020).

Despite this pressing need for changes in edu-
cation, educational innovation and curriculum 
reforms also have a long history of failing, high-
lighting that embedding long-lasting change in 
schools is difficult to achieve (Hargreaves, 2002; 
Priestley et  al., 2011; Serdyukov, 2017; 
Whiteside, 2019). As Hargreaves (2002) states 
‘We live in a world of endless and relentless 
change’ (p189), and yet institutional change is 
notoriously difficult, especially in the education 
context. For example, previously, top-down, cen-
trally prescribed educational innovations and 
policy disseminations have been shown to be 
ineffective in creating systemic and lasting edu-
cational change (Priestley and Sime, 2005). This 
puts into question, as Priestley et al. (2011) dis-

cuss, the sustainability of educational change 
itself. Consequently, if education, as called for, is 
to play a central role in realising the aims of 
sustainability- oriented education, schools must 
be given the support needed to embed continual 
and effective processes that foster a culture of 
change in schools. Localized, contextualized 
methods that are more readily welcomed by the 
school community are especially needed. As 
Priestley et  al. (2011) conclude, instead of this 
onslaught of related but separate reforms, we 
need to ‘[…] consider the process of change in a 
more complex relational manner than is often the 
case, analysing how these ingredients come 
together in their particular enactments in specific 
settings’ (p31).

So, how do we support educational innova-
tions and reforms to be more effective? Multiple 
sustainability-related educational innovations 
today seek to do this by ensuring all stakeholders 
are involved in the educational change process: to 
have top-down support, but also harness bottom-
 up engagement (Ávila et  al., 2017; Shallcross 
et al., 2006). The United Nations also advocates 
for education initiatives that stress the impor-
tance of multistakeholder engagement, dialogue, 
and active participation at the school level in 
order to realise the Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) 2030 Agenda. Ensuring that educa-
tion is more than a cognitive experience, and that 
learning moves beyond the traditional classroom 
setting to proactively engage learners with real- 
world issues and solutions (Leicht et  al., 2018; 
Scott, 2013; UNESCO, 2017), is also echoed 
throughout the SDG 2030 Agenda. Discussed in 
this chapter are three specific education initia-
tives: Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD), Education for Health and Wellbeing, and 
Global Citizenship Education. These initiatives 
all emphasise the need to students, and other key 
stakeholders, to be meaningfully engaged in 
global, national, and local matters, and highlight 
how contextually based situated methods are 
essential for empowering students to participate 
in ‘real-life’ locally based change (UNESCO, 
2015, 2016, 2017).

While it is complex to see how the global 
issues represented by the SDGs are intercon-
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nected, research shows that holistic and systemic 
thinking is vital for dealing with this complexity 
and are required to innovate and integrate sus-
tainable solutions (Leicht et al., 2018; Henderson 
& Tilbury, 2004). Thus, education that seeks to 
transform and meaningfully engage societies in 
being part of creating a sustainable future needs 
to model this thinking. Recent policy documents, 
such as UNESCO’s (2020) ESD Roadmap, men-
tion that educational innovation and school 
change required by the SDGs can be achieved 
through a Whole Institution Approach. More 
recently, an increase in nations supporting a 
Whole Institution Approach is also evident in the 
United Nations Economic Commission for 
Europe (UNECE) Framework for the implemen-
tation of the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Europe Strategy for Education 
for Sustainable Development from 2021 to 2030, 
where a Whole Institutional Approach is recog-
nised as a transformative learning tool relevant 
with the aim to support all institutions becoming 
‘[…] communities of transformational learning’ 
(p12). While this chapter focuses on a Whole 
School Approach within formal school-level edu-
cation, as UNECE (2022) emphasises the need 
for a Whole Institution Approach in all institu-
tional settings is important to acknowledge, as 
this also helps to see why transformative educa-
tion is both relevant and necessary throughout all 
aspects of society:

The “whole institution approach” concept 
embraces settings of all levels of formal education 
and institutions providing formal, non-formal and 
informal education in the public and private sec-
tors. This learning process is fundamental for qual-
ity education in all aspects: learning programme, 
governance, infrastructure, connection to commu-
nity and society (UNECE, 2022, p12).

The term Whole Government Approach is also 
used (European Commission, 2022), showing the 
versatility and breadth of contexts and related 
conceptualisations concerning a Whole 
Institution Approach. However, for this study, the 
term Whole School Approach (WSA) is used due 
to the scope and context of this enquiry being 
limited to formal school-level education (primary 
to upper-secondary).

In recent years WSA’s in a formal education 
setting have particularly gained traction in terms 
of ESD policy. One of the main reasons for this 
interest in a WSA is that the framework supports 
moving beyond learning about sustainability in 
the classroom and instead enables learners to 
experience sustainability in action throughout the 
school: where opportunities and spaces in stu-
dents’ everyday lives to proactively ‘live what 
they learn’ are commonplace (UNESCO, 2017). 
WSA related models  also exist in educational 
change  contexts beyond ESD, such as general 
‘whole-school reform’, for example, comprehen-
sive school reforms (Slavin & Madden, 2013), 
integrating whole-school pedagogic change, for 
example, formative assessment (Priestley & 
Sime, 2005), and school interventions, for exam-
ple, anti-bullying ‘whole-school intervention’ 
approaches (Cross et  al., 2018). While a WSA 
has multiple manifestations and origins, in 
essence, a WSA promotes the earlier mentioned 
holistic, participatory, and co-engaged approaches 
needed to move towards more systemic school 
reform and educational change: an approach 
where the whole school, and their surrounding 
community, collectively discover what sustain-
ability means and how becoming ‘more sustain-
able’ can be approached and realised in their own 
context.

2.2  Methods, Scope, Aims, 
and Objectives

The objective of this study is to lay the founda-
tion for a larger research project co-developing a 
WSA as a thinking tool in four Norwegian upper- 
secondary schools. Of note is that a WSA con-
ceptualisation (Wals & Mathie, 2022; Mathie & 
Wals, 2022) is specifically utilised to co-develop 
reflexive professional development practices as 
part of the PhD research. Therefore, Wals and 
Mathie’s (2022) WSA conceptualisation, along-
side ESD literature reviewed in a previous study 
(Mathie, 2019), means there is a pre-defined 
departure point for this study: Wals and Mathie 
(2022) offer a broad conceptualisation of a WSA 
showing ‘[…] how all areas, levels and stake-
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holders can be engaged in a WSA’ (p3). The 
flower model depicts six interlinked and movable 
WSA strands (Fig. 2.1).

Subsequently, the aim set for this literature 
synthesis study is to critique and gain a deeper 
understanding of the principles, problematics, 
and prospects of a WSA both in and beyond 
ESD. The reason for this aim is to broaden the 
author’s own knowledge of a WSA, and to see if 
and/or how a WSA is understood differently in 
other contexts within and beyond ESD. To 
explore different WSA conceptualisations 
beyond the predefined ESD literature, the fol-
lowing research question was set: What are the 
key principles of Whole School Approaches in 
the context of sustainability- related Educational 
Innovations? To answer this, a broader search 
for WSA conceptualisations in ESD, alongside 

two distinct but inter-connected sustainability-
oriented fields—Education for Health and 
Wellbeing (EHW) and Global Citizenship 
Education (GCE), commenced. The reason for 
choosing to search for WSA conceptualisations 
in the EHW and GCE fields is due to the larger 
research project relating to three interdisciplin-
ary topics introduced in the 2020 Norwegian 
curriculum renewal: Today all schools in 
Norway are required to facilitate learning in 
three interdisciplinary topics based on dominant 
societal challenges: (1) health and life skills, (2) 
democracy and citizenship, and (3) sustainable 
development (UDIR, 2020). The premise of 
selecting EHW and GCE is also due to a broad 
and holistic understanding of sustainability rec-
ognising EHW and GCE as a part of ESD and 
vice versa.

Fig. 2.1 The whole school approach flower model with its six key components. (Reproduced from Wals & Mathie, 
2022, p4)
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This study presents and compares works of 
literature found through a non-systematic litera-
ture search using the following databases—Eric, 
Google Scholar, Oria, and Web of Science. The 
main selection criteria were that the literature 
included a clear outline and description of each 
distinctive WSA strand. The literature selected 
for the synthesis also had to meet at least one of 
these requirements:

 A. An educational reference or framework clari-
fying what a WSA is

 B. Of historical and foundational importance 
concerning a WSA within the selected field

 C. Give current examples of how a WSA is being 
used in practice

The methods chosen are purposive and explor-
ative, allowing for a broad synthesis of literature 
from multiple educational initiatives to represent 
and collate both current and foundational WSA’s. 
As Cook (2019) describes, purposive methods 
allow for a broad reflection, bringing together dif-
ferent frameworks, philosophies, and research 
beyond one field. Explorative methods were also 
chosen as the literature searches at the time 
revealed limited empirical-based peer-reviewed 
research concerning a WSA in all ESD, EHW, and 
GCE contexts. While multiple journal articles 
identified mention a WSA, very few went into 
detail about the different strands of a WSA and 
were thus excluded from this study as they did not 
meet the main selection criteria set. A lack of peer-
reviewed journal articles meant the literature 
search was broadened to include WSA- related 
policy documents, curriculum frameworks, and 
educational resources. Though the explorative 
nature of the methods has limitations, for example, 
the literature selected is broad thus not all litera-
ture is peer-reviewed, however, the documents 
selected are considered both relevant and suited to 
the aims, objectives, and breadth of this study.

Out of just over 150 pragmatically scanned 
papers, 27 literature documents (from 2003 to 

2020) were selected for comparison representing 
the different but inter-connected normative con-
texts of ESD, EHW, and GCE. Through the 
lenses of educational change (Hargreaves, 2002, 
2010; Hubers, 2020; Priestley et  al., 2011) and 
educational innovation (Serdyukov, 2017), pat-
terns, variances, and commonalities in the way a 
WSA is conceptualised were identified, com-
pared, and evaluated. First, an initial round of 
analysis comparing and interrelating each of the 
document’s WSA frameworks took place. The 
initial analysis was followed by a second round 
of abductive thematic analysis using NVivo. This 
second round of analysis was performed to, (a) to 
check the rigorousness of the initial analysis and 
(b) to be able to systematise the analysis results 
and more clearly visualise the multiple intercon-
nections between the different WSA 
conceptualisations.

Of note is the limited size and scope of this 
study. When conducting the WSA and other 
connected synonyms literature database 
searches (for publications only written in 
English), the results relevant to this study pre-
dominately originate from westernised coun-
tries (Europe, America, Canada, Australia, and 
New Zealand). Therefore, the choice to limit 
this study to a westernised perspective of a WSA 
was taken. Time and accessibility constraints 
also precluded the inclusion of book publica-
tions (a surge of which is seen in the early 
2000s), and literature focusing on a WSA in 
higher, informal, or non-formal education con-
texts was also excluded. Nor does this study 
include all WSA-related policy and curriculum 
framework documents identified, of which there 
are predominately more than empirical peer-
reviewed publications. Meaning, the WSA con-
ceptualisations chosen are not an exhaustive 
account of a WSA. Instead, for the purpose of 
gaining a deeper insight of a WSA in various 
settings, the literature selected acts as a repre-
sentation of WSA conceptualisations in their 
respective fields.
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2.3  A Synthesis of Whole School 
Approach 
Conceptualisations Within 
Distinct But Connected 
Education Initiatives

A wealth of knowledge exists about why engage-
ment with societal challenges across all sectors is 
needed (UNESCO, 2017, 2020). There are also 
multiple international agendas, such as the SDGs, 
that detail why education needs to play a central 
role in resolving these societal challenges. At first 
glance, it seems ESD (SDG 4.7) is put forward as 
the initiative required to fulfil the ‘educational’ 
requirement of sustainable development. 
However, when looking at UNESCO’s (2017) 
learning objectives and definition of ESD, inter-
connections, and overlaps between ESD, GCE, 
and EHW are found, and all are promoted as cen-
tral to supporting the SDG 2030 Agenda gener-
ally, and specifically in SDG 4—Quality 
Education. Furthermore, UNESCO policy docu-
ments concerning all three education initiatives 
also promote a WSA (UNESCO, 2015, 2016, 
2017). In turn, other UN-based policy docu-
ments, such as steering committee meeting 
papers connected to UNECE (2014, 2022), exist 
that fully support a WSA. While situated chal-
lenges inevitably exist to fully integrate and 
mainstream a WSA, all 27 conceptualisations 
synthesised in this study mention in some way 
that a WSA develops an integrated effort for 
school-based transformations and a viable way to 
nurture the multistakeholder partnerships this 
requires. An overview of the main themes found 
during the synthesis followed by a brief introduc-
tion to a WSA in the contexts of ESD, EHW, and 
GCE, and an overview of the WSA conceptuali-
sations selected for the synthesis  is now 
presented.

2.3.1  Thematic Structure 
of the WSA Conceptualisation 
Synthesis

The following section (Figs. 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5 and 
2.6) gives an overview of the main WSA themes, 
with their respective sub-themes, developed and 

coded to analyse the documents, and structure the 
synthesis. These figures give a broad overview of 
the different ways the WSA strands are phrased 
in all 27 WSA conceptualisations and show the 
number of references found relating to each sub- 
theme. While all WSA conceptualisations refer to 
each of the five coded WSA interconnected over-
arching themes, of note is the varying sizes of the 
documents analysed. For example, two WSA- 
related PhD publications are included in the anal-
ysis under ESD, which due to their size naturally 
results in a higher number of references found in 
these documents. Various sub-themes also 
include another layer of sub-themes. For a more 
detailed account of the coding structure, please 
contact the author directly. The overarching 
themes are proposed as five interlinking WSA 
strands phrased to capture the main strands of a 
WSA from all ESD, EHW, and GCE perspec-
tives. Together, this overview proposes seeing a 
Whole School Approach to support general qual-
ity educational change processes:

2.3.2  Education for Sustainable 
Development and a Whole 
School Approach

While WSA’s to enacting ESD do exist, today it 
still seems, as Hargreaves (2008) highlighted 
over a decade ago, few examples exist of a WSA 
to ESD being achieved on a system-wide or 
national basis. Before presenting the ESD-based 
conceptualisations, of note is the increasing 
commitment on national levels to supporting 
WSA’s, such as UNECE’s implementation strat-
egy for ESD 2021–2030 (UNECE, 2022), which 
opens up and provides the much-needed infra-
structure and guidance required for the genuine 
mainstreaming of a WSA (or in this context the 
Whole Institution Approach) in the ESD context. 
Also of note is the Scottish Government’s utili-
sation of a WSA for their education policy 
Learning for Sustainability (Scottish Gov., 2012, 
2020) Qablan, (2018) also serves as another 
example  in the Scottish context, in particular 
their policy and educational frameworks aiming 
to integrate, monitor, and assess a WSA, whereby 
whole- school and community approaches are 
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Fig. 2.2 WSA strand 1—formal and informal learning content and processes: overview of references present under 
each sub-theme

Fig. 2.3 WSA strand 2—institutional culture, ethos, and practices: overview of references present under each 
sub-theme

promoted on multiple education levels: by weav-
ing together ESD, outdoor learning, and GCE 
principles (Education Scotland, 2022). While 
not included in the WSA conceptualisation syn-

thesis, both the origin of the UNECE and 
Scottish Government WSA contexts are  also 
noteworthy. For example, UNECE’s (2014) 
WSA approach to ESD pre- dates and appears to 

2 A Whole School Approach: A Synthesis of Interconnected Policy, Practice, and Research…



16

Fig. 2.4 WSA strand 3—local community, family, and wider society links: overview of references present under each 
sub-theme

Fig. 2.5 WSA strand 4—continuous quality staff development and reflexivity: overview of references present under 
each sub-theme

closely influence UNESCO’s (2017) policy 
Whole Institution Approach conceptualisation, 
and the Scottish WSA model can be traced back 
to the 4C model ‘culture,  curriculum, campus 
and community’ (Scottish Gov., 2012) that origi-
nates from a higher education context—the 
Plymouth University Centre for Sustainable 

Futures (Selby, 2009). However, due to (a) the 
original literature search engines not identifying 
these policy documents, and (b) it being beyond 
the scope of this chapter to include all ESD-
based WSA policy conceptualisations, UNESCO 
(2017) was chosen to represent a ESD- based 
policy perspective.

R. G. Mathie
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Fig. 2.6 WSA strand 5—pro-active leadership and coordination: overview of references present under each 
sub-theme

UNESCO defines ESD as empowering ‘[…] 
learners to take informed decisions and 
 responsible actions for environmental integrity, 
economic viability and just society for present 
and future generations’ (UNESCO, 2017, p7). 
While some contest the term ESD, since the 
United Nations (UN) Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development (DESD), ESD domi-
nates global policy and represents the current 
semantic progression that education concerning 
people and planet has taken since the late nine-
teenth century (Wals & Benavot, 2017). As out-
lined in the introduction, a WSA is being 
promoted internationally as an effective way to 
fulfil the ESD policy requirements. This is in part 
due to a WSA interconnecting central aspects of 
ESD policy and theory, such as the ESD-ascribed 
pedagogies, action and learner-oriented 
approaches, and transformative learning 
(UNESCO, 2017, 2020).

UNESCO’s (2017) WSA conceptualisation 
(in this context referred to as a Whole Institution 
Approach) provides a four-strand model being 
utilised for example, by UNESCO Associated 
Schools Project Network (ASPnet), in an interna-
tional pilot involving schools in 25 countries, to 
build Climate Ready Schools. Chopin’s et  al. 
(2018) study uses UNESCO’s WSA model as a 

lens to evaluate 28 Canadian schools’ approaches 
to integrating climate action into all aspects of 
the school. The study includes both pilot and ref-
erence schools, half of which took part in the 
ASPnet climate-ready schools’ pilot. Both 
Chopin et  al. (2018) and, more recently 
UNESCO’s (2020) ESD roadmap, refer to a 
WSA as a viable method for schools to mobilise 
ESD.  However, Chopin et  al. (2018) highlight 
that while the ASPnet pilot schools presented a 
broad range of integration and activities through-
out all four WSA components, the reference 
schools (non-ASPnet schools) in some cases 
reported higher results. Chopin et al. (2018) also 
mention that when schools become more aware 
of the complexity of issues, for example, through 
professional development seminars connected to 
the pilot project, schools’ self-evaluation and 
assessment may become more critical and result 
in less self-perceived progress. Chopin et  al. 
(2018) also discuss the vital role collaborative 
networks play in a WSA. Through these net-
works, schools learn from and with each other, 
which is further supported by having ‘diverse cli-
mate action actors’ (multi-stakeholders). Equally 
important is for ESD content (in this context, cli-
mate change) to be local and relevant, to utilise 
technology creatively, and to ensure concrete and 

2 A Whole School Approach: A Synthesis of Interconnected Policy, Practice, and Research…



18

feasible actions are experienced (Chopin et  al., 
2018).

One of the earliest, and still most comprehen-
sive, WSA literature reviews is the Australian 
Henderson and Tilbury (2004) Education for 
Sustainability international review. The review 
examines national initiatives from around the 
world, such as Enviroschools in New Zealand, 
the Green School award in Sweden, Eco-Schools 
from Environment and School Initiatives (ENSI) 
(also discussed in Affolter & Varga, 2018), and 
Eco-schools from the International Foundation of 
Environmental Education (FEE) to gain experi-
ence of WSA’s in these contexts. The review 
 concludes with an outline of key features which 
characterise 12 ‘visions’ of a sustainable school 
(Henderson & Tilbury, 2004, p45) and are used to 
represent distinctive WSA strands. In addition, 
Henderson and Tilbury (2004) present five key 
considerations for Education for Sustainability 
programs: (1) Relevant (to the school communi-
ty’s needs); (2) Resourced (expertise and finan-
cially), (3) Reflective (critical evaluation at all 
levels); (4) Responsive (flexible school struc-
ture); and (5) Reformative (capacity for change). 
These key WSA characteristics, features, and 
considerations remain relevant in today’s ESD 
context, for example, in the European 
Commission’s development of a WSA for learn-
ing about Environmental Sustainability (Tilbury 
& Galvin, 2022).

Shallcross (2003) an extensive PhD study on a 
WSA, Shallcross and Robinson (2008) represent 
an early conceptualisation of a WSA in the ESD 
context. Shallcross and Robinson’s (2008) WSA 
model shows key characteristics attributed to 
each strand. While similar to the Chopin et  al. 
(2018) and UNESCO’s (2017) WSA conceptual-
isation, Shallcross (2003) in particular empha-
sises reflexive research, monitoring, and 
evaluation as an integral standalone strand. 
Central to this is the role of self-evaluation and 
teacher-led ‘action- research’ where this WSA 
conceptualisation shows a cautious stance 
towards how value-laden ESD can be as sum-
marised in Mathie (2019):

Shallcross (2003) references Bonnet’s (1999) cau-
tion that damage can be done if the impact of 
sustainability- related values and actions, that are 
inevitably expressed when implementing ESD, is 
not carefully evaluated. […] it seems process- 
oriented evaluation and research of ESD-practice 
is key. However, Shallcross and Robinson (2008) 
also raise various barriers and leverages concern-
ing implications for future ESD research, stressing 
the research process should be inclusive and 
involve all actors throughout the process to ensure 
the research gives back and not only takes from 
participants (Mathie, 2019, p61)

However, different emphasis  and the  type 
of approach given to the evaluative processes do 
differ. One WSA framework similar to Shallcross 
(2003), where  self-evaluation is emphasised, is 
the UNECE (2014) WSA framework where self-
assessment also is shown as a  standalone WSA 
strand, highlighting:

It [self-assessment] is an essential means to estab-
lish a continuous and effective ESD school plan-
ning process, which supports continuous 
enhancement of implementation quality. The self- 
assessment is a tool only for the school itself, its 
improvement and development in ESD and not 
connected or linked to an external reporting mech-
anism (UNECE, 2014, p12)

Mathar’s (2016) WSA conceptualisation is 
from the German ESD Curriculum Framework 
publication (Schreiber et al., 2016), and details a 
mind map that visualises in detail nine strands, 
with multiple sub-strands, that make up a WSA. 
The main strands of this mind map utilise ESD 
and Global Development education as a working 
field for the whole school. Mathar’s (2016) chap-
ter also offers examples of each WSA strand in 
action from various German schools. The 
Curriculum Framework, in general terms, also 
advocates for a holistic approach that integrates 
ESD as a foundation of all subjects, school man-
agement, and extra-curricular activities, and that 
adopting a WSA is a way for schools to do this 
(Schreiber et  al., 2016). German publications, 
such as Jucker and Mathar (2016) and Affolter 
and Varga’s (2018) ENSI network 30-year review, 
also provide WSA-related case studies from 
around the world.
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Mogren’s et  al. (2019) conceptualisation 
builds upon Scherp’s school improvement model 
and consists of four WSA-related interlinked 
dimensions: (1) routines and structures, (2) pro-
fessional knowledge creation, (3) practical peda-
gogical work, and (4) holism (p511–512). This 
conceptualisation takes a holistic view of how a 
school operates, what functions, what doesn’t, 
and how all these dimensions interact and impact 
each other (Mogren et al., 2019). Mogren et al. 
(2019) summarise why operationalising Scherp’s 
model as an empirical research tool and analyti-
cal guide is suitable for the ESD context. Reasons 
are given such as the model being useful to 
assessing how a holistic vision is integrated in 
practice; to assess school improvement from a 
generic perspective; and to visualise the ESD 
staged responses to sustainability (Scott, 2013) 
model (Mogren et  al., 2019). Mogren’s (2019) 
PhD publication presents four principal quality 
criteria for transformative ESD in  local school 
organisations which are consequently added to 
the WSA conceptualisation synthesis: (1) student 
centred education, (2) collaborative interaction 
and school development, (3) proactive leadership 

and long-term perspective, and (4) cooperation 
with local society. Mogren (2019) also points out 
the importance of recognising the normativity of 
ESD: that situating a WSA through a school 
improvement lens can provide a new way to 
research a WSA to ESD by addressing the impli-
cations of politicisation and normativity concern-
ing ESD policy and practice.

Lastly, Bosevska and Kriewaldt’s (2020) 
WSA conceptualisation presents a recent research 
case study looking into a whole-school commu-
nity response to fostering sustainable education. 
While similar to other WSA conceptualisations 
in the synthesis, of note here is the reference to 
Sterling’s seven Operational Dimensions of a 
school (2004, as cited in Bosevska and Kriewaldt, 
2020, p60). However, Bosevska and Kriewaldt 
(2020) add the ‘historical context’ dimension to a 
WSA, the premise being to capture the case- 
study school’s own historical progression (from 
learning for sustainability to sustainable learn-
ing), which played a pivotal part in the school’s 
development, vision, ethos, and focus.

Table 2.1 gives an overview of the nine ESD- 
related WSA conceptualisations included in the 

Table 2.1 Matrix overview of the ESD literature selected for comparison—an overview of references coded to each 
interlinking WSA strands

Institutional 
culture, ethos, 
and practice

Formal and 
informal learning 
content and 
processes

Local community, 
family and wider 
society involvement

Continuous quality 
staff development 
and reflexivity

Pro-active 
leadership, policy 
and coordination

Bosevska and 
Kriewaldt 
(2020)

16 13 16 8 12

Chopin et al. 
(2018)

19 19 64 4 32

Henderson and 
Tilbury (2004)

53 35 74 66 77

Mathar (2016) 15 10 12 5 13
Mogren et al. 
(2019)

31 9 10 12 29

Mogren PhD 
(2019)

50 24 17 15 69

Shallcross PhD 
(2003)

112 79 197 161 90

Shallcross and 
Robin-son 
(2008)

17 12 24 10 7

UNESCO 
(2017)

37 23 26 23 34

2 A Whole School Approach: A Synthesis of Interconnected Policy, Practice, and Research…



20

synthesis and shows the prevalence of references 
found organised thematically under the five inter-
linking WSA strands:

2.3.3  Education for Health and Well- 
Being and a Whole School 
Approach

UNESCO defines EHW’s goal as supporting 
‘[…] the contribution of national education sec-
tors to ending AIDS and promoting better health 
and well-being for all children and young people. 
This in turn will contribute to the achievement of 
the Sustainable Development Goals, particularly 
those related to education, health, and gender 
equality’ (2016, p8). To realise this goal, 
UNESCO identifies two priorities: ‘(1) To ensure 
that all children and young people benefit from 
good quality, comprehensive sexuality education 
that includes HIV education (2) To ensure that all 
children and young people have access to safe, 
inclusive, health-promoting learning environ-
ments’ (UNESCO, 2016, p8). Five guiding prin-
ciples are mapped out by specifying EHW to be 
guided by: an international human rights 
approach; addressing gender and diversity; align-
ment with national ownership, priorities, plans, 
and processes; scientific and evidence-based 
approach; and active participation of young peo-
ple in policy-making (UNESCO, 2016).

The policy document selected for comparison 
is a more recent publication from the United 
Nations Girls Education Initiative (UNGEI) pro-
moting a WSA to Prevent School-Related Gender 
Based Violence (SRGBV). UNGEI (2019) stipu-
lates eight WSA components that address five 
SRGBV drivers: (1) normalisation of violence 
against children through social norms that justify 
violence; (2) silence around violence against 
women and girls; (3) rigid gender roles; (4) ste-
reotypes of masculinity and femininity; and (5) 
inequality and discrimination (UNEGI, 2019). 
UNEGI (2019) also highlights the need for mini-
mum standards that, out of all the documents 
reviewed, sets out the most comprehensive WSA 
monitoring framework for countries to follow. 

The framework lays out national and school-level 
indicators for measuring improvement in all eight 
WSA strands. Participatory methods in both pre- 
service teaching courses and the classroom are 
emphasised, as is the need for a holistic approach 
that ‘addresses the drivers and root causes of vio-
lence at both the school and the community lev-
els’ (UNEGI, 2019, p7). UNEGI (2019) also 
emphasises involving community and govern-
ment stakeholders as central to a WSA.

Numerous stand-alone EHW education ini-
tiatives utilise a WSA. One example is Save The 
Children’s (STC) ABC anti-bullying practice 
(Barber et al., 2010). While not selected for the 
main WSA conceptualisation comparison, it is 
of note as Barber et al. (2010) provide practical 
tools for schools to develop annual feedback 
cycles  for the whole school community con-
fronts an issue together. Barber et al. (2010) also 
highlight that a WSA enables the change pro-
cess to become a ‘normal and sustainable part of 
the school community’ (p3). Another example is 
the ‘Safe to Learn’ global initiative (STL, 2020) 
to end violence against children, who also refer 
to UNGEI’s (2019) minimum standards and 
monitoring framework. STL (2020) shares simi-
larities with a WSA analytical framework devel-
oped by Mathie (2019), whereby even if a WSA 
is not utilised in schools, a WSA still offers a 
framework to monitor, evaluate, and benchmark 
schools’ ESD enactment. Studying the effec-
tiveness of frameworks that benchmark and 
measure a WSA progress, is noteworthy for 
future research.

Rowe et al. (2007), Rowe and Stewart (2011), 
and Scott’s (2005) WSA conceptualisations are 
indicative of when a WSA started to be utilised in 
EHW in connection to the World Health 
Organization’s (WHO) Health Promoting School 
principles.

Rowe et  al. (2007) present an Australian- 
based WSA regarding school connected-
ness  stressing the importance of processes, 
structures and wider community connections, 
democracy, and social capital. Rowe and Stewart 
(2011) discuss four main strands of a WSA and 
offer a detailed critique concerning WSA and the 
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Health Promoting School mechanisms that influ-
ence school connectedness.

Scott (2005) presents a New Zealand–based 
foundational WSA conceptualisation concerning 
behaviour management that concludes that for an 
effective WSA, a strong collective vision that the 
whole-school community commits to is essential. 
Moreover, ‘If all students are to experience a 
sense of belonging and inclusion in our schools 
there must be a shift in the way that schools 
respond to severe and challenging behaviour’ 
(Scott, 2005, p33). Scott’s (2005) findings also 
point out key leverages and barriers impacting 
the effectiveness of a WSA and the importance of 
continuous monitoring and evaluation within this 
context.

Rowling’s (2009) WSA conceptualisation 
presents 14 core characteristics that support the 
capacity building of schools to implement WSA 
for mental health promotion. Unlike ESD, issues 
of collegiality and consistency between staff, the 
need for students to uphold high standards, and 
the need for consistency in disciplinary sanctions 
are highlighted. Experiences from over a decade 
of MindMatters implementation in Australia, and 
other research connected to this, form the basis of 
this study and conclude two key issues: 
Leadership and Professional Learning are con-
sidered central for WSA-related capacity build-
ing. Rowling also discusses that a need for 
increased educational research and teacher pro-
fessional development (like Shallcross, 2003) is 
vital for the future progression of school mental 
health promotion.

A combination of Coordinated School Health 
(CSH) and the coordinated school health’s Whole 
School, Whole Community, Whole Child 
(WSCC) model in Lewallen et al. (2015) is also 
added for comparison. Added also for compari-
son is  Hunt  et  al. (2015)  paper concerning the 
WSCC model. Hunt et al. (2015) point out that 
research concerning how to make the model 
‘actionable’ is limited and subsequently propose 
a ten-step systematic process to support closing 
this WSCC theory-practice gap.

Lastly, Cross et al.’s, (2018) WSA conceptu-
alisation again concerns bullying behaviour, this 
time evaluating the Friendly Schools Project 

(FSP), an Australian-based intervention that ‘[…] 
aimed to reduce bullying and aggression among 
3000 students who had recently transitioned to 
secondary school’. This quantitative study con-
cludes, ‘[…] a whole-school intervention 
approach shows promise in the prevention of bul-
lying and negative outcomes’ (Cross et al., 2018, 
p509).

Table 2.2 gives an overview of the nine EHW- 
related WSA conceptualisations included in the 
synthesis and shows the references found organ-
ised thematically under the five interlinking WSA 
strands:

2.3.4  Whole School Approaches 
to Global Citizenship 
Education and a Whole School 
Approach

UNESCO defines GCE through three conceptual 
dimensions that serve to form GCE goals, learn-
ing objectives, and competencies: (1) Cognitive—
concerning issues on local-global levels, 
interconnectedness, and interdependency; (2) 
Socio-emotional—concerning, common human-
ity, shared values, respect for differences and 
diversity; (3) Behavioural—concerning effec-
tiveness and responsibility on all local-global 
levels for a more peaceful and sustainable world 
(UNESCO, 2015, p15). These conceptual dimen-
sions are also shared with ESD. UNESCO (2015) 
likewise offers a broad overview and GCE his-
tory that interconnects the initiative to human 
rights education, peace education, gender equal-
ity, and ESD-shared perspectives such as trans-
formative learning, critical thinking, lifelong 
learning, and action-orientated approaches. In 
this GCE context, a WSA is promoted as an 
approach to school-wide delivery of GCE by pro-
viding opportunities for transforming ‘[…] cur-
riculum content, the learning environment, and 
teaching and assessment practices’ (UNESCO, 
2015, p48). The use of participatory learning 
methods across subjects and community engage-
ment are listed as some examples of a WSA in 
practice (UNESCO, 2015). This GCE synthesis, 
possibly due to the nature of GCE’s global con-
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Table 2.2 Matrix overview of the EHW literature selected for comparison—an overview of references coded to each 
interlinking WSA strands

Institutional 
culture, ethos, 
and practice

Formal and 
informal learning 
content and 
processes

Local community, 
family and wider 
society involvement

Continuous quality 
staff development 
and reflexivity

Pro-active 
leadership, policy 
and coordination

Cross 
(2018)

4 2 16 7 10

Hunt et al. 
(2015)

7 10 17 5 16

Lewallen 
(2015)

9 14 25 6 22

Rowe and 
Stewart 
(2011)

3 12 22 1 5

Rowe et al. 
(2007)

13 10 20 2 14

Rowling 
(2009)

4 2 10 8 18

Scott (2005) 7 3 9 4 10
UNESCO 
(2016)

17 8 14 7 28

UNGEI 
(2019)

11 6 65 26 62

text, includes a higher number of WSA-related 
international curriculum frameworks and school 
guides. This is because the literature searches 
found multiple WSA-related curriculum and edu-
cation frameworks as opposed to academic stud-
ies concerning national- or school-based 
empirical research.

In efforts to support GCE policy in Europe, 
the Council of Europe Education Department 
(COE, Ed.) developed a Reference Framework of 
Competences for Democratic Culture (RFCDC) 
that utilises a WSA. The RFCDC provides practi-
cal guidelines for enacting a WSA—a reflexive 
cyclical process involving situation analysis, 
planning, and executing action plans, reflexive 
evaluation, and sharing lessons learned (COE, 
Ed., 2018). In the RFCDC WSA conceptualisa-
tion, integrating democratic and human rights 
principles, along with the safety and well-being 
of students, is central. The framework also dis-
cusses (as in Henderson & Tilbury, 2004) the 
need to address the hidden curriculum, meaning 
all that is not explicitly taught but still learnt 
beyond the formal lesson content. The COE, Ed, 
(2018) also emphasises the importance of infor-

mal, nonformal, and formal education. As with 
other WSA conceptualisations, the COE, Ed. 
states, ‘A whole-school approach implies the 
active involvement and commitment of all stake-
holders in a school’ (COE, Ed., 2018, p91).

Barrett’s (2020) review of the RFCDC also 
mentions that it is well known that a WSA is an 
effective way to teach, for example, human rights 
and equality, and highlights how the framework 
gives practical examples of a WSA application in 
the context of building a democratic culture. 
Barret also gives an overview of the benefits this 
approach can have:

[…] increased learner responsibility, self-efficacy, 
self-esteem and intrinsic motivation; improve-
ments in learning and academic standards; better 
understanding by learners of the nature of rights 
and responsibilities; learners participating actively 
in decision making […]; learners being empow-
ered to undertake action in defence of human 
rights; and learners acquiring more positive atti-
tudes towards diversity (Barret, 2020, p12).

The RFCDC also mentions sustainability in 
different contexts, such as creating a sustainable 
democratic and inclusive society; the need for 
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long-term support to have a sustainable impact; 
and the relevance of other ‘transversal topics’ 
that interconnect and can overlap with a 
Democratic Culture such as sustainable develop-
ment (COE, Ed., 2018).

While Henck’s (2017, 2018) WSA conceptu-
alisation offers a comparatively brief overview, 
they  represent a well-established WSA frame-
work used to inspire learners and transform 
schools within the GCE context, the America- 
based Association for Childhood Education 
International Global Schools First (GSF) pro-
gramme. The GSF programme offers support for 
schools concerning GCE by utilising a WSA. 
Here, similarities in the ESD-based UNESCO 
(2017) WSA model are found, yet informal learn-
ing experiences and arenas are clearly empha-
sised in this GCE context.

Hunt and King (2015) discuss a WSA in the 
context of the UK’s Global Learning Programmes 
(GLP) (2013–2017), which utilised a WSA to 
deliver a school-wide citizenship scheme. Hunt 
and King (2015) also provide concrete WSA 
didactic approaches, case-study examples, and a 
strong focus on measurement tools for assessing 
the impact of global learning.

Another example from GCE is Anne 
Beauvallet’s (2016) England, Wales, Scotland, 
and Northern Ireland comparative study docu-
menting educational approaches to Citizenship 
Education. Here, England is highlighted as the 
only nation not utilising a WSA to enact GCE. 
One of the main WSA case-study examples in 
Beauvallet is a Scottish Government GCE 
resource document published by Learning and 
Teaching Scotland (2011). From reviewing 
Beauvallet (2016) and in more depth Learning 
and Teaching Scotland (2011), four WSA strands 
are determined: (1) active participatory activities, 
(2) school ethos, (3) organisational structures, 
and (4) community links. Also, of note in 
Beauvallet (2016) is the  Northern Ireland case 
study mentioning whole-school events and extra- 
curricular activities as core to the WSA in this 
context.

Van Driel’s et al. (2016) WSA conceptualisa-
tion derives from a European review about foster-
ing tolerance in children (in terms of social 

tensions and unrest concerning issues that arise 
due to ethnic and religious diversity). Here, a 
WSA is documented extensively in terms of 
defining a WSA and concludes that WSA’s ‘[…] 
with strong and dynamic ties to the local com-
munity have great potential for promoting cohe-
sion. They create a sustainable positive school 
atmosphere, as well as a stronger sense of belong-
ing’ (Van Driel et al., 2016, p9).

Oxfam’s WSA conceptualisation (2015) is 
another example of a practical guide for schools 
concerning GCE. Within the guide, a WSA 
framework is presented as ‘a stimulus for whole 
school planning’ and a ‘starting small but think-
ing big’ attitude is advocated (Oxfam, 2015, 
p14). In addition, participation is emphasised in 
this practical guide, stressing the importance of 
learner-led participation through curricular and 
extra-curricular activities (Oxfam, 2015). 
Table  2.3 gives an overview of the nine GCE- 
related WSA conceptualisations included in the 
synthesis, showing the prevalence of references 
found organised thematically under the five inter-
linking WSA strands.

2.4  Discussion: What are 
the Main Principles, 
Processes, and Strands 
of a Whole School Approach 
in and Beyond Education 
for Sustainable 
Development?

All 27 WSA conceptualisations in this chapter 
showcase how a WSA is relevant for and can be 
adapted to support schools in enacting specific 
school initiatives. While a more extensive sys-
tematic literature review would provide addi-
tional rigour, an indication of central WSA 
principles in a ‘general quality education’ con-
text is found. Fig. 2.7 depicts the synthesis find-
ings through a composite model outlining central 
WSA principles when viewed in this broader 
context. WSA principles are divided into the fol-
lowing keys: (a) overarching processes, (b) 
underpinning perspectives; and (c) five aspects of 
an educational institution that a WSA requires for 
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Table 2.3 Matrix overview of the GCE literature selected for comparison—an overview of references coded to each 
interlinking WSA strands

Institutional 
culture, ethos, 
and practice

Formal and 
informal learning 
content and 
processes

Local community, 
family and wider 
society involvement

Continuous quality 
staff development 
and reflexivity

Pro-active 
leadership, policy 
and coordination

Beauvallet 
(2016)

4 10 10 1 4

COE, Ed. 
(2018)

25 81 67 70 47

Henck (2017) 3 3 4 3 3
Henck (2018) 3 7 5 2 5
Hunt and King 
(2015)

17 27 28 20 19

Learning & 
Teaching 
Scotland 
(2011)

12 10 22 12 6

OXFAM 
(2015)

11 16 13 19 9

UNESCO 
(2015)

12 41 56 8 18

Van Driel et al. 
(2016)

22 54 96 58 49

Fig. 2.7 Overarching 
principles, processes, 
and strands of a Whole 
School Approach to 
Support Educational 
Change Processes
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engagement and collaboration from within the 
whole-school community.

2.4.1  Holistic, Systemic, 
and Sustainable Perspective

Holistic, Systemic, and Sustainable perspec-
tives have been chosen as they provide a nor-
mative direction to work towards when 
enacting a WSA and help unravel different 
mechanisms at play within a WSA. The major-
ity of WSA conceptualisations reviewed refer 
specifically to a holistic and systemic perspec-
tive as a part of this approach; however, this 
terminology is mentioned more frequently in 
the ESD  conceptualisations. In a broader  con-
text, sustainability  as a concept has multiple 
meanings and dual purposes. As  Hargreaves 
(2002)  discusses, in educational change sus-
tainability can have five interconnected dimen-
sions: ‘(1) Improvement that sustains 
learning—not merely change that alters school-
ing; (2) improvement that endures over time; 
(3) Improvement that can be supported by 
available or achievable resources; (4) improve-
ment that doesn’t impact negatively on the sur-
rounding environment of other schools and 
systems; (5) improvement that promotes eco-
logical diversity and capacity throughout edu-
cational and community environment’ (p193). 
So, in this WSA underlying ‘perspective’ con-
text, sustainability is understood in terms of 
environmental, societal, and economic sustain-
ability, and also to determine whether a spe-
cific initiative, procedure, or aspect being 
implemented can be sustained. Subsequently, 
sustainability has strong normative values and 
is both adaptable and relevant for sustaining 
educational change and innovation over time. 
In Mogren (2019) there is a need to recognise 
the normative and politicisation attached to 
ESD; this is something to consider further. 
Hargreaves (2010) also summarises that, if 
educational reforms are to succeed (they have 
mainly failed so far) sustainability in a school 
reform context needs to encompass more than 
just maintainability:

A deeper philosophy and practice of sustainability 
returns to and embraces the environmental roots of 
the concept. It emphasises, celebrates, and advo-
cates for the learning in depth about one’s place in 
and contribution to the world […] Our future has to 
be sustainable. So must our schools be (Havelock, 
1971; Hargreaves, 2010, p293).

Therefore, a broad sustainability perspective, 
with its multiple meanings, is a critical part of a 
WSA, especially if it is to be utilised to integrate 
continual educational change processes instead 
of supporting one-off initiatives. Of note also is 
the prevalence throughout all WSA conceptuali-
sations to broader social and societal contexts 
(Table 2.4) that very much link to the holistic and 
systemic values. This highlights why weighting 
the importance of environmental, social, politi-
cal, and economic contexts equally is needed, 
and how developing an awareness of holistic and 
systemic perspectives can support this.

2.4.2  Democratic and Participatory 
Processes Involving All Actors

Democratic and participatory processes are, to 
some extent, part of all the WSA conceptualisa-
tions compared. Although the extent varies 
(Table  2.5), and different definitions are given, 
WSA conceptualisations within ESD, EHW, and 
GCE often refer to democratic and participatory 
processes as critical for integrating a WSA. 
Therefore, the choice was made to emphasise 
these as key overarching processes to be present, 
not just within the curriculum or one specific 
strand, but throughout all aspects of a WSA.

The decision to include democratic and par-
ticipatory as overarching processes is also due to 
questions arising throughout the synthesis analy-
sis regarding how and why promoting a WSA for 
general quality educational change processes, 
instead of for specific ‘whole-school’ initiatives, 
is necessary. Therefore, these processes are illus-
trated as an overarching process because to have 
a participatory and democratic approach, all 
school and community members, including par-
ents, staff members, students, and teachers, are 
required to be involved, not just the students.
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Table 2.4 Matrix overview of the holistic, systemic, and sustainable themes and sub-themes referenced under ESD-, 
EHW-, and GCE-related WSA conceptualisations

EHW conceptualisations ESD conceptualisations GCE conceptualisations
Systemic 2 34 4
Holistic 10 130 20
Sustainability 8 321 17
Global and local 2 20 30
Relational 4 13 2
Social and societal 129 311 241
Economic 26 154 58
Environmental 0 504 24
Political 6 79 70
Cultural 6 109 95
Historical 0 9 12
Ethical 2 133 45

Table 2.5 Matrix overview of the Democratic and Participatory themes and sub-themes referenced under ESD-, 
EHW-, and GCE-related WSA conceptualisations

EHW conceptualisations ESD conceptualisations GCE conceptualisations
Democratic 4 39 53
Participatory 20 73 29
Integrative 2 16 1
Agency 7 87 7
Praxis (reflection and action) 9 143 114

2.4.3  Five Strands of a Whole 
School Approach to General 
Quality Education

While some WSA conceptualisations give more 
details than others, all the different variations of 
what a WSA entails fit into, or under sub- 
categories of, the following five overarching 
strands: (1) Formal and informal learning content 
and processes, (2) Institutional culture, ethos, and 
practices, (3) Local community, family, and 
wider society links, (4) Continuous quality staff 
development and reflexivity, and (5) Pro-active 
leadership and coordination. These five overarch-
ing strands comprise the core aspects of an insti-
tution’s community, both in terms of place and 
representing the key stakeholders that a WSA 
requires to engage in the process. The overlap-
ping circles in Fig. 2.7 illustrate the importance 
of educational change processes throughout the 
school and for each aspect to interconnect. Most 
WSA conceptualisations a highlight the impor-

tance of interconnections between the strands 
and that the learning, messages, and the formal 
and hidden curriculum are to be echoed in prac-
tice throughout the school. For example, Rowe 
et  al. (2007, p524) highlight the importance of 
school connectedness for enacting a WSA, 
‘defined as the cohesiveness between diverse 
groups in the school community, including stu-
dents, families, school staff and the wider com-
munity’. This relational side of building 
sustainable societies is also why institutional cul-
ture, ethos, and practices are all identified as part 
of this WSA strand.

UNESCO’s (2020) ESD 2030 roadmap 
describes that change is needed in how societies 
and individuals think and act. Hence, education 
also needs to change if we are to create a sustain-
able and peaceful world. However, as previously 
mentioned changing well-established institutions 
is a massive undertaking in which past efforts 
show curriculum reforms often fail, and long- 
lasting embedded change is hard to achieve 
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(Hargreaves, 2008). Enabling ‘change’ to be 
accepted and embraced in schools is proposed as 
possible through enacting a WSA, yet the exam-
ples synthesised often focus on enabling change 
to support a specific initiative. It is clear multiple 
WSA conceptualisations presented in this study 
highlight that a WSA can enact and operation-
alise a variety of education initiatives. 
Subsequently, a WSA could  also act as a link 
between different but inter-connected educations 
and topics (such as climate, health, democracy, 
justice, biodiversity, and citizenship) through a 
common united goal for school improvements, 
educational innovation, and sustainability- 
oriented transformations. Equally, when WSA is 
utilised for just one specific education initiative, 
such as bullying, citizenship, or climate change, 
it runs the risk of doing the opposite of its 
 intentions by unintentionally fostering siloed 
thinking and creating competition over what is 
prioritised in terms of educational innovations at 
a school.

2.4.4  Tensions, Problematics, 
and Dilemmas

While the theory and the practice-based WSA 
examples synthesised in this chapter are compel-
ling, this type of holistic approach is not without 
its challenges. Synthesising the 27 WSA concep-
tualisations, alongside examining the addition-
ally assembled WSA-based literature sources, 
two dominant and recurring barriers to enacting a 
WSA are found as commonplace: (1) resources 
and capacity and (2) commitment and inter- 
dependency from all stakeholders. This is because 
a WSA requires commitment and effort on every 
level, along with a willingness to restructure and 
rethink institutional power dynamics in order to 
forge new ways of working together: As Hunt 
(2015) also touches upon, this rethinking and 
restructuring require all stakeholders to have the 
capacity (competency, time, resources), readi-
ness, and opportunity to engage.

While it is evident the knowledge and willing-
ness to integrate a WSA are present on many lev-
els, for example, UNECE (2022) shows 56 
UNECE nations committing to and recognising a 
Whole Institution Approach as a high-priority 
issue, it is clear capacity and commitment issues 
are evident and impact every level. Having the 
capacity and necessary policy structures to fully 
realise a WSA is not always present. What 
Shallcross et al. (2006) mentioned nearly 20 years 
ago seems to remain a challenge for enacting a 
WSA, that not all schools will have the capacity 
to fully enact a WSA without additional support 
due at large to limited resources that often con-
nect to broader socio and economic struggles. In 
Mathie and Wals (2022) a similar conclusion is 
drawn, that creating healthy policy environments 
(Fig. 2.8) is essential for a WSA to move from the 
margins into the mainstream. What is clear how-
ever, as UNECE (2022) illustrates, is that nations 
committing to prioritising a WSA in national 
policy and strategy is increasing.

After analysing all 27 WSA conceptualisa-
tions, an issue concerning labels and names has 
also arisen. Many conceptualisations that exist 
under a WSA ‘label’ appear to share similar theo-
retical underpinnings. However, do they have a 
shared understanding of the terminology? In turn, 
it is also clear that numerous other models exist, 
while they may not explicitly be called a 
WSA,  that also share similar theoretical under-
pinnings and objectives, many of which have 
come about in a local grassroots manner suitable 
for the context promoted within. It is beyond the 
scope of this chapter to seek to answer questions 
concerning these themes, however, some ques-
tions for future consideration are proposed:

• What is it about a WSA that makes it stand 
apart from other educational change 
frameworks?

• Does a WSA need to have a globally recog-
nised name, or is it appropriate for a WSA to 
have multiple names?

• Does a commonly recognised ‘label’ help 
schools, or does it pigeonhole the ‘methods’ 
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Fig. 2.8 Healthy policies for enabling a Whole School Approach. (Reproduced from Mathie & Wals, 2022, p102)

too much so the approach is not situated and 
contextually appropriate enough?

• What opposes a WSA?
• Would the holistic, systemic language not be 

welcomed in some cultural settings?
• What other ‘labels’ or methods exist that can 

also support schools to arrive at the same out-
come, but in a different manner?

Questions like this arise, albeit hypothetically 
vague, because a WSA represents a set of values, 
approaches, methods, and ways of thinking that 
are crossing boundaries and being implemented 
worldwide in different ways.

2.4.5  The Role of Reflexivity

The role of reflexivity and critical reflection to 
build up the capacity of all school community- 
related staff and actors are dominant themes in 
ESD, EHW, and GCE. When analysing the 
 barriers mentioned that a WSA faces, reflexive 
monitoring and evaluation (RME) practices are 
highlighted as a potential solution. For example, 
if RME practices become embedded into a 
school’s organisational structures and everyday 
practices, this could provide a catalyst for capac-
ity building, awareness raising, and collaboration 
between key stakeholders. Increasing and pro-
moting a culture of change is also an essential 
part of this.
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While the task of integrating reflexive educa-
tion practices is well known for being arduous 
and tremendously challenging (Shallcross et al., 
2006), when comparing all the WSA conceptu-
alisations in this study, a WSA appears to have 
the potential to enable reflexive processes becom-
ing more commonplace. In turn, RME practices 
seem pivotal to integrating a WSA as they can 
support combatting operational challenges, such 
as the difficult task seen in sustainability-oriented 
education: ‘[…] to create an integrated and sys-
temic response that addresses sustainability 
issues meaningfully, consistently and effectively’ 
(Wals & Benavot, 2017, p409).

Another important WSA aspect, also con-
nected to RME, is determining achievable indica-
tors of progress and methodologies for 
researching, monitoring, and evaluating a WSA. 
It is also common knowledge that educational 
innovations and reforms face monitoring and 
evaluation issues. As do global agendas, such as 
the SDGs, highlight that current monitoring and 
evaluation methods are insufficient (Leicht et al., 
2018). Therefore, detailed WSA assessment 
frameworks, in particular UNEGI’s (2019) moni-
toring and evaluation framework, Hunt and 
King’s (2015) auditing tools, and the Scottish 
government’s reflexive auditing tools (Education 
Scotland, 2020), all show realistic processes and 
existing frameworks  others can build upon. 
Moreover, these frameworks call for schools to 
actively participate in developing RME practices 
at the school level. A WSA, especially with RME 
as a primary focus, could help provide accessible 
and meaningful monitoring and evaluation sys-
tems that support schools in assessing them-
selves. In turn, this could lead to more active 
participation, and support schools to directly 
engage with leading their own school’s journey 
towards sustainability: A journey where sustain-
ability issues are not viewed as static problems to 
solve, but seen through a reflexive lens that rec-
ognise the ever-changing and uncertain nature 
this process brings (Wals et al., 2009).

2.5  Conclusions

This chapter provides an overview of different 
but interconnected conceptualisations of a WSA 
in sustainability-related educational innovations. 
It is evident all 27 WSA conceptualisations syn-
thesised call for action-orientated participatory 
pedagogical approaches to innovate and change 
the way mainstream education is currently con-
ducted. While not an exhaustive literature review, 
through purposively collating a broad variety of 
WSA-related conceptualisations within ESD, 
EHW, and GCE, a deeper understanding of how a 
WSA can support educational change, both in 
and beyond ESD, is realised. From this, three 
main principles and points of interest have arisen 
(Fig. 2.7): (a) democratic and participatory pro-
cesses are overarching tools throughout all 
aspects of a WSA; (b) holistic, systemic, and sus-
tainable perspectives are central underpinning 
theories; and c. all aspects of an institution’s 
organisation that a WSA seeks to engage and 
involve can be situated under five broad inter-
linking strands. Looking at a WSA beyond ESD 
and through a GCE and EHW context also high-
lights the importance of emphasising the social 
and societal aspects of a WSA: To support the 
forging of reciprocal relationships and collabora-
tions within all levels of society towards the com-
mon goal of strengthening social cohesion. The 
purpose of viewing a WSA in this broad way 
helps to stress that to meaningfully integrate a 
WSA it needs to be less about one agenda, inno-
vation, or initiative, and as a means to encourage 
schools to use a WSA as a thinking tool for inte-
grating general quality educational change pro-
cesses, whilst still grounded in the values of a 
peaceful, inclusive and sustainable future for 
people and planet.

The lenses of educational change, reform, and 
innovation show us that schools are often over-
whelmed by the amount of change and new agen-
das thrust upon them. With the knowledge that 
top-down curriculum reform often falls short of 
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the theoretical visions when implemented in 
practice, schools require a way of approaching 
educational innovation where neither top-down 
nor bottom-up, individualistic, or one-off proj-
ects dominate. The examples from ESD, EHW, 
and GCE all show promise that a WSA can sup-
port schools in developing this multistakeholder 
approach that encourages collaboration and 
learning together in all arenas. However, more 
school-based empirical research is required to 
determine practical methods for supporting 
schools to utilise a WSA as a thinking tool in 
their own situated context—to support their own, 
and their surrounding communities, journey with 
relevant educational innovations, and engage-
ment with sustainability-oriented transitions. 
Future considerations for WSA research also 
include understanding better the effectiveness of 
different WSA monitoring and evaluation 
frameworks.

To conclude, this chapter proposes framing 
a WSA as a continuous reflexive thinking tool 
to enable schools to integrate educational 
change processes into their everyday practice, 
thus supporting the type of school reform and 
action required today. With the proper support 
and open-minded experimental attitude, a 
WSA is relevant for supporting multiple forms 
of quality educational change and innovation. 
A WSA also has the potential to be adopted 
internally by schools as a reflexive analytical 
tool to proactively monitor, evaluate, and oper-
ationalise their own, and their surrounding 
communities, journey towards a more sustain-
able and just future. However, when a WSA is 
utilised to integrate only singular education 
initiatives, such as bullying, citizenship, or cli-
mate change, it still runs the risk of further fos-
tering siloed thinking and creating competition 
over what is prioritised in terms of educational 
innovation at a school. Instead, a broad and 
inclusive understanding of a WSA is essential 
as this has the potential to trigger continual 
educational innovation processes, more reflex-
ive schools, and create synergies between dif-
ferent but inter-connected sustainability-  
oriented educations and topics.
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and Prospects on Whole School 
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in the UN Economic Commission 
for Europe (UNECE) Region

Aravella Zachariou, Stella Hadjiachilleos, 
Chrysanthi-Kadji Beltran, and Roel van Raaij

Key Message
This chapter provides valuable insights about the 
ways forward with WSA in ESD. It encourages 
individual and collective reflection through 
examples from the UNECE countries’ sustain-
able school vision, in order to impact the curri-
cula and their quality, tools, materials, and 
collaboration between stakeholders within and 
outside the school. The diversity within UNECE 
brings out a variety of good examples where sus-
tainable schools provide meaningful learning, 
and the transformative context within which 
learners develop the capacities needed to mitigate 
sustainability challenges.

3.1  Introduction

The whole school approach (WSA), in the con-
text of education for sustainable development, 
can be traced back to the 1990s with the recogni-
tion of environmental issues’ inextricable links to 
a multitude of socioeconomic and political issues 
(Henderson & Tilbury, 2004) and reflection of its 
holistic-systemic view into educational reforms 
(Wals & Mathie, 2022). Education for sustain-
able development (ESD) is not only viewed as a 
body of information or knowledge but also as the 
aim and framework of education (Gleason et al., 
2020). This means that sustainability is addressed 
through a range of complex and diverse aspects 
in schools’ operation, such as curriculum and 
pedagogy, school governance, sustainable con-
sumption, connection with the community, the 
schools’ infrastructure, and landscaping. The 
day-to-day school practices consider sustainabil-
ity, also in the nonformal or hidden curricula 
(Ferreira et al., 2006).

Education for sustainable development is a 
key priority for creating more just, prosperous, 
and sustainable societies. In many regions, mem-
ber states jointly initiated regional plans, strate-
gies, and policies aiming to integrate ESD into 
their national and regional context more effec-
tively. Such an example of regional collaboration 
is the Mediterranean Strategy on ESD. The strat-
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egy serves as a flexible framework, for motivat-
ing and guiding governments in the Mediterranean 
region and to develop and implement policies 
and practices that incorporate Sustainable 
Development into Education and learning. 
Countries of the Mediterranean are also encour-
aged to develop and incorporate Education for 
Sustainable Development (ESD) into their for-
mal, nonformal, and informal educational sys-
tems (MIO/ESCDE, 2014 p.16). The most 
concrete, long-term, and coherent framework of 
regional collaboration, though, is the UNECE 
ESD Strategy which constitutes a complete, 
holistic and coherent framework. It aims to sup-
port the 56 States of the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Europe (UNECE) region to 
implement ESD in the most effective way, based 
on their needs and priorities and taking into con-
sideration: (a) the policy, regulatory, and opera-
tional frameworks that support ESD; (b) the 
promotion of sustainable development through 
formal, nonformal, and informal learning; (c) the 
equipping of educators with the competence to 
include sustainable development in their teach-
ing; (d) the provision and accessibility of ade-
quate tools and materials for ESD; (e) the 
promotion of research on and development of 
ESD; and (f) the strengthening of cooperation on 
ESD at all levels within the UNECE region 
(UNECE, 2005).

This chapter focuses on exploring how the 
WSA in the UNECE region has contributed to 
the infusion of ESD in the schools’ vision, ethos, 
leadership, and coordination, in what we teach, 
how and where we learn, whom we learn from, 
and whom we learn with. In the introduction, we 
analyze what the WSA is and discuss its impor-
tance within the UNECE Strategy for ESD.

3.1.1  Defining the Whole School 
Approach

The WSA refers to a multilevel integration of 
sustainability within the school unit, meaning 
that sustainability is addressed through the cur-
riculum (what is learnt) and drives school man-
agement, operations, and outreach. By engaging 

students in school decisions, community proj-
ects, and global initiatives, the WSA provides 
meaningful learning, connected to real-life con-
ditions, transformation through action and practi-
cal outcomes that benefit both school and 
community (Tilbury & Galvin, 2022). Within this 
approach, the priorities shift from including ESD 
issues into a few selected subjects or interven-
tions, to applying ESD as a foundation for all 
educational institutions’ functions, including 
management and budget, education, professional 
development, campus design, resource use, com-
munity relations, etc. (Abrahamsson et al., 1999). 
The WSA provides a framework for a “whole 
system redesign” and it is associated with the 
term “sustainable school” (Tilbury & Galvin, 
2022), which envisions sustainability to be inte-
grated into education through holistic, systemic, 
and reflexive efforts, collectively introduced by 
those affected:

• Holistically indicates the multiple perspec-
tives and the integrated and relational way in 
which sustainability is introduced.

• Systemic refers to education as a system in 
which sustainability permeates all of its 
aspects: curriculum, pedagogy and learning, 
professional development, school–community 
relationships, school practices, ethos, vision, 
and leadership.

• The collective-reflexive embraces the impor-
tance of including multiple voices in partici-
pative co-developed processes that lead to 
change and continuous learning (Wals & 
Mathie, 2022).

The growing acknowledgement of the value of 
WSA in supporting society’s transition to sus-
tainability leads to an intense dialogue on its 
transformative potential. Sterling (2004a, b, 
2010a, b), for example, argued that educational 
organizations are systems that need to be aligned 
with sustainability in order to support an 
education- driven change. The whole school 
approach includes the involvement of all school’s 
actors and expert stakeholders and brings learn-
ing closer to wider social issues (Mogensen & 
Schnack, 2010). In the same direction, the 
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Environment and Schools Initiative (ENSI) 
expanded the concept of WSA for ESD, beyond 
the school grounds focus, to become much more 
inclusive and holistic (in Ferreira et al., 2006) and 
support a local sustainable future (Summers & 
Childs, 2007).

Progressively, the term whole institutional 
approach (WIA) was prompted by policymakers, 
in order to also address institutions and stake-
holders beyond schools (UNECE, 2014; 
UNESCO, 2014). The term WIA has been princi-
pally adopted by higher education institutions, 
whereas for primary and secondary education 
settings, WSA is more commonly used (Mogren, 
2019). It requires the reorientation of every insti-
tution’s strategy and culture toward sustainability 
(Gleason et al., 2020).

So, how do the terms “whole school approach” 
and “whole institution approach” differ? Often 
the two terms are used interchangeably. In gen-
eral, the term WSA refers mainly to school edu-
cation and “addressing the needs of learners, staff 
and the wider community, not only within the 
curriculum, but across the whole-school and 
learning environment. It implies collective and 
collaborative action in and by a school commu-
nity, to improve student learning, behaviour and 
wellbeing, and the conditions that support these” 
(UNESCO IBE, 2012).

The term WIA is addressed in the new imple-
mentation framework of the UNECE Strategy on 
ESD 2021–2030. As stated ESD through WIA 
goes beyond schooling and it is relevant to any 
institution and organization that seeks to main-
stream sustainability into all aspects of its opera-
tion. It requires reviewing and revising the 
institution’s internal operations and external rela-
tionships, and becomes an essential component 
in any strategy aligned with the SDGs (UNECE, 
2022). In this chapter, we use the term WSA, 
being the term most widely used. The term WIA 
is used in the text, where appropriate

The WSA/WIA is viewed as a continual 
reflexive process for sustainability through which 
a school or an institution encourages ESD within 
and across all domains of school life or an institu-
tion’s operations, where governance (vision, 
ethos, leadership, and coordination), pedagogy, 

and learning (e.g., cross-curricular projects; 
assessments; action learning); institutional 
practices/infrastructure, capacity building, com-
munity connections, research, and innovation are 
highlighted as important aspects of it (see Wals & 
Mathie, 2022; Verhelst et  al., 2022; NGA and 
NAAE, 2022; Hargis et  al., 2021; UNECE, 
2014).

The importance of WSA and the need for a 
coherent framework for organizing its dimen-
sions are documented by literature, through sev-
eral WSA models, devised by researchers and 
organizations, to support its implementation by 
schools and institutions: the OECD model 
(Mathar, 2013); the UNESCO model (UNESCO, 
2014; p. 89); the NGA and NAAE model (NGA 
and NAAE, 2022); the conceptual framework of 
an ESD effective school (Verhelst et  al., 2022); 
and the “flower model” (Wals & Mathie, 2022). 
Τhe models converge to the dimensions and 
aspects of WSA, they differ though, in the way 
they are developed. This is important for the 
implementation of WSA on ESD because institu-
tions are able to choose the model that best suits 
their profile, plans, and aspirations. Also, the 
variety of WSA models proves that its applica-
tion is neither linear nor static, but constitutes a 
dynamically evolving process, which can be 
applied in various ways and at multiple levels in 
each organization.

The aim of this chapter is not to analyze the 
various WSA models, nevertheless, we consider 
it necessary to briefly present the “flower model” 
by Wals and Mathie (2022), which we chose for 
the examination of the WSA implementation in 
the UNECE region. This model intends to trigger 
and guide a multistakeholder dialogue about 
infusing sustainability in school settings in the 
best possible ways. The model exists in a number 
of slight variations and, in any case, it presents in 
an organized way the most important aspects of 
WSA. The principal model consists of six inter-
relating elements that illustrate how all levels, 
areas, and stakeholders can be engaged in a 
WSA. The central element in the flower is the 
vision, which reflects the ethos, leadership, and 
coordination needed for a WSA, and operates as 
the connecting point for the six components: cur-
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riculum, pedagogy and didactics, management, 
operations, professional development, and school 
environment. The “flower model” was chosen 
because we consider that it presents the WSA 
dimensions in a complete, concise, and unified 
manner under a cyclical form that highlights the 
sequence, connections and continuity that must 
permeate every organization. Additionally, we 
consider that it is closer to the UNECE ESD 
Strategy and the way WSA is captured through it.

3.1.2  Whole School Approach 
in the UNECE Region

Fifty-six member states belong to the UNECE 
region. These are grouped into four sub-regions: 
Eastern Europe, the Caucasus, and Central Asia 
(EECCA); West Europe and America (EU-West); 
South Eastern Europe (SEE); and Western Asia 
(WA). The UNECE ESD Steering Committee is 
the body responsible for giving guidance and 
strategic directions for the implementation of the 
UNECE Strategy for ESD to the member states. 
The UNECE Strategy for ESD stressed the 
importance of the WSA since the early begin-
ning of its implementation. It serves as a road-
map for ESD, addresses ESD axes holistically, 
and ensures its effective implementation 
(Zachariou & Pace, 2022) by the member states 
of the UNECE. The strategy clearly states that 
“an educational institution as a whole […], 
should follow the principles of SD” (UNECE, 
2005, par. 29) highlighting the importance of 
integrating ESD through a whole school/institu-
tion approach.

The UNECE Strategy for ESD is fully aligned 
with other regional and international frameworks 
(WHO, 2019; UNESCO, 2020; EC, 2022a, b), 
but differs in the ways it seeks to provide coun-
tries and organizations with the tools they need to 
support the implementation of the main priority 
areas of the UNECE Strategy on ESD.  Such a 
tool is the development of the UNECE school 
planning framework, a crucial component of a 
WSA, which can serve as a guide for developing 
national and local approaches to ESD school 
planning (UNECE, 2013). The UNECE ESD 

School Plan implementation framework goes 
beyond simply teaching about sustainability in 
schools. It provides meaningful, flexible, and fea-
sible policy recommendations for integrating 
WSA more effectively, by identifying and ana-
lyzing through practical examples the core 
dimensions of WSA (UNECE, 2014). It 
addresses, explains, and describes the generic 
areas of a WSA/WIA as a concrete framework 
that can be applied in a variety of institutions, 
organizations, sectors, and contexts, which are 
implementing ESD and the SDGs (UNECE, 
2012).

The third evaluation report findings of the 
UNECE Strategy on ESD indicated that nearly 
71% of the member states promoted the WSA/
WIA.  Nevertheless, most of them continue to 
focus on enhancing curricula with ESD, through 
projects and voluntary schemes for ESD recogni-
tion and certification of schools (UNECE, 2016, 
p. 7). These findings were an important lever for 
mobilizing the process of enhancing and strength-
ening WSA in the third implementation frame-
work (2015–2018). WSA became one of the 
priority areas in the UNECE region being 
acknowledged as an important vehicle for achiev-
ing holistic and structural implementation of 
ESD in formal education (primary and second-
ary), vocational and higher education, and in 
enhancing formal and nonformal education links 
(UNECE, 2015, p. 5).

Despite the advances, the progress report on 
the implementation of the UNECE Strategy for 
ESD across the ECE region (2015–2018) states 
that WSA mainly concerns primary and second-
ary schools rather than other formal, nonformal, 
and informal education and other institutions 
(Hadjiachilleos & Zachariou, 2022). Zachariou 
and Hadjiachilleos (2022) comment that WSA in 
the UNECE region is viewed as a distinct aspect 
of the ESD Strategy implementation rather than 
as an issue, horizontally integrated into each of 
its parameters (e.g., policies, legislations, teacher 
competency development, research, develop-
ment, etc.). Similarly, European Commission 
policy recommendations noted that WIA to sus-
tainability is not always sufficiently present 
(Tilbury & Galvin, 2022).
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The importance of establishing WSA in the 
educational systems of the UNECE region coun-
tries is emphatically stated as one of the key 
 priority strands, in the new framework for the 
implementation of the UNECE Strategy for ESD 
from 2021 to 2030 end evolves from WSA to 
WIA, reaching beyond schooling in order to 
address every institution as a community of 
transformational learning for ESD. WSA/WIA in 
the new framework of the UNECE ESD Strategy 
is not just “a cerebral educational exercise” but it 
is the actual and core part of the organizations’ 
operations. It envisions ESD as a “component 
integrated across all educational and training pro-
grams, together with the sustainable management 
of the institution and its interface with the local 
community and system-wide interventions, 
where learners will acquire a “whole system” 
view, develop systemic thinking, and become 
able and willing to address problems and act 
accordingly” (UNECE, 2022, p. 12–13).

3.2  Methodology

Because of the UNECE regions (a) wide geo-
graphical representation and the large number of 
countries participating in its processes and mech-
anisms and (b) new developments and challenges 
set for ESD2030 with WSA being in the core of 
the UNECE Strategy for ESD activities, the 
UNECE region is considered as a good example 
for presenting how WSA is implemented in a 
regional level. In this chapter, we use the imple-
mentation of the strategy for ESD by the 56 
member-states of the UNECE region, as a case 
study. We seek to critically reflect on how WSA 
is integrated through the UNECE Strategy for 
ESD implementation and discuss current prac-
tices and the steps forward.

Thirty-four National Implementation Reports 
(NIRs) (out of the 56 member-states) were sub-
mitted at the end of the fourth implementation 
phase of the UNECE ESD Strategy for the period 
2015–2018. These 34 NIRS correspond to 8 
EECCA region countries, 21 from the EU-West, 
4 from the SEE, and 1 from the WA region. The 
NIRs reported on 48 qualitative and quantitative 

indicators, that reflected the 6 objectives (regula-
tory frameworks, ESD in formal, nonformal edu-
cation, the teachers’ capacity on ESD, ESD 
education tools, ESD research, collaboration on 
ESD) of the UNECE Strategy for ESD imple-
mentation. The WSA in the UNECE ESD 
Strategy was specifically addressed through indi-
cator (2.3), which includes three sub-indicators 
(2.3.1. “adopted by institutions,” 2.3.2 “incen-
tives,” and 2.3.3 “ESD Indicators”). Given the 
fact that elements of WSA permeate the set of 
indicators concerning the UNECE ESD report 
format, the examination of WSA, solely through 
this specific indicator, would be very limiting. 
We would like to clarify that the first number in 
parentheses corresponds to the UNECE Strategy 
for ESD Issue, the second number to the indica-
tor, and the third number to the sub-indicator. An 
overview of coding corresponding to the UNECE 
ESD Strategy can be found in ECE/CEP/
AC.13/2014/5. Phase III: Format for reporting on 
the implementation of the UNECE ESD Strategy.

This chapter addresses all the indicators of the 
UNECE ESD Strategy and uses the “flower 
model” aspects (Wals & Mathie, 2022) as the 
basis for the analysis of all the NIRs submitted. 
This approach can provide a better insight into 
how WSA is viewed and addressed by the mem-
ber states in the UNECE region and reveals pos-
sible challenges met by the countries and 
opportunities to promote WSA to ESD.  It also 
helps highlight the connections and correlations 
of the UNECE Strategy for ESD with the dimen-
sions of WSA and allows us to identify gaps and 
steps that need to be undertaken for improving 
UNECE ESD Strategy in this particular strand.

Table 3.1 presents an overview of the indica-
tors and sub-indicators referring to each of the 
“flower model” petals. The NIR template, 
requested examples from each country’s national 
context, for each of the indicators and sub- 
indicators included in the report. These results 
should be interpreted with caution, due to the dis-
parity of sizes of the UNECE member states. 
Additionally, they are not exhaustive and may 
omit other examples of WSA in ESD.

In the data analysis, we cross examine the 
UNECE Strategy for ESD NIR’s data with each 
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of the petals of the “flower model” in order to 
reveal how and to what extent WSA is integrated 
into ESD across the UNECE region. Table  3.1 
presents an overview of how indicators and sub- 
indicators of the UNECE ESD Strategy’s issues 
are categorized under each of the five WSA 
parameters or “petals” of Wals and Matthie’s 
(2022) Flower Model. Following this framework, 
results refer to quantitative and qualitative data 
for each of the parameters of WSA as reported 
under the specific UNECE Strategy for ESD 
issues, indicators, and sub-indicators.

3.3  Results

3.3.1  WSA and Curriculum: What Do 
We Teach?

Curricula were one of the WSA aspects most fre-
quently addressed through the NIR indicators and 
sub-indicators (Table  3.1). In order to examine 
how ESD curricula are relevant to WSA through 
the UNECE Strategy for ESD, prerequisite mea-
sures were examined (ESD Strategy Issue 1) with 
specific reference to policy documents and their 
indicators and sub-indicators as stated in the 
parentheses: (1.2.2.), raising public awareness 
(1.2.4), multistakeholder cooperation on policies 
(1.2.6), and funding (1.2.7). In terms of formal, 
nonformal, and informal learning (Issue 2), mea-
sures examined included SD key themes in formal 
education (curriculum, learning outcomes, e.g., 
skills/ attitudes/ values) (2.1), quality assessment 
systems (2.4), and ESD methods/instruments for 
nonformal and informal learning to assess changes 
in knowledge, attitude, and practice (2.5). 
Curriculum was also viewed in the framework of 
research and development, specifically the pro-
motion of research on the content of ESD (5.1), 
on strategy outcomes (5.1.2), and innovation and 
capacity building (5.2.1). ESD is incorporated in 
the national curricula of 24 out of 32 reporting 
countries. Figure 3.1 depicts the extent to which 
ESD is embedded in curricula across the 
International Standard Classification of Education 
(ISCED) levels (UNESCO, 2012). ISCED is the 
official framework used to facilitate international 

comparisons of education systems, developed by 
UNESCO. ISCED is a universal categorization of 
education levels, eliminating discrepancies 
emerging from differences among the countries’ 
national education systems.

Figure 3.1 presents frequencies and percent-
ages of countries (out of 34 submitted reports), 
referring to whether ESD is included in national 
curricula, standards, ordinances, and require-
ments in all levels of formal education, as under-
stood in each country’s education system. 
Caution should be taken when interpreting this 
question as it referred to all levels of education 
and each country responded on whether or not 
ESD is included in national curricula, standards, 
and ordinances without further justification. 
Considering that ESD and its level of implemen-
tation are differentiated from country to country, 
the quality of this integration across policies can-
not be further discussed since countries were not 
required to provide in-depth information as to 
specific frameworks in which this takes place. 
Nevertheless, as presented in Fig. 3.1, it should 
be noted that 32 out of 34 countries report that 
ESD is integrated across curricula, standards, 
ordinances, and other requirements, primarily 
throughout school education (ISCED 0 through 
ISCED 3). For example, in Iceland, there is a 
National Curriculum Guide for all levels of 
school education including specific reference to 
sustainability as a fundamental pillar of educa-
tion. In Serbia, the Law of Fundamentals of the 
Education System provided the framework for 
the compilation of The Rulebook of Foundation 
Education Programs, specifically referring to the 
kindergarten as a place of democratic and inclu-
sive practice under which sustainability is a key 
strand. The lowest rates of incorporating ESD in 
national curricula were observed for preuniver-
sity education levels (ISCED 4 and 5). Often, 
even though ESD is implicitly addressed in the 
curricula of preuniversity education through vari-
ous actions, it seems that there is a lot to be done 
to achieve its full integration at this level. 
Indicatively, Romania points out a lack of a spe-
cific discipline for ESD at preuniversity educa-
tion, even though key themes of SD are included 
in core or optional at this level.
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Fig. 3.1 ESD is addressed in national curricula/standards/ordinances/requirements as understood in each coun-
try’s education system: Distribution across ISCED levels (out of 32 countries). (Hadjiachilleos & Zachariou, 
2022, p. 36)

Throughout the NIRs, it was evident that 
Sustainable Development (SD) key themes 
(2.1.1.) are established within curricula as >85% 
of the countries indicate that they have SD key 
themes integrated across various education levels 
but to a different extent, depending on the educa-
tion level. Indicatively, in kindergarten and pri-
mary education, environmental protection and 
environmental health are the most highly inte-
grated themes. SD key themes are more empha-
sized in lower secondary compared to the other 
education levels, especially biological and land-
scape diversity and environmental protection. In 
short-term tertiary education, cultural diversity 
was the SD key theme most extensively 
addressed, whereas in higher education, empha-
sis was placed on human rights, ecological prin-
ciples, and oceans.

Figure 3.2 shows that the key themes of corpo-
rate social responsibility, culture’s contribution to 
SD, economic growth, and poverty alleviation 
were the themes least addressed by the countries 
at all education levels. This might be attributed, 

amongst other reasons, to the complexity of the 
themes, which may hamper their integration at 
the lower ISCED levels, particularly in early 
childhood and primary education levels. The way 
in which sustainable development themes are 
defined depends on the context of each country 
and thus more emphasis could be placed on envi-
ronmental (e.g., Slovakia, Serbia), social (e.g., 
Estonia, Turkey, Belarus), and economic issues 
(e.g., Romania, Tajikistan) or to a combination of 
the three (e.g., Belgium, Finland, Hungary, 
Latvia, Croatia, Switzerland, Cyprus, Greece, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Russian Federation).

ESD key-theme integration level also varies 
according to education level. Specifically, themes 
integrated into school education pertain more to 
the environmental aspects of ESD such as envi-
ronmental protection, biology and landscape 
diversity, and environmental health. The least 
addressed themes in school education refer to 
social responsibility, economic growth, and good 
jobs. Nevertheless, as suggested in the Serbian 
NIR, sociocultural and economic aspects of ESD 
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in the report (ECE/CEP/AC.13/2014/5) template

are often in place but they are not always recog-
nized as SD. Examples of key-theme integration 
in Technical Vocational Education and Training 
(TVET) provided by Romania, where part of the 
“Local development curriculum” which is 
adopted to local specificities in SD.  In 
Montenegro, 25 modularized curricula for TVET 
ensure the attainment of key SD competences. 
ESD key themes with strong social and economic 
elements are more extensively addressed at post- 
secondary and in higher education levels. For 
example, in Estonia, the Estonian Refugee 
Council, Tartu University, and local Non- 
Governmental Organizations (NGOs) offered 
several example activities as a response to the 
current refugee crisis.

3.3.2  WSA and Pedagogy/Didactics: 
How Do We Learn?

In formal, nonformal, and informal education, 
pedagogy and didactics were viewed through the 
pedagogical methods utilized (2.1.) and through 
implementing ESD as a multistakeholder process 

(sub-indicator 2.6). Finally, conserving tradi-
tional knowledge and knowledge of indigenous 
people (Issue 7) was mainly understood through 
utilizing nonformal settings.

NIR results indicated that various teaching 
and learning methods are addressed explicitly in 
curricula by 26 (76.5%) countries. How these 
methods are used depends on the education level. 
For kindergarten and primary levels, teaching 
and learning methods used are more connected to 
concrete life experiences, such as role-playing, 
excursions, and outdoor learning. In secondary 
education, the methods used are rather oriented 
toward problem-solving, simulations, and 
Information Communication Technology (ICT), 
which, in fact is one of the most extensively used 
methods across preuniversity and university edu-
cation. Surveys, simulations, and problem- 
solving are also extensively integrated at these 
education levels.

To a large extent, the methods used at the for-
mal and nonformal levels depend on the teacher. 
Schools, education institutions, and teachers in 
Finland, for example, have autonomy regarding 
the learning methods they use (Finland NIR). In 
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the Netherlands, under the “freedom of 
Education” law, the national curriculum only 
describes the “what” (content) in highly abstract 
terminology. The “how” and “when” are the 
responsibilities of individual schools (Netherlands 
NIR).

Some countries report specific teaching meth-
ods in the curricula, the majority of which pro-
mote learner-centered learning (e.g., Finland, the 
Netherlands, Hungary, Latvia, Romania, Estonia, 
and Slovenia). As presented in Fig. 3.3, the teach-
ing and learning methods most widely used to 
promote SD throughout all ISCED levels are 
simulations, role-playing and games, ICT, excur-
sions and outdoor learning, discussions, and 
problem solving. The least utilized teaching 
methods to promote SD are workplace experi-
ence, good practice analyses, philosophical 
inquiry, and conceptual and perceptual mapping 
(Hadjiachilleos & Zachariou, 2022). Regarding 
the pedagogies and actions related to hands-on 

learning concerning the conservation of tradi-
tional knowledge (Issue 7), a number of countries 
(e.g., Belarus, Croatia, Cyprus, Greece, Hungary, 
Kirgizstan, and Russia) indicate that they are 
bringing students in connection with local popu-
lations with programs that concern traditional 
crafts and local products.

3.3.3  WSA and Building 
Management/Operations: 
Where Do We Learn?

This parameter was only examined under Issue 2: 
ESD in formal, nonformal, and informal learn-
ing, specifically in relation to whether instru-
ments for formal, informal, and nonformal 
learning are in place to assess changes in knowl-
edge, attitudes, and skills. Coombs et al. (1973) 
(as cited in Smith, 2002) distinguished the three 
forms of education by stating that (a) formal edu-
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3 Insights, Challenges, and Prospects on Whole School Approach to Sustainability in the UN Economic…



46

cation is hierarchically structured, chronologi-
cally graded “education system,” running from 
primary school through the university and, 
including, in addition to general academic stud-
ies, a variety of specialized programs and institu-
tions for full-time technical and professional 
training, (b) informal education is the truly life-
long process whereby every individual acquires 
attitudes, values, skills, and knowledge from 
daily experience and the educative influences and 
resources in his or her environment—from fam-
ily and neighbors, from work and play, from the 
market place, the library and the mass media, and 
(c) nonformal education is any organized educa-
tional activity outside the established formal sys-
tem—whether operating separately or as an 
important feature of some broader activity—that 
is intended to serve identifiable learning clien-
teles and learning objectives.

The significance of nonformal and informal 
learning in ESD is emphasized throughout the 
UNECE Strategy for ESD and has been reflected 
in the previous reporting cycles (UNECE, 2015, 
para. 32). Thus, member states have long recog-
nized that addressing ESD solely through formal 
education is insufficient, and have emphasized 
nonformal and informal learning as a means of 
orienting societies toward sustainable develop-
ment. Therefore, even though there was an 
attempt in the strategy to examine infrastructure 
in terms of the places/buildings where ESD is 
delivered throughout the various education lev-
els, examining school buildings and the way in 
which they are utilized to promote sustainability 
and ESD was overlooked.

Few countries provided examples of sustain-
able school infrastructure (e.g., Cyprus, Finland, 
Greece, Hungary, Slovakia, Slovenia, and the 
Netherlands). Indicatively, green spaces or gar-
dens in schoolyards have been particularly 
emphasized as part of WSA efforts in Cyprus 
and Slovenia. In Cyprus, green school spaces 
are integrated into the schools’ Sustainable 
Environmental Education Policy, whereas in 
Slovenia they are promoted through the Eco- 
Schools program at all levels of education. The 
Faculty of Education in Ljubljana is the first 
eco- friendly faculty in Slovenia, which fully 

implements WSA through addressing energy 
and water saving, local food and effective food 
management, and maintaining vegetable 
gardens.

3.3.4  WSA and Professional 
Development: Whom Do 
We Learn From?

A key factor in successfully promoting ESD 
implementation is the educator, indicating the 
importance of teacher professional development 
and initial education. This parameter also refers 
to stakeholders such as the local community, tra-
ditional communities, and local artisans, which 
can be considered as facilitating the aspirations 
of ESD in terms of learning outcomes and becom-
ing learning arenas for teachers, students, and 
other school actors.

“Whom do we learn from” explored educator 
ESD competences in the training of educators 
(3.1) and opportunities for educators to cooperate 
on ESD (3.2). Additionally, we reviewed research 
and development on ESD issues, specifically 
research on innovation and capacity building in 
ESD practice (5.2.1) and ways in which research 
results are disseminated (5.3) and feed ESD pro-
fessional development. Intergenerational cooper-
ation, local communities, and indigenous people 
(Issue 7) were viewed as factors promoting pro-
fessional development.

Countries reported specifically on whether 
national policies on ESD support teacher profes-
sional development. Malta for example explained 
that their ministry provides educators with clear 
and updated guidelines for the implementation of 
ESD across the curriculum through a formal 
structure that coordinates ESD implementation in 
educational institutions, provides financial sup-
port, and provides adequate continuous profes-
sional development opportunities to educators 
and school leaders.

Countries were also requested to provide data 
as to how teacher professional development is 
delivered to preservice teachers, in-service teach-
ers, and school leaders. An overview is presented 
in Fig. 3.4; most member states report that ESD 
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Fig. 3.4 Training of educators (Hadjiachilleos & Zachariou, 2022, p. 108)

is part of initial training (26 countries, 81%) and 
part of in-service training (28 countries, 87.5%), 
with 22 member states (68%) also addressing 
ESD competences in training programs for edu-
cation leaders and administrators. These out-
comes should be interpreted with caution, 
especially on teachers’ professional development 
which is often offered by tertiary-level institu-
tions that have a high level of autonomy and 
reporting on this area was often fragmented.

Approaches to in-service training in ESD 
competences vary from country to country and 
are offered as part of teacher professional devel-
opment education in 28 member states (87.5%). 
It is important to mention that ESD is included in 
teachers’ training but often takes place on a vol-
untary basis. These optional opportunities are 
provided by extended networks on ESD actions, 
established in several countries. For example, 
Germany, Hungary, Ireland, and Slovenia have 
embraced the green kindergarten network. In 
Germany, 29 model networks supported by the 
foundation “Haus der Κleinen Forscher” (Little 
Scientists’ House) provide pedagogical resources 
and a continuous professional development pro-
gram. Training workshops on the integration of 
ESD in early childhood education are offered to 
caring/teaching staff, reaching 30,000 early 
childhood education institutions. In Hungary, the 

green kindergarten network and the eco-school 
network are efficient representatives of the WSA 
and also provide teacher training, reaching more 
than 20% of the overall population of Hungarian 
teachers. In Austria SD and ESD lectures, 
courses and seminars are offered, among others, 
through summer academies, or specific courses 
offered by local universities. Despite their 
optional nature, an impressively high number of 
in-service educators have attended such courses. 
In Israel, the Ministries of Environmental 
Protection and Education train more than 2700 
teachers per year on how to incorporate ESD in 
their teaching.

In addition, mandatory in-service ESD train-
ing was reported by several member states (e.g. 
Bulgaria, Romania, Slovenia, Montenegro, 
Cyprus, Belarus, and Tajikistan) indicating the 
importance placed on developing in-service 
teachers’ ESD competences. ESD competences 
in the training of education leaders and adminis-
trators have increased significantly as reported 
during phase IV compared to reporting on phase 
III (UNECE, 2015) from just above 50% of 
reporting member states offering such education 
opportunities in the period 2011–2015 to 68.7% 
(22 countries) in the period 2015–2018.

In Cyprus, mandatory and optional ESD 
courses are offered not only to teachers but also 
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to principals and school leaders on an annual 
basis, focusing on their schools becoming sus-
tainable. In Georgia, approximately 80% of pub-
lic school principals have received leadership 
academy training to become instructional lead-
ers. Various Official ESD Awards and activities 
by other stakeholders in Germany focus on the 
training of ESD leaders.

Twenty-six member states (81.2%) have 
affirmed that networks/platforms of educators 
and/or leaders/administrators are established in 
their country. For example, the Education 
Coalition NGO in Switzerland is a network of 
approximately 30 NGOs, youth associations, 
environment associations, health, international 
cooperation, and human rights organizations, 
aiming at integrating and anchoring ESD in civil 
society and politics.

Governmental support for ESD networks and 
platforms comes mainly in the form of coordina-
tion and/or financing. Specifically, 22 (68.7%) 
member states report that such support exists for 
specific initiatives, such as Austria’s Sustainability 
Award for Higher Education, Finland’s SD cer-
tificate for schools, and Slovakia’s Ministry of 
Environment funding for education institutions. 
Concrete governmental structures to provide 
funding, equip educators with ESD competences, 
support ESD Strategy implementation, and guide 
and/or coordinate such efforts seem to be 
missing.

3.3.5  WSA and School Environment: 
Whom Do We Learn With?

Sustainable development is attracting an increas-
ing number of people, including entrepreneurs 
and governments. The transition from an unsus-
tainable to a sustainable world is a learning pro-
cess for everyone. The school environment and 
its connection to society are critical in the WSA. 
The school environment has been examined 
through the NIRs, in relation to ESD compe-
tences included in educators’ training (3.1), ESD 
cooperation opportunities (3.2), and research and 
development (5.2 and 5.3). Finally, whom we 
learn with was a parameter examined through the 

countries’ initiatives to promote ESD through 
intergenerational cooperation, local communi-
ties, and indigenous people (Issue 7).

The strategy places a strong emphasis on mul-
tistakeholder collaboration for ESD.  Sub- 
indicator 2.6.1 examines whether ESD 
implementation is a multistakeholder process in 
28 member states (87.5%). Local governments, 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), the 
media, communities, the private sector, organized 
labor, and faith-based organizations are involved 
in the implementation of the ESD Strategy. The 
actions in which stakeholders participate in ESD 
Strategy implementation—such as raising public 
awareness, training, quality education, etc.—are 
presented in Fig. 3.5.

Raising public awareness is the ESD aspect 
stakeholders are mostly engaged in, whereas they 
are least engaged in reorienting education toward 
sustainable development. Reorienting education 
refers to empowering learners to be engaged in 
lifelong learning processes that will allow them 
to make informed decisions, develop creative 
problem-solving skills, scientific and social liter-
acy, and participate in individual and cooperative 
action for a sustainable future (Bowers, 1995). 
Stakeholders such as community-based organiza-
tions, NGOs, the media, and local governments 
are the ones mostly involved in raising public 
awareness and social learning. Local govern-
ments have the most multifaceted role in promot-
ing ESD implementation, specifically, training, 
quality education, and public awareness. This can 
be attributed to their authority to establish 
national policies and collaborations and also to 
funding opportunities they can provide in the 
national context.

3.4  Discussion

Despite the fact that it is not possible to exten-
sively analyze and discuss each dimension of the 
WSA, within this chapter, the results allow us to 
summarize an overall picture of the WSA imple-
mentation in the UNECE region. What is noted 
from the synopsis of the results is that there is a 
clear orientation toward WSA. However, frag-
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Fig. 3.5 Multistakeholder cooperation (Hadjiachilleos & Zachariou, 2022, p. 97)

mented data provided by countries reflect a par-
tial view of how WSA is implemented in ESD in 
the UNECE region. As demonstrated through the 
data analysis, the strategy in itself does not place 
equal value on each of the “petals” of the WSA to 
ESD “flower model” taking into consideration 
that the focus is on curricula and the school envi-
ronment, while the school infrastructure is 
neglected. Below, the results of the WSA as real-
ized through the UNECE ESD Strategy are dis-
cussed, organized under the aspects-petals of the 
WSA to ESD “flower model.”

3.4.1  What Do We Learn? (Curricula)

It was evident through the NIRs that WSA to 
ESD in the UNECE region is well integrated 
across curricula, especially in school education 
levels. Depending on the national context, key 
themes examined emphasize either the environ-
mental, social, cultural, or economic aspects of 
SD issues. This is a promising fact as the well- 

defined context and pedagogy of the curricula are 
important prerequisites of quality in education 
(Kadji et  al., 2017; Kadji & Zachariou, 2022). 
Maintaining the integrity of life support systems 
(environmental sustainability), equity between 
ethnic and social groups as well as between gen-
erations (social sustainability), the nourishment 
and sharing of attitudes and values that represent 
diverse ways of viewing the world (cultural sus-
tainability), and using resources to provide nec-
essary and desirable products and services for the 
next generation without compromising their abil-
ity to do the same (economic sustainability) 
(Wals, 2014) are all valued within curricula but 
understood differently across UNECE countries. 
The different degree of emphasis placed on each 
of the SD parameters through curricula is indica-
tive of how factors such as education level and 
different priorities determine which SD key 
themes will be emphasized.

In tertiary education, despite the considerable 
efforts to incorporate ESD in university curricula, 
there is a lot to be done regarding how Higher 
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Education Institutions (HEIs) address ESD 
through WIA.  The 2022 European Strategy for 
Universities supports the higher education sector 
in implementing WIA for the green transition and 
sustainable development, through highlighting 
the development of skills, competences, and 
technological innovation. The high level of the 
HEIs’ autonomy can be used as a factor in pro-
moting innovation through WIA in ESD.

In order to successfully implement WIA, the 
tertiary level has to highlight entrepreneurship 
(Hopkinson & James, 2013). Countries have 
made considerable efforts to connect school 
learning with the labor market, mainly through 
vocational education and tertiary education (e.g., 
through connecting what is taught in TVET with 
market needs in the area or through creating qual-
ity frameworks documenting competences 
acquired through ESD in HEIs).

3.4.2  Whom Do We Learn From? 
(Professional Development)

In the UNECE region, teacher training on ESD 
implementation is offered by multiple stakehold-
ers on an optional basis. Mandatory training is 
gaining attention in several countries revealing 
the growing acknowledgement of the importance 
of ESD.  In the UNECE region, governmental 
support for professional development is usually 
in the form of coordination and/or financing, 
whereas teachers’ initial training is mainly 
offered through HEIs.

University teacher education is also an impor-
tant milestone in teachers’ professional develop-
ment. According to Albareda-Tiara et al. (2019), 
active teaching/learning strategies in ESD 
embedded in curricula of initial teacher educa-
tion highly contribute to future teachers’ sustain-
ability competences. In order to examine this, a 
clearer picture of ESD integration in university 
education is required. The authors also claim that 
sustainability competences are needed to orient 
teachers toward sustainability and empower them 
to teach the way they live. This assumption places 
tremendous importance on teacher training for 
effective ESD implementation in general. Under 

this framework, teachers are required to make 
appropriate connections among various aspects 
of sustainability. That is why teacher professional 
development should be ongoing.

In addition, in the UNECE region, there is 
increased attention on educating school leaders 
for effective ESD implementation, as they can 
facilitate strategy implementation and dissemina-
tion. Reorienting a school to ESD requires spe-
cific leadership practices (Kadji-Beltran et  al., 
2012) such as empowering teachers, encouraging 
challenging current approaches, exploring alter-
native curricula and pedagogies, and collaborat-
ing with others to support the school vision. In 
addition, through WSA in ESD addressing school 
leaders’ competences improves overall coordina-
tion among stakeholders and reduces resistance 
to change. External stakeholders and networks 
have also been found to provide learning oppor-
tunities and authentic experiences for all learners 
in school.

3.4.3  How Do We Learn? 
(Pedagogy/Didactics)

UNECE countries reported a variety of pedagogi-
cal approaches in addressing ESD both in formal 
and nonformal contexts, some being more fre-
quently used than others. Encouraging experi-
mentation with multiple and alternative teaching 
techniques is a dynamic element of WSA in ESD, 
which can be encouraged through well-informed 
and progressive school leadership (Zachariou 
et al., 2013). Furthermore, alternative pedagogies 
that evolve around problem solving should be 
encouraged more, through national education 
systems, to promote the necessary paradigm shift 
and foster sustainability competences (Gokoo- 
Ramdoo & Rumjaun, 2017; Kadji-Beltran & 
Zachariou, 2022).

Strong experiences and appropriate pedago-
gies that foster critical thinking, reflection, and 
sustainability competences, in general, can have 
a transformative impact on learners. Meaningful 
experiential learning in nature and communities, 
as well as connecting places and people, are 
therefore important learning spaces that support 
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shifting from transmissive to transformative 
forms of education (Bell, 2016). As our data anal-
ysis has revealed, the UNECE countries address 
pedagogical methods integration in ESD in dif-
ferent ways, with some countries providing full 
autonomy for teachers to select and use 
 appropriate teaching and learning methods and 
others embedding these methods in curricula. 
Student- centered pedagogical approaches are 
highly emphasized in all education levels. 
Nevertheless, in school education, especially in 
kindergarten and in primary education, methods 
build more on students’ concrete learning experi-
ences in formal and nonformal settings (e.g., field 
work, excursions, and role-playing), whereas in 
secondary and tertiary education methods gradu-
ally orient toward more abstract mental pro-
cesses, engaging critical thinking (e.g., problem 
solving and ICT).

3.4.4  Where Do We Learn? (Building 
Management/Operations)

Sustainable infrastructure plays an important role 
in the green economy transition, as it sits at the 
heart of the sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) (UNEP, 2021). The need to transition to 
green infrastructure investments is clearly stated 
through the new policy text of the UNECE 
Committee of Environmental Policy “Greening 
the economy in the pan-European region: work-
ing toward sustainable infrastructure.” Green 
infrastructure investments are becoming urgent 
because of the ongoing climate crisis and the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which press the govern-
ments in the region to achieve collective tangible 
progress for the green economy beyond individ-
ual actions, especially with regard to sustainable 
infrastructure development (CEP, 2022, p. 4).

For schools, the creation of sustainable infra-
structure is very important because it contributes 
to a healthy school, increases the self-esteem of 
students, affects their psychological mood posi-
tively, and ultimately contributes to the dissemi-
nation of knowledge as well as their creativity 
(Tapia-Fonllem et al., 2020). In addition, sustain-
able school infrastructures contribute to the pro-

tection of the environment or act as a measure of 
adaptation to climate change (Barrett et  al., 
2019). It is no coincidence that the European 
Commission addresses its commitment to pro-
vide member states with new financial resources 
to make school buildings and operations more 
sustainable (EC, 2019, p. 19). Despite acknowl-
edging the need to transition to green infrastruc-
tures and sustainable school buildings, this 
dimension is the least addressed aspect of WSA 
in the current UNECE ESD Strategy. This can be 
justified by a number of factors such as the capac-
ity and resources available and mainly because 
sustainable infrastructure is complex in nature 
(CEP, 2022). The results of the present study 
indicate that in the UNECE region, more atten-
tion should be paid to school infrastructure, 
schools being the place where ESD is primarily 
delivered. School buildings should be a sustain-
ability paradigm: inspire students to live and act 
sustainably, provide experiences hard to obtain 
elsewhere, and develop a sense of pride in their 
sustainable school. The improvement of school 
building’s infrastructure is an issue that needs to 
be addressed by governments, school leadership, 
parents’ associations, local communities, 
strengthening the school’s connections, and ben-
efitting at the same time the community (Espinet 
& Zachariou, 2014).

3.4.5  Whom Do We Learn With? 
(School Environment)

Apart from schools, stakeholders mostly involved 
in the UNECE Strategy for ESD implementation 
are NGOs, the media, local governments, and 
community-based organizations. These are 
highly engaged in public awareness actions and 
generate a special type of learning that aims to 
connect people effectively and actively in achiev-
ing a better quality of life in their own context 
(Espinet & Zachariou, 2014). This collaboration 
creates learning and action communities and 
leads to collaborative change. Bringing together 
heterogeneous perspectives is crucial for fully 
understanding sustainability challenges (Beyers 
& Leventon, 2019).
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The status of an institution, such as for exam-
ple public authorities or faith-based organiza-
tions, NGOs, or the media, calls for a different 
type of engagement in ESD such as, for example, 
quality education. Still, quality education is the 
least addressed aspect of multistakeholder 
 collaboration, which reveals a gap that needs to 
be addressed in the future. The primary goal of 
participatory ESD is to educate people so that 
they can participate as active citizens in demo-
cratic processes concerning sustainable develop-
ment issues. At the same time, external factors 
such as the requirements of employment may 
help to provide additional incentives to promote 
multistakeholder collaboration in ESD 
(Matthiews & Vargas, 2016), especially in higher 
education.

3.5  Ways Forward

There are many ways to move forward with WSA 
in ESD. To start with, the UNECE countries need 
to reflect—individually and collectively—on the 
vision of the sustainable school they aspire to. 
Indicatively, starting with curricula, there needs 
to be a thorough evaluation or mapping of their 
content across all levels of education in the 
UNECE countries from an ESD perspective in 
order to find out the status of ESD content exam-
ined (Hadjiachilleos & Zachariou, 2022). Quality 
control mechanisms for ESD curricula (e.g., 
guidelines, evaluation mechanisms etc.), for tools 
and materials, and the kinds of collaboration 
established between various stakeholders outside 
the school, need to be set. In this way, more 
informed decisions on ESD implementation can 
be taken, promoting competences and increasing 
youth employability (Lambini et  al., 2021). 
Pedagogies and curricula could be viewed from 
the perspective of the SDGs and “reach beyond 
the institution by engaging in sustainable and 
inclusive social change in line with the civic mis-
sion of the institution” (Gregersen-Hermans, 
2021, p. 461).

Taking into consideration the complexity of 
sustainability issues and the need to move to 
more radical models of learning, which will 

change our frame of mind to more sustainable 
behaviors, WSA seems to be the only way to 
move forward since it “captures” unified and 
concretely the vision as well the challenge of the 
institutions to evolve from education organiza-
tions to communities of learning for 
ESD.  McGregor (2019) pointed out that main-
stream ESD should radically transform to “pro-
mote a way for people to walk a different path, 
especially considering the environmental chal-
lenges staring them in the face.” To achieve this 
radical transformation, deep, meaningful learn-
ing should be put forward and best educational 
practices should be integrated synergistically into 
a unified whole. This idea could be put forward 
through WSA, which encourages transformative 
learning settings (Ostergaard, 2021). Such set-
tings help students to develop the capacities 
required to mitigate the challenges facing the 
environment in the long term and require internal 
and external synergies of the school, which are 
mainstreamed through WSA.

The fragmentation in the way WSA in ESD 
has been viewed in the current UNECE Strategy 
for ESD progress report (Hadjiachilleos & 
Zachariou, 2022) and the orientation toward 
transformational learning seem to be well 
addressed through the new framework for the 
implementation of the UNECE Strategy for 
ESD2021–2030 (UNECE, 2022). WSA approach 
is considered one of the key strands and in con-
nection with the rest of the key strands (Quality 
Education and ESD, Digital Education, ICT and 
ESD, and Entrepreneurship, Employment, 
Innovation and ESD). The new strategic frame-
work for the implementation of the UNECE 
Strategy for ESD 2021–2030 aspires to improve 
educational systems and other mechanisms that 
enable people to learn, live, and work in a more 
prosperous, just, creative, healthy, and sustain-
able planet and region (UNECE, 2022). 
Additionally, the new strategic framework seeks 
to empower WSA/WIA across the spectrum of 
organizations within formal, nonformal, and 
informal education and beyond school education. 
Importantly, it addresses the need for emphasiz-
ing the impact of school infrastructure and build-
ings, on how ESD is realized. Barrett et al. (2019) 
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provide evidence documenting the impact of 
pedagogy and school buildings on the overall 
quality of education. Undoubtedly, addressing 
school infrastructure and its role in ESD imple-
mentation require planning, ambition, long-term 
perspectives, and, of course, funding (Barrett 
et al., 2019). That is why addressing school infra-
structure through the new strategic framework of 
ESD Strategy in the UNECE region is vital. 
School infrastructure can facilitate the opening of 
the school to the community and the formation of 
multistakeholder collaborations (Mula et  al., 
2022).

WSA in ESD is currently realized in various 
ways through the UNECE region. Countries tend 
to integrate WSA differently because of the dif-
ferent educational priorities, particularities, and 
variety of educational systems as well as the dis-
parity of size, cultural heritage, and geographic 
position of the countries in the UNECE region. 
Having that in mind, in view of the new frame-
work for the implementation of the UNECE 
Strategy for ESD2021–2030 currently in prog-
ress, a lot is expected concerning how policy-
makers, school leaders, practitioners, students, 
local communities, and other stakeholders will be 
involved and oriented toward sustainable devel-
opment in the future, through well established 
and validated WSAs. The UNECE can make 
invaluable contributions to how WSA is imple-
mented in ESD due to the “polyphony” of coun-
tries and also due to the opportunities for 
international cooperation, capacity, expertise, 
and exchange of good practices that they can 
promote.
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4How to Institutionalize a Whole 
School Approach to ESD

Niklas Gericke, Anette Forssten Seiser, 
Anna Mogren, Teresa Berglund, and Daniel Olsson

Key Message
The theoretical framework and empirical exam-
ples presented in this chapter stem from school 
improvement research and can be used by 
schools that want to work practically according 
to a whole school approach (WSA) toward edu-
cation for sustainable development (ESD) 
through policymakers who want to establish 
guidelines enabling the implementation of WSA 
to ESD and through researchers who want to 
investigate and analyze the process of institu-
tionalizing WSA to ESD.

4.1  Introduction

The concept of whole school approach (WSA) 
has become a central terminology used in the 
policy on sustainability education or education 
for sustainable development (ESD).1 The reason 

1 In this chapter, we do not distinguish between the terms 
sustainability education, education for sustainability, and 
education for sustainable development. We consider 
them here to be synonyms and an educational approach 

for this is that regular education within the 
boundaries of school subjects has been urged to 
address the need to educate citizens who can 
meet the sustainability challenges of the twenty- 
first century (see, e.g., Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2015). 
According to Wals and Mathie (2022), schools 
are challenged by the problem of how to respond 
to emerging societal issues such as runaway cli-
mate change. So far, more education has not 
reversed the negative decline of the environment. 
Consequently, a WSA to ESD has been suggested 
to redirect education toward a more sustainable 
society (Henderson & Tilbury, 2004; Mogren, 
2019). Since learning cognitively and decontex-
tualized about sustainability issues and how to 
solve them has proven not to translate into 
changed values and actions toward sustainability 
outside school, learning in authentic settings is 
suggested to stimulate students’ affective dimen-
sions of emotions, attitudes, and values (Eilam & 
Trop, 2010). Consequently, affective dimensions 
are often given equal importance as the cognitive 
knowledge dimension in ESD (Gericke & 
Torbjörnsson, 2022b). Therefore, the WSA has 
been suggested as the next step in sustainability 
education because it imposes an inclusive per-
spective on teaching and learning, including all 

with the overall aim to facilitate development of sustain-
ability in the wider society as expressed in the title of this 
book Whole School Approaches to Sustainability.
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stakeholders in the school, and opens education 
to the society outside the school.

There is rich diversity in the ways the WSA 
has been described in the literature. However, a 
common guiding principle for the WSA is the 
integration of three lines of action: environmental 
management (“greening”) of the school, the 
establishment of ongoing partnerships with the 
broader local community to address issues of 
social-environmental sustainability, and incorpo-
ration of sustainability in the curriculum (Gericke, 
2022). Hence, a WSA demands the efforts of the 
whole school community and external stakehold-
ers to expose students to real sustainability issues. 
Research has, however, continuously shown that 
this is a very difficult goal to achieve (Holst, 
2023; Laurie et al., 2016; Mathar, 2015; Mogren 
& Gericke 2017a, b; Müller et  al., 2021). 
Therefore, the most central issue as we see it in 
practice and research on the WSA is how to 
implement the approach or, to put it differently, 
how to reform a school to work according to a 
WSA.

WSA to ESD has mainly been practice-based 
and lacked a foundation in educational theory on 
how a school works as an organization. Our 
research group has been inspired by and has 
applied methods and theories from the field of 
school improvement research to study the WSA 
toward sustainability. In this chapter, we build on 
those experiences and take a novel process per-
spective from developed theories within school 
improvement research to suggest how a WSA to 
ESD can be implemented in schools over time. 
The theory and its implications are also accom-
panied and compared with empirical findings 
from our studies to further elaborate on practical 
implications for local school reforms on a WSA 
to ESD. The school improvement processes, its 
drivers and constraints toward ESD, are dis-
cussed longitudinally based on school improve-
ment theories mainly resting on the works of 
Blossing et al. (2015) and Fullan (2007). Hence, 
the focus of this chapter will be to propose and 
critically discuss the school improvement pro-
cesses leading to a WSA.

4.2  What Is a Whole School 
Approach?

A WSA to ESD can be defined as the involve-
ment of a whole school community in efforts to 
promote sustainable development, in addition to 
the orientation of the teaching, learning, and cur-
riculum toward its promotion (Henderson & 
Tilbury, 2004; McKeown & Hopkins, 2007). The 
concept of WSA was originally used in research 
about schools’ ability to incorporate perspectives 
of health, well-being, and anti-bullying (Rowe & 
Stewart, 2009; Wyn et  al., 2000). The goal has 
been to engage all departments of a school in 
common efforts at all levels to improve targeted 
characteristics, for example, the well-being of 
staff and pupils. The WSA approach has been 
suggested as a method to draw on the experiences 
of external stakeholders and use their expertise 
on urgent matters for society. External stakehold-
ers can then support education toward societal 
solutions within certain areas of interest (Wyn 
et  al., 2000). Students have in this way been 
engaged in relevant development tasks in the 
wider society while still in school. This has been 
found to be a successful approach in health edu-
cation, according to a few studies (see Rowe & 
Stewart, 2009). The WSA has subsequently been 
adopted and proposed for use in ESD and sus-
tainability education and is established especially 
in Australia and New Zealand (see, e.g., Eames 
et al., 2010; Henderson & Tilbury, 2004). In sum-
mary, WSA was originally developed to create 
shorter links and more extensive cooperation 
between educational institutions and local societ-
ies, attempting to create opportunities to learn 
from each other and affect each other’s agendas.

However, regardless of whether WSA has 
been suggested or applied in health education or 
sustainability education, there are very few 
empirical studies on how to accomplish this and 
even fewer studies using WSA as a theoretical 
lens. In a recent chapter on implementing ESD 
using a WSA, Gericke (2022) gives an historical 
overview of the literature on WSA relating to 
ESD for the interested reader to learn more about 
previous developments of WSA. What stands out 
in that review is that several models for working 

N. Gericke et al.



59

according to WSA for ESD have been proposed 
(see Henderson & Tilbury, 2004; Mathar, 2015; 
Mogren et  al., 2019; Shallcross & Robinson, 
2008), and recently the “flower model” by Wals 
and Mathie (2022) was added to the list. Common 
to these models is that they point out the many 
complex features or key components within the 
school organization that should be addressed to 
establish connections to the wider community in 
teaching and learning. For example, Shallcross 
and Robinson (2008) identify formal curricula, 
social and organizational aspects, institutional 
practice, and research and evaluation as crucial to 
establishing community links, while Wals and 
Mathie (2022) recognize pedagogy and learning, 
institutional practice, capacity building, curricu-
lum and visionary leadership, and coordination 
as crucial components. Based on this conformity 
in the literature, our conclusion is that to estab-
lish a WSA to ESD in a school, there needs to be 
a reciprocal process, simultaneously reforming 
and renewing the way the school is working in 
alignment with the organizational mechanisms in 
the local school organization.

In traditional educational reforms, school 
developers are often asked to work in alignment 
with the schools’ existing organization and cul-
ture (Cohen & Mehta, 2017), while the ESD dis-
course has proposed more radical suggestions to 
reform schools according to the WSA. For exam-
ple, Sterling (2004) suggests a “whole system 
redesign,” and Lotz-Sisitka et  al. (2015 p73) 
argue that “to break with maladaptive resilience 
of unsustainable systems it is essential to 
strengthen transgressive learning and disruptive 
capacity-building.” Due to the urgency of the sus-
tainability issues in nature and society as we are 
transgressing our planetary boundaries (Steffen 
et al., 2015), there are of course powerful incen-
tives to radically change and reform schools. 
However, we would argue that this is difficult to 
achieve at the local school level because schools 
in many countries are under the jurisdiction of 
national law and other regulatory documents that 
are only possible to influence at a higher political 
level than the local school organization. This sit-
uation is supported by research and practice 
showing that redirecting schools to the WSA for 

sustainability is difficult as there are few good 
examples (Laurie et  al., 2016; Müller et  al., 
2021). In our research group, we have therefore 
worked according to a more conservative line of 
action and collaborated with local school organi-
zations to support the reform within the existing 
educational systems. In so doing, we have looked 
at and taken inspiration from existing educational 
sciences with the specific aim of contributing to 
local school reforms, that is, school improvement 
research. We argue that much of what has been 
learnt in school improvement research is also 
valid in sustainability education and is funda-
mental when addressing how WSA for ESD is to 
be established. In the next section, we elaborate 
on our previous empirical research before going 
into a more explicit suggestion on how sustain-
ability education can be implemented through a 
WSA.

4.3  Aligning Inner School 
Organization with Authentic 
Sustainability Problems

What then do we empirically know about imple-
menting WSA from a school improvement per-
spective? In previous and ongoing research 
within our research group, we have shown that 
the internal organizational structures of the 
school (Mogren et al., 2019) and the contextual 
factors influencing the school (Gericke & 
Torbjörnsson, 2022a, b) need to be considered in 
the local reform agenda to accomplish a WSA to 
ESD.

Mogren (2019) introduced a way to contribute 
to this gap by linking school improvement 
research to ESD research. The link between the 
two provides a way to understand how a WSA to 
ESD is established based on school improvement 
research tools and theories, where theoretical 
models from the field of school improvement 
embracing the whole school system can be used 
to investigate education and contribute further 
understanding of the anchoring process of ESD 
in school organizations. In Mogren’s (2019) 
overall thesis project, school leaders and teachers 
from ten of the most recognized ESD schools at 
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the upper secondary level in Sweden, supposedly 
working according a WSA, participated in a com-
bined interview and questionnaire study. The aim 
of the project was to contribute new knowledge 
on ways that school organizations can implement 
ESD while aligning with a WSA. In this overall 
project, the school leaders were interviewed and 
asked to identify the quality criteria for imple-
menting ESD (Mogren & Gericke, 2017a). 
Clustering the schools’ practices according to 
ESD implementation strategies, based on these 
criteria, resulted in four main principles for ESD 
implementation according to WSA: collaborative 
interaction and school development, 
 student- centered education, cooperation with 
local society, and proactive leadership and conti-
nuity (Mogren & Gericke, 2017b). Moreover, the 
results showed that the schools focused either on 
the internal part of the organization, that is, the 
dimension of routines and structures, or on the 
external community links, that is, professional 
knowledge creation. A conclusion from these 
studies was that a main problem in implementing 
WSA for the participating schools was to align 
the internal organizational aspects with an educa-
tional approach emphasizing authentic ESD 
learning by using community links.

The finding that schools trying to implement 
ESD and work according to a WSA had difficul-
ties in aligning the school organization with the 
wider society is very problematic, as the litera-
ture claims that this is the most important goal of 
a WSA to ESD (Henderson & Tilbury, 2004; 
Shallcross & Robinson, 2008; Wals & Mathie, 
2022). One reason for this problem could be that 
the WSA–ESD relationship looks different in the 
case of sustainability education compared with 
more conventional topics often addressed in local 
school reforms, such as increasing interest in sci-
ence or improving learning outcomes in mathe-
matics (Gericke & Torbjörnsson, 2022a). In the 
latter cases, what is to be achieved is static, that 
is, change in attitudes or change in learning out-
comes. In ESD, however, the goal is much more 
complex and fluid, for example, to provide stu-
dents with an action competence to deal with 
complex sustainability problems (Olsson et  al., 
2020). In such problems, issues of economy, 

society, and environment are entangled, and stu-
dents are supposed to learn how to decide and act 
using various kinds of authentic knowledge and 
values depending on the problem at hand 
(Berglund & Gericke, 2018, 2022). Hence, it is 
problematic when schools often run the same 
ESD themes every year in the whole school with-
out assessing their relevance to students and cur-
rent society demands and, therefore, miss out on 
the relevance of education to the outer society, as 
well as making sustainability education relevant 
to the students (Henderson & Tilbury, 2004). In 
the schools we studied, staff and students often 
collaborated on ESD without connecting to soci-
ety, and they were often top-down steered by the 
school leader. Therefore, ESD was superficial 
and not implemented in the schools’ regular edu-
cational program (Mogren & Gericke, 2019). To 
conclude, the issue of aligning the school organi-
zation with the outer society seems to be crucial 
to schools wanting to work according to WSA.

Returning to the ten investigated WSA to ESD 
active schools, we found that the school leaders’ 
responses in nine schools could easily be linked 
to an internally or externally oriented way of 
applying ESD in their school organizations 
(Mogren & Gericke, 2017b). Only one school 
managed to combine the two strategies by inte-
grating a focus on student-centered education 
with cooperation with local society. In this 
school, connections with organizations and 
stakeholders in the society were a responsibility 
for the students themselves in their education. A 
major aspect of this school’s historical develop-
ment to practice a WSA to ESD revealed by the 
study was that it had undergone something of a 
transition from proactive leadership established 
by its previous school leader toward a more 
student- centered education-oriented style of 
leadership by the current school leader (Mogren 
& Gericke, 2017b). Hence, the importance of 
school leadership to work locally with a WSA to 
ESD cannot be overemphasized (Mogren & 
Gericke, 2019).

Interestingly, these studies at the school leader 
level were later confirmed by a survey study with 
the teachers at the same schools. In the teacher 
study (Mogren et al., 2019), a survey instrument 
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was used covering a model of four theoretical 
dimensions of the school organization: (1) 
whether the school had an articulated common 
holistic vision of their aims concerning student 
outcomes, and the pedagogic methods and per-
spectives that should be applied to realize the 
vision (the holistic idea dimension); (2) how the 
school upheld the inner school organization (the 
routines and structures dimension); (3) how the 
school accommodated the organization in rela-
tion to changes in the local community (the pro-
fessional knowledge creation dimension); and (4) 
how the teachers and students should create 
learning platforms together, handling situations 
in the learning interaction in a manner promoting 
both the students’ learning of new knowledge 
and the teachers’ teaching ability (the teaching 
and learning dimension). The teacher study con-
firmed that the schools in which the staff man-
aged to integrate and align the inner school 
organization and culture with the needs of the 
outer society, according to the teachers, also 
increased the quality of teaching and learning in 
their schools (Mogren et al., 2019). The studies 
above, based on school improvement research, 
are good empirical examples of the need to align 
the inner school organization with the outer soci-
ety, which therefore seems to be crucial for 
schools working according to a WSA to ESD.

The findings in our previous studies are also in 
line with the findings of Leo and Wickenberg 
(2013) in their case studies on ESD-active 
schools. Recently, Verhelst et  al. (2020,  2023) 
made a review on educational management in 
relation to ESD. Based on that review, they devel-
oped a conceptual framework for an ESD- 
effective school organization in terms of what 
organizational characteristics are of importance 
to implement ESD effectively within the school 
organization (Verhelst et  al.,  2020, 2023). 
Although this framework does not address WSA 
to ESD, it still identifies supportive relations to 
outer society as an important aspect of an ESD- 
effective school organization, which further 
strengthens the argument that ESD needs to be 
related to outer society when addressed from a 
WSA perspective. Studies of ESD school organi-
zations and WSA models give theoretical and 

empirical evidence for involving the whole 
school in relation to its surrounding community, 
but they say little about how to accomplish this in 
practice. The studies discussed in this and previ-
ous sections give no practical insights into how to 
implement WSA to ESD while aligning it with 
the development process of the local school orga-
nization. What we know is that this process takes 
time and have many hurdles to overcome, as 
observed by Müller et  al. (2021 p12) in their 
review of the field: “Introducing ESD in schools 
is a marathon, not a sprint.” In the next section, 
we outline this long process, and show how 
empirically derived theories in school improve-
ment research, mainly based on the work of 
Blossing et  al. (2015) and Fullan (2007), can 
describe how this process can be achieved over 
time, and what pitfalls to look out for during the 
process.

4.4  Capacity Building as a Tool 
to Conceptualize 
Implementation of WSA 
to ESD

Previous research in the field of ESD lacks the-
oretical and practical tools on how to steer and 
implement a WSA in  local school organiza-
tions. To find such tools, we turned to the field 
of school improvement. From a school improve-
ment perspective, the concept of capacity build-
ing is often used. A useful metaphor for capacity 
building in schools—as societal institutions—
is different forms of social capital (Hargreaves 
& Fullan, 2012). Capital in social and educa-
tional contexts refers to a quality or an asset 
that can be exchanged for any desirable educa-
tional condition or a desired change in the 
school. In the case of ESD or sustainability 
education research, we translate this into the 
implementation of ESD as a teaching approach 
and, as a consequence of this, the development 
of students’ action competence (Gericke & 
Torbjörnsson, 2022b). We are thus interested in 
developing the capacity of local school organi-
zations to reform their way of working in line 
with WSA to ESD.
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School improvement refers to school-wide 
improvement processes that include the whole 
school organization and is “a distinct approach to 
educational change that aims to enhance stu-
dents’ learning outcomes as well as strengthen-
ing the school’s capacity for managing change” 
(Hopkins, 2001 p 139). Knowledge about school 
improvement and institutionalization processes 
has accumulated since the middle of the twenti-
eth century (see Miles et  al., 1987), and today 
there is strong empirical evidence that even when 
schools are motivated to improve, many struggle 
to implement change or fail to sustain it (Forssten 
Seiser & Blossing, 2020).

School organizations are complex and 
dynamic, and even more so when WSA and ESD 
are involved, as argued above. Therefore, school 
improvement efforts cannot be assumed as an 
activity in a linear chain of causes and effects; 
rather, it needs to be comprehended in a larger 
context (Blossing et al., 2015). Hence, it is impor-
tant to take a broad view of the school as an orga-
nization and acknowledge that to “succeed” 
(make a change), one must grasp the complexity 
of various factors that influence a school’s capac-
ity to improve. It is about making the complex a 
little less complicated and to reach a deeper 
understanding. Researchers such as Harris (2001) 
and Hopkins (2001) argue that a school’s 
improvement capacity is crucial when it comes to 
achieving school improvement. Developing 
schools’ self-renewing ability requires commit-
ment, skills, and knowledge of both school lead-
ers and the teachers. Not seldom, it also includes 
other professional functions in the educational 
system as both internal and external parts of the 
system shape and are shaped by each other. In 
this chapter, we use the four themes identified by 
Blossing et al. (2015) for developing or enhanc-
ing a school’s capacity to improve:

• Improvement history of the school
• Infrastructure of the school organization
• Improvement processes
• Improvement roles

To understand these four themes, we address 
each of them in turn. Theoretically, they are pos-

sible to separate, but in practice they are inter-
twined. Starting with the first theme improvement 
history, every organization has a distinct history, 
meaning that over time organizations develop 
rules and routines that are relatively stable and 
persistent and not seldom developed into norms 
and social systems in the form of institutions, in 
this case as schools (Giddens, 1984). 
Consequently, activities and ideas are often no 
longer questioned or debated in the institution; 
instead, they become more or less taken for 
granted. Therefore, we need historical informa-
tion that can help us understand why previous 
improvement efforts have succeeded or failed. 
Consequently, it is important to keep a school’s 
improvement history alive as this provides an 
awareness of what actions have been enabling 
and constraining in former school development 
efforts. This kind of knowledge is important in 
planning and designing improvement efforts so 
that supportive action can be enhanced and con-
straining actions may be avoided or changed. In 
our projects with schools to implement WSA to 
ESD, we encountered this problem in practice. In 
an implementation study over 3 years, the WSA 
to ESD was more difficult to establish in schools 
with bad experiences of previous improvement 
projects, which is why the same design criteria 
and process for implementing WSA can turn out 
differently in schools depending on their 
improvement history (Gericke & Torbjörnsson, 
2022a). This shows that a school’s historical 
experiences influence how much capacity for 
school improvement a particular school has accu-
mulated and has in store for the school reform at 
hand.

The second theme in a school’s capacity to 
improve is the infrastructure. This pays attention 
to the whole picture of the school as the infra-
structure of the school organization captures the 
daily social life of students, teachers, and princi-
pals concerning rules and routines as well as 
more cultural and unconscious aspects. The 
infrastructure is built on a foundation of eight 
specific systems that can be used for analyzing 
schools’ social life that together constitutes the 
infrastructure model: the grouping system, the 
communication system, the goal management 
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system, the power and responsibility system, the 
decision-making system, the norm system, the 
reward system, and the evaluation system 
(Blossing et al., 2015). Exploring these systems 
renders knowledge about how teachers and stu-
dents are grouped in the school, how (or if) cer-
tain goals are discussed and managed, how the 
power to make decisions as well as responsibility 
to execute them is distributed, how teachers per-
ceive and signal “good teaching,” what behavior 
is rewarded or punished, and how information 
about the quality in the organization is evaluated. 
This kind of information forms an infrastructure 
in which the social life in a local school is 
 performed. Moreover, it plays a significant role 
within school development, which then can be 
used as a tool in planning and leading the school 
improvement process. Fullan (2007) stresses the 
need for an infrastructure that supports the imple-
mentation of change as it is necessary that it nur-
tures and supports ongoing efforts, not least in 
terms of time enhancing collective learning and 
collaboration. For example, the frequency of 
meetings and work in teacher teams is crucial for 
school improvement success (Smooch & Drach- 
Zahvy, 2007), which signals that a lack of meet-
ings will become a big obstacle if this is not 
provided within the school’s infrastructure.

The third theme, improvement processes, 
focuses on different phases in a school improve-
ment process. The first subprocess is called initi-
ation (Blossing et  al., 2015). This is the stage 
when new ideas are proposed, commitment is 
sought, and the local school organization hope-
fully begins to change. Initiation activities are 
more typical at the beginning but must also occur 
throughout the entire process. The next subpro-
cess is implementation. This stage involves put-
ting new ideas into practice. This is the subprocess 
that is likely to require the most efforts as it is at 
this point that everyone is supposed to adapt to 
the new idea (the reform—such as a WSA to 
ESD), which also includes new ways of acting 
(teaching) (Fullan, 2007). The last subprocess is 
institutionalization, which involves incorporating 
the “new” idea into the school’s internal infra-
structure so the “new idea” no longer is new. The 
three subprocesses mentioned are closely related 

to each other and often overlapping. But it is the-
oretically and practically important to distinguish 
the specific features of each subprocess.

The improvement processes are closely linked 
to the school’s improvement history as the latter 
may show that a particular school has developed 
a talent for performing a rigorous initiation phase, 
introducing new ideas for the teachers. But the 
history may also reveal that the initiation phase 
was perceived as “the whole improvement process” 
resulting in an improvement process that slowly 
stopped and finally vanished because the process 
was seen as completed already after a semester. A 
whole school improvement process often lasts 
from 5 to 8  years before it can be assessed as 
institutionalized (Blossing et al., 2015).

To prevent the school improvement process to 
cease in the intensive and demanding implemen-
tation phase, the use of improvement roles is rec-
ommended (Blossing et  al., 2015). This is the 
fourth and last theme of school improvement 
capacity and deals with the roles it can take on in 
a school improvement work and how these roles 
vary in importance during the whole process. The 
different roles are to be understood as extended 
leadership for change. A successful initiation is 
often lead by skilled visionaries, who serve a 
central function of communicating the “new” and 
of creating a fundamental understanding among 
the staff. Midthassel and Bru (2001) found that 
the degree of relevance attributed by the teachers 
was the main motivating factor to their involve-
ment. This emphasizes how important it is for 
participants to perceive the improvement work as 
relevant. To survive the implementation phase, 
when concrete action is required and defense 
mechanisms arise, it is necessary to have inven-
tors. Inventors are teachers who communicate 
how to put “the new” into practice. In our previ-
ous studies on locally implementing WSA via 
professional development efforts, we found that 
it is necessary to continuously negotiate a shared 
vision and build trust around the WSA during 
both initiation and implementation phases with 
the teachers to make the reform survive (Gericke 
& Torbjörnsson, 2022b). Listening to the inven-
tors are the early appliers. These are brave teach-
ers who go ahead and try out the inventors’ 
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innovations. There will also be a need for drivers 
especially in the implementation phase. The driv-
ers’ role is to speed up the practical work when 
some teachers are ignoring the improvement 
efforts and just want to be left alone so they can 
keep doing what they have been long doing. The 
goal keepers remind people of the aim of the new 
and the inspectors gather information and pro-
pose action to keep the improvement process 
going on the right track. Finally, the preservers 
play an important role in reminding what already 
works and making sure that these things do not 
vanish among the new idea. These roles should 
not be perceived as personal qualities but as pro-
fessional roles or functions, and it is important 
that they are all represented in a school develop-
ment process.

In this section, we have addressed the four 
themes identified by Blossing et  al. (2015) for 
developing or enhancing a school’s capacity to 
improve in an intended direction. Hence, by con-
sidering the themes and their underlying systems, 
subprocesses, and roles that are described in this 
section, it is possible to develop a local school 
reform program with the aim of establishing a 
WSA to ESD. In the following section, we take a 
chronological perspective and describe how an 
improvement process can develop over time. The 
time factor is of outmost importance when aim-
ing for a WSA to ESD (Müller et al., 2021).

4.5  A School Improvement 
Process Leading 
to Establishing WSA to ESD

Each school improvement process has its own 
history, starting with its initiation and, in success-
ful cases, ending with its institutionalization. As 
described above, institutionalization is a process 
of building in structures that facilitate educa-
tional changes in a lasting way so they can con-
tinue as stable routines of a local school’s daily 
life. When the “new” (in this case WSA to ESD) 
is accepted by the users as something normal, it is 
incorporated into the local school organization 
(infrastructure) as a natural pattern or structure. 
This process is complex and dynamic, and the 

question of how institutionalization happens is 
not simple. Therefore, we cannot be prescriptive, 
but we provide a description from a theoretical 
perspective of how changes in school organiza-
tions can become stabilized and lasting in 
practice.

Based on the empirical results from our 
3-year-long WSA to ESD project (Boeve-de 
Pauw et  al., 2022; Forssten Seiser et  al., 2023; 
Gericke & Torbjörnsson 2022a, b), we have 
included some recommendations in the descrip-
tions of how we worked to drive a WSA for ESD 
process forward during the school improvement 
phases. We outline the recommendations under 
the respective school improvement phase. We 
would also like to emphasize that these phases do 
not follow each other in a straight line but rather 
overlap with each other. Included in each stage 
are some examples of the function of different 
improvement roles. We also demonstrate how the 
school infrastructure can be used as a tool for 
leading the improvement process. Finally, a well- 
known and well-documented school improve-
ment history is understood as an absolute 
prerequisite in planning, designing, and leading 
the process.

4.5.1  Initiation

In terms of time, activities in the initiation phase 
can last from 0.5 to 1 year, depending on the con-
text (Blossing et al., 2015). The aim in this phase 
is to create curiosity, interest, and knowledge of 
the WSA to ESD. A way of doing this can be to 
arrange specific WSA to ESD conferences where 
the whole staff is invited. Another is to engage 
experts giving lectures on WSA and 
ESD.  Arranging study visits to ESD-effective 
schools and organizing workshops around the 
subject are other suitable activities in this initia-
tion phase. This will require a coherent infra-
structure that enables and nurtures these kinds of 
activities. A supportive norm system in the form 
of a positive language is crucial as well as a 
decision- making system providing resources for 
activities to create interest and engagement in 
WSA to ESD, and so on.
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In the initiation phase, the role of the visionary 
is essential. A school leader may take on this role 
but also an engaged teacher, or even better both. 
If the school improvement capacity is low, and 
perhaps also the general knowledge of WSA to 
ESD, a suitable strategy could be to engage an 
external agent in form of an “ESD expert” for 
creating engagement and developing a deeper 
understanding. However, this strategy implies 
that the external change agent will be slowly 
removed during the improvement process and 
that this function should consciously be handed 
over to the teachers and the school leaders.

At this stage of the process, there will be pro-
gressive teachers who very soon want to try to 
put ESD into practice. It is of great importance to 
identify these teachers who then can function as 
inventors and early appliers. It is important that 
bottom-up initiatives are encouraged and sup-
ported as these teachers are likely to become the 
school’s internal ESD experts and facilitators 
during the ensuing process. An important strat-
egy in the initiation process is to connect these 
efforts to the school infrastructure and more spe-
cifically to the reward system. It is important to 
facilitate communication between the partici-
pants in the WSA to create and negotiate a com-
mon vision for the WSA to ESD. All activities 
that promote engagement, participation, and the 
development of shared responsibility are advan-
tageous as the next phase in the process is critical 
and often conflict filled.

4.5.2  Implementation

In this second phase of the WSA to ESD process, 
the initial learning is meant to be transformed 
into practical work. This phase is most critical as 
it often means conducting teaching differently 
within new organizational settings (infrastruc-
ture), also connected to stakeholders in the wider 
society. This phase needs persistence, as research 
has shown that the implementation phase can last 
up to 7 years (Blossing et al., 2015).

In this phase, it is no longer enough that only 
progressive teachers have an ESD approach in 
their teaching as the aim is that every teacher 

should start to work in line with this approach. 
This explains why the implementation phase is 
often conflict-filled, as some teachers are not yet 
prepared to change how they teach. This means 
that there could be a resistance toward ESD, and 
working collegially and in cross-curricular 
themes might seem threatening to some of the 
teachers. Often, it is at this point that the progres-
sion starts to shift back and forth, and a united 
and committed ESD leadership is a prerequisite 
for continued progression. In our empirical stud-
ies, we found that ESD implementation does not 
follow a linear development but evolves in waves 
over time as resistance is overcome (Boeve-de 
Pauw et al., 2022). This is the time for the drivers 
to step forward. Teachers and school leaders act-
ing as drives are necessary when defense mecha-
nisms begin to develop. The driver’s function is 
to ensure that everyone is capable of working 
according to ESD and encouraging skeptical 
teachers to start (or at least try) to work according 
to the WSA to ESD.  The goal keepers are the 
ones reminding everyone of the schools 
shared vision of WSA to ESD. The function of 
the drivers is an example of how to enhance the 
goal system within the school’s infrastructure. 
From a leading perspective, it is important to 
stick to the goals and to implement what was 
learned in the initiating phase. This involves, for 
example, reorganizing the school grouping sys-
tem by organizing teachers in cross-curricular 
teams. Cooperative activities need to be pro-
moted, and regular professional development in 
the form of seminars, conferences, and similar 
activities must continue. The aim is to also 
develop a collaborative culture and to challenge 
individual norm systems.

Being a school leader or teacher with the role 
as a facilitator in a local school reform toward 
WSA to ESD is an exposed position, as it often 
means challenging colleagues. This means that 
school resources are needed for assigning several 
facilitators so they as a community can handle 
the situations and critique that might arise. The 
development of an ESD facilitator group meeting 
regularly and providing guidance to each other 
on how to act is a wise strategy. A sign to heed in 
this phase is that teachers might start to argue 

4 How to Institutionalize a Whole School Approach to ESD



66

within the school’s norm system that “ESD is not 
anything new as this is the way they have always 
worked.” This could be an indication that ESD is 
turning into “window dressing,” meaning that 
things that may seem like ESD (such as decorat-
ing walls with SDGs) are not necessarily the 
same as conducting a WSA to ESD. Therefore, it 
is important that the facilitators and the school 
leaders meet regularly for reflection and analysis. 
We endorse school leaders to be operative and 
engaged in the actual work that takes place in the 
local school reform. A democratic decision- 
making system is also a wise strategy for 
 establishing trustful relations, as this ensures that 
individuals know that they can influence the 
reform at hand.

4.5.3  Institutionalization

If the teachers and school leaders overcome the 
resistance in the implementation phase and work 
persistently according to a WSA to ESD for 
3–7 years, the improvement process is likely to 
move into the institutionalization phase (Blossing 
et al., 2015). ESD as a WSA is assessed as insti-
tutionalized when it becomes a norm and routine 
in the daily work of the school. In other words, 
ESD is now included in the school’s infrastruc-
ture and has developed into routines described as 
“how we do things around here.” This is when the 
school more or less works in a way that is pre-
scribed by the different WSA to ESD models for 
sustainability education (Mogren et  al., 2019; 
Shallcross & Robinson, 2008; Wals & Mathie, 
2022).

From a school leading perspective, there is no 
time to relax even if WSA to ESD has reached the 
institutionalization phase, as local schools are 
constantly exposed to external demands. Leading 
activities promoting regular professional devel-
opment, collegial collaboration, and cross- 
curricular activities still need to be in focus—as 
new projects are always a competitive factor—
and exert external pressure on capacity building 
to work in line with WSA to ESD (Gericke & 
Torbjörnsson, 2022a). Teachers’ voluntariness to 
participate or not in a school improvement effort 

such as WSA to ESD is often justified, although 
not clearly expressed, by professional arguments. 
In many countries, it is often part of teachers’ 
professional skills to determine how to teach and 
what content to focus, and to decide whether they 
consider it worthwhile to participate (Eilam & 
Trop, 2010). In cases where participation is man-
datory, the engagement is often low, and there is 
a lack of shared responsibility. School improve-
ment research shows how both voluntary and 
mandatory participation can promote or hinder 
school improvement. Blossing and  Ertesvåg 
(2011) recommend that the voluntary nature be 
included later in the school improvement process 
to give the teachers the opportunity first to expe-
rience the process and current content before 
deciding to participate or not.

4.6  Concluding Remarks

We have in this chapter discussed that to achieve 
success in a WSA to ESD, schools need the 
capacity to improve and a shared leadership with 
the ability to integrate the present and the past 
while keeping a focus on the future. To conclude, 
we have shown a way to institutionalize WSA to 
ESD in school organizations based on school 
improvement theories. Institutionalization is here 
seen as a process of establishing organizational 
structures that facilitate educational changes in a 
lasting way so they can continue as stable rou-
tines of a local school’s daily life, subsequent to 
having participated in a local school reform 
(Forssten Seiser et  al., 2023). We would argue 
that a local school reform aiming to implement 
WSA to ESD has a greater possibility to succeed 
if it attends to the recommendations given in this 
chapter on how to build the capacity to improve 
and follows these empirically identified capacity- 
building guidelines. However, it is important to 
recognize that a time perspective as long as 
5–8 years may be needed to institutionalize WSA 
to ESD at a local school, which is a time span that 
is longer than usually suggested in the ESD lit-
erature (Müller et al., 2021).

In this chapter, we have not addressed the 
importance of having a well-functioning evalu-
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ation system providing important information 
about the quality of the work that is conducted 
and about the social life in a local school 
(Fullan, 2007). Therefore, we would like to 
conclude by pointing out that it is important to 
monitor the implementation process over time 
to be able to adjust the process and thereby 
hopefully ending with a WSA to ESD aiming to 
empower students’ action competence for sus-
tainability, as first intended. To fully monitor 
the implementation efforts and understand the 
underlying school improvement processes, it is 
recommended to gather data from the school 
leader, teacher, and student levels (Desimone, 
2009). In addition, we would recommend moni-
toring how school organizational aspects are 
related to teaching practices and student learn-
ing outcomes to fully comprehend the WSA to 
ESD implementation process. Furthermore, 
data should be collected longitudinally during 
the implementation process (Boeve-de Pauw 
et al., 2022) and preferably used in a stimulated 
recall design in the continuing negotiating pro-
cess with the stakeholders of the schools 
(Gericke & Torbjörnsson, 2022b). These basic 
ideas have been used in efforts to evaluate 
attempts to institutionalize WSA to ESD (see 
Boeve-de Pauw et  al., 2022; Forssten Seiser 
et al., 2023; Gericke & Torbjörnsson 2022a, b; 
Olsson et al., 2022). Much more could be said 
about these issues, but that is a story for another 
chapter.
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Improvement in ESD Research

Dries Verhelst, Anna Mogren, Jelle Boeve-de Pauw, 
and Peter Van Petegem

Key Message
The key message of this book chapter is that 
implementing a whole school approach (WSA) 
for education for sustainable development (ESD) 
is challenging for schools, and an enabling orga-
nizational context is essential for its success. The 
chapter suggests that incorporating insights from 
school effectiveness and improvement research 
can help bridge this gap and provide a better 
understanding of how to implement an effective 
WSA for ESD.

5.1  Introduction and Questions 
to Answer

In this chapter, we will explore how knowledge 
from the fields of school effectiveness and school 
improvement can support and challenge the study 
of whole school approaches (WSA). 
Understanding schools as organizations in imple-
menting and sustaining a WSA to education for 

sustainable development (ESD) calls for a com-
bined effectiveness and improvement perspective 
on the school, that is not inclined nor predisposed 
toward one or the other but maintains the 
strengths from both perspectives. In our attempt 
to shed light on this issue, we will visit horticul-
ture metaphors while exploring what the seeds 
that get planted in schools need to grow into a 
healthy whole school approach, and ultimately 
support their students to build action competence 
for sustainable development.

Many scientific research and policy docu-
ments focus on the implementation of a whole 
school approach to effectively embed sustainabil-
ity education into schools (e.g., Henderson & 
Tilbury, 2004; Mogren et  al., 2019; UNESCO, 
2020). Research has shown that collaboration, 
participation, and holistic school approaches, all 
important aspects of a whole school approach, 
lead to more effective learning, compared to hier-
archical and individual learning environments. 
The Environment and School Initiatives (ENSI) 
network has a long history of investigating ESD 
practical interventions in terms of “what works” 
in praxis in various school contexts (Breiting 
et al., 2005; Mogensen & Schnack, 2010). In sus-
tainability education, a WSA offers a theoretical 
perspective for a comprehensive approach 
(Hargreaves, 2008) guided by the following prin-
ciples: structural support from the school organi-
zation, a holistic idea, internal structures and 
quality processes in a school’s organization, 
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student- centered planning and management, and 
proactive leadership (Mogren, 2019). Policy on 
the implementation of ESD also follows the per-
spective of a WSA as UNESCO highlights the 
importance of such an approach in their roadmap 
to ESD (UNESCO, 2020). Yet, it is not evident 
how to put this theoretical perspective into prac-
tice, making it difficult for a school organization 
to adopt a whole school approach to sustainabil-
ity education. Like a gardener who wants to 
transform their backyard from a sleek lawn into a 
flourishing, sustainable, and thriving garden, the 
school organization adopting a WSA to sustain-
ability education will need, in addition to the 
theoretical understanding, the right tools, hands-
 on practical knowledge, and room for trial and 
error. Inspiration for these tools can be found—or 
at least sought—in empirical educational effec-
tiveness and improvement research. Focusing on 
educational effectiveness and improvement can 
aid in implementing a WSA to ESD as a specific 
way of school organizational development and 
improvement.

Much of the research interest in ESD has, until 
now, been oriented to how curricula and peda-
gogy are the basis for defining and shaping a 
whole school approach toward ESD (Boeve-de 
Pauw & Van Petegem, 2018; Hargreaves, 2008; 
Kuzmina et  al., 2020), or in gardening terms: 
What plants and fruits do we want and how 
should we cultivate them. The aim of such studies 
is often to describe interconnections between dif-
ferent aspects of the WSA, teaching practices, 
and students’ sustainability literacy. As they do 
not aim to nor permit investigation as to how such 
interconnections come to be or can be changed 
within the organizational reality, they remain dis-
tant from the practitioners trying to create a 
resourceful organizational context that fosters the 
implementation of a WSA. Despite the recogni-
tion by a number of ESD scholars (Mogaji & 
Newton, 2020; Mogren, 2019; Scott, 2013; 
Verhelst et  al., 2020), the elements that shape 
such an organizational context remain fairly 
uncharted terrain for ESD research (Kuzmina 
et al., 2020; Verhelst et al., 2020). As the WSA 
essentially touches upon the school as an organi-
zation, attempting to implement a WSA without 

understanding how the school organization can 
enable this, would be the same as attempting to 
grow a garden without understanding the ecosys-
tem it will grow in. In this chapter, we argue that 
the challenge of implementing a WSA is where 
we, as a research community, should direct our 
attention. By doing so, research can aid practitio-
ners trying to understand their school organiza-
tion and shape an enabling organizational context 
wherein a WSA to ESD can be implemented and 
anchored.

A first question that arises here is how this 
school organization should look and act in order 
to effectively implement a WSA to sustainability 
education. A promising, yet somewhat disre-
garded, perspective on the role of the school 
organization can be found within traditional 
school effectiveness research. Here, the school 
organization has been given an important role in 
facilitating educational effectiveness, thus recog-
nizing its function as an enabler of effective edu-
cation (Creemers & Kyriakides, 2010; Reynolds 
et  al., 2014). The established field of school 
effectiveness has been going through a decades- 
long transformation, evolving into a synthesis of 
both school effectiveness (SE) and school 
improvement (SI) perspectives (Reynolds et al., 
2014). This evolution combines the more formal, 
quantitative, organizational perspective of SE 
with the qualitative nature of SI and its focus on 
school culture and processes. Being a relatively 
young research area, ESD holds unique potential 
as it can benefit from the lessons learned in both 
fields of school effectiveness and school improve-
ment in order to introduce ESD in schools in an 
effective manner that enables schools to embark 
on a journey of self-improvement. In fact, schol-
arly work on sustainability education and the role 
of the school organization within ESD applied 
aspects of both the SE and SI perspectives to their 
methodologies, thus making a first step toward a 
better understanding of how the school organiza-
tion facilitates the implementation and outcomes 
of ESD (Mogren, 2019; Verhelst, 2021). Coming 
from an SI perspective, Mogren (2019) links 
ESD implementation to the school’s general edu-
cational qualities and quality assurance process. 
The general quality criteria that are given specific 
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importance to ESD-active schools are collabora-
tive interaction, school improvement, student- 
centered education, cooperation with the local 
community, and proactive leadership (Mogren & 
Gericke, 2017). Coming from an SE perspective, 
Verhelst et  al. (2020) developed a framework 
with a strong focus on tangible organizational 
characteristics of a school facilitating ESD effec-
tiveness. Placing both perspectives into the equa-
tion fosters our understanding of how the 
organizational characteristics of a school enable 
an effective implementation of a whole school 
approach toward sustainability education.

Second, alongside the understanding of the 
organizational school context wherein the WSA 
has to be implemented, the everyday reality of 
education and schooling has to be taken into 
account (Mogren et al., 2019). Schools exist in a 
societal reality in which their organizational 
capacities can easily be overburdened. Simply 
adding sustainable development and sustainabil-
ity education to schools’ agenda is not only unfair 
but also its feasibility can be questioned if we 
want education to have an impact. Scott’s (2009) 
question, “What can education do for sustainable 
development?” is more easily answered than put 
into practice. WSAs toward sustainability rely on 
the organizational capacities of the schools and 
the people within them. Although education 
plays a key role in anchoring sustainability in our 
societies, we should not unfairly assume that the 
entire responsibility for this lies with education 
and schools. Keeping this in mind, the second 
question Scott (2009) formulated might be more 
important: “What can sustainable development 
do for education?” As researchers, we ought to be 
conscious “that schools exist to educate young 
people, and they are not primarily agencies to 
drive sustainable development or any other social 
process” (Scott, 2009, p. 38). An understanding 
of the opportunities, pitfalls, and processes within 
a school organization is essential for an effective 
implementation of a whole school approach 
toward sustainability education.

5.2  The School Organization

A school transitioning toward a whole school 
approach for sustainable development requires 
the commitment of every actor at every level 
within that school: in the classroom with the stu-
dents and teachers, the management, mainte-
nance, etc. (Wals & Mathie, 2022). While 
essential for a successful and well-anchored 
WSA, the integrated coordination of all these 
actors is not self-evident. Simply assuming that a 
WSA will arise spontaneously if all the elements 
within the school decide on it would be the same 
as if our gardener decides that the neatly mown 
lawn has to spontaneously grow into a lush and 
biodiverse garden. If the gardener lets time pass, 
all sorts of things will indeed start to grow in the 
garden. However, after a certain period of time, 
they will notice that some plants wither, while 
others proliferate. They will have to consider how 
they can organize the different elements in their 
garden so that all species can thrive in an inte-
grated and harmonic relationship.

A school implementing a WSA will have to 
look at different aspects within its organization 
and aim at effectively developing the necessary 
characteristics to enable a WSA to be anchored 
and implemented. Before thinking about how a 
school organization can facilitate the implemen-
tation of a WSA to sustainability, we need to 
agree about what we mean when we say “school 
organization.” Whereas Wals and Mathie (2022) 
describe the flower model for a WSA which 
places vision, ethos, leadership, and coordination 
at the center, we hold that a wider view of the 
school as a professional organization with its 
own structures, resources, and aims offers a more 
fine-grained understanding of how the organiza-
tion contributes to anchoring a WSA. With this, 
we do not intend to disconnect a WSA to ESD 
from the school organization, but rather argue 
that a WSA to ESD has its own specific orienta-
tion within the school organization. Also, aspects 
such as the school culture and ethos often remain 
hidden within the routines, structures, and ways 
of operating within the school and, therefore, 
might not be very tangible and thus hard to 
change for practitioners (Cameron & Quinn, 
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2011). In this organizational perspective, the 
school organization is a part of a whole school 
approach, but not the other way around. The 
school organization can be seen as the toolshed 
of the gardener, with all of the sowing seeds, 
seedlings, gardening tools, fertilizer, and other 
materials they will need to grow the garden. The 
gardener might even keep books on gardening 
and a sowing schedule in there. From a distance, 
one might find all the elements of a flourishing 
garden in that shed, but nonetheless, a lot of work 
and effort will still be needed in order to sow all 
the seeds and utilize all the tools and ideas. In a 
similar way, the school organization is the tool-
shed for a whole school approach: All elements 
of a WSA can be identified within the school 
organization, but in order for the school to be 
transformed toward a WSA, the organizational 
level of the school has to enable it.

Empirical research has shown that the school 
as an organization can enable effective sustain-
ability education (Verhelst et  al., 2022a). The 
framework of an ESD-effective school organiza-
tion has been linked to student outcomes in ESD, 
namely the action competence of students in sus-
tainable development. It offers a comprehensive 
overview of the different characteristics (i.e., 
tools in the toolshed) of a school for anchoring a 
WSA to sustainability education (Verhelst et al., 
2022a). Before thinking about how to implement 
a WSA, we will visit each of the tools in our shed 
and have a look at the foundation on which the 
shed has been built (Fig. 5.1). The framework for 
which this toolshed is a metaphor is based on the 
conceptual literature study by Verhelst et  al. 
(2020).

The framework distinguishes two levels 
within the school organization and consists of 
eight characteristics. On the first level, sustain-
able leadership and the resources of the school 
shape the field on which the rest of the organiza-
tion can be built. Sustainable leadership is distin-
guished by a holistic, integrated view of the past, 
present, and future, both locally and globally, 
when setting out a strategic course for the school 
organization (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). It will 
actively initiate and advance all characteristics of 
the organization so that continuous learning and 

development contribute to achieving the long- 
term holistic strategy of the school organization 
(Fullan, 2006; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). Such 
leadership does not have to arise solely from the 
person of the school leader; multiple people 
within the school can take on sustainable leader-
ship roles, regardless of their formal role within 
the organization (Verhelst et  al., 2020). 
Nevertheless, support from the formal leadership 
within the school is often a requirement (Verhelst 
et al., 2021). Along with sustainable leadership, 
school resources make up the foundation of the 
organization. School resources refer to the avail-
able time, the people within the school organiza-
tion, and the physical means such as infrastructure 
and finances. Sustainable leadership and the 
school’s resources are in some way the founda-
tion on which our toolshed stands. It is crucially 
important for the school as an organization that 
this foundation guarantees that the ground on 
which the shed is built “will not shift or be eroded 
with” in order to lock in the organizational char-
acteristics of the school (Scott, 2013, p. 189).

In the toolshed of an ESD-effective school, six 
characteristics of a school organization can be 
found at the second level, all of which can be 
used as instruments in establishing a WSA. First, 
pluralistic communication is a reflective and crit-
ical dialogue among actors within the school 
organization. This style of communication leaves 
room for different opinions and perspectives and 
actively seeks to understand the perspective of 
others, even when this conflicts with one’s own 
ideas. Next, an ESD-effective school promotes 
supportive relations among members of the 
school team, between the school and other 
schools, and with external partners. Democratic 
decision-making is a very powerful tool in 
anchoring a WSA within the school organization. 
By involving all relevant stakeholders in the 
decision- making process at the level of the school 
organization, the implementation and continuous 
efforts for ESD could face less resistance. 
Furthermore, a shared vision provides the school 
organization with a comprehensive sustainability 
education and offers the motivational basis within 
the school team to keep investing in it. Then, 
adaptability enables the school organization to 
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Fig. 5.1 The tool shed 
for an ESD-effective 
school

adequately adapt the organizational functioning 
to internal and external demands as necessary. 
The final tool in the shed is collective efficacy, 
referring to the confidence of the school team in 
their capacities to positively affect student learn-
ing related to sustainability.

We envision these eight characteristics as the 
foundation and tools for implementing a WSA 
for sustainability education within schools. The 
manifestation of these organizational characteris-
tics offers an insight into the organizational cul-
ture of a school. An enabling organizational 
context, that could be created via the characteris-
tics described above, is essential to implementing 
any school-wide approach, in addition to—or 
even as a condition for—the pedagogical aspects 
of sustainability education.

5.3  Use and Potential of School 
Effectiveness Studies in ESD

Implementing a WSA as a “continual reflexive 
process a school, with all its stakeholders, 
embarks on and commits to” (Wals & Mathie, 
2022, p.  4), will require that all organizational 
characteristics (i.e., the tools in our toolshed) are 

directed at achieving that long-term strategic 
objective (Nikel & Lowe, 2010). “The degree of 
effectiveness is the extent to which stated (educa-
tional) aims are met” (Nikel & Lowe, 2010, 
p.  595). So an effective implementation of a 
WSA would mean that a school is able to “realize 
a holistic, systemic and collective effort toward 
sustainability as agreed upon by those affected” 
(Wals & Mathie, 2022, p. 2). When talking about 
a school striving for a strategic objective, the per-
spective of school effectiveness provides an array 
of opportunities to better understand the school’s 
organizational functioning and outcomes. This 
would also be the case if that objective is imple-
menting a WSA to sustainability. While offering 
ample opportunities for the research field, school 
effectiveness in sustainability education remains 
a divisive topic. Some argue that the nature of 
ESD, resolving around complex topics that 
involve different and potentially conflicting belief 
systems and values, makes a universal approach 
toward “good” education impossible (Van Poeck 
et  al., 2018). If we interpret this narrowly, it 
implies that school effectiveness research, in 
which the achievement of predetermined educa-
tional goals or learning outcomes are used as a 
measure of the impact (effect) of educational 

5 Getting to a Whole School Approach: Lessons From School Effectiveness and School Improvement…



76

efforts, is not possible within the domain of ESD 
since it would not be possible to put forward pre-
determined learning outcomes for ESD.  Others 
propose conceptualizations of possible learning 
outcomes for ESD (e.g., Gericke et  al., 2019; 
Olsson et al., 2020; Sass et al., 2021) which do 
allow for an exploration of the applicability of 
school effectiveness research in this domain, as 
we will argue below.

So, notwithstanding the above caution toward 
effectiveness research, the call for empirical evi-
dence concerning the effects and outcomes of 
ESD exists and the argument that researching 
sustainability education ought to contribute to an 
understanding of what makes such an education 
effective is commendable (Boeve-de Pauw et al., 
2015; Boeve-de Pauw & Van Petegem, 2018; 
Laurie et al., 2016; Verhelst et al., 2022a). There 
are, however, differences between the traditional 
school effectiveness perspective and the way it 
has been operationalized in research on school 
effectiveness in ESD. School effectiveness 
research studies which factors make schools 
“effective” (Nikel & Lowe, 2010), identifying 
those that influence the learning outcomes in 
relation to the objectives of the school and its 
education (Chapman et al., 2016). Traditionally, 
school effectiveness sought to identify the char-
acteristics and factors that make schools effective 
in contributing to student learning (Chapman 
et al., 2016). For schools striving for largely simi-
lar goals, this would not be a notable issue since 
they could compare their organizations to one 
another to fine-tune them for the most effective 
configuration (Leithwood & Louis, 2006). 
Implementing a WSA toward sustainability 
requires an approach in which schools take their 
own specific context and goals into account. 
Since this is something that has to be shaped by 
everyone involved in the school, there will be 
little chance that a universal solution, appropriate 
for every school, exists. Yet, contemporary school 
effectiveness research is more conscious of a cul-
tural understanding of schools’ organizational 
processes, in contrast to a somewhat outdated 
focus on formal organizational elements (such as 
teacher–student ratio), with a shift from “input/
output” to “input/process/output” (Reynolds 

et  al., 2014). Consequently, an empirical and 
effectiveness-focused perspective can very well 
provide insight into the school’s own processes 
and characteristics and give an indication to 
schools about how firm their ground is for the 
implementation of a WSA to sustainability 
education.

Identifying the tools (i.e., the different organi-
zational characteristics, see Fig.  5.1) a school 
organization can invest in when implementing a 
WSA and having a clear understanding of the 
school’s current characteristics, provides a good 
starting point to agree upon the baseline of a 
school’s necessary preconditions for a WSA on 
ESD.  Important here is that the focus of this 
effectiveness perspective is on the characteristics 
that the school organization intends to use in 
order to attain its goals. Like a gardener who 
checks that they have a good rake and enough 
potting soil, the school organization verifies that 
all the organizational characteristics required to 
implement a WSA are in place at the school. 
Recent studies have not only indicated that it is 
possible to measure the school characteristics of 
an effective school organization for sustainability 
education (Verhelst et al., 2022b) but they have 
also connected the characteristics of an ESD- 
effective school to action competence in ESD as 
a learning outcome for sustainability education 
(Verhelst et al., 2022a).

By making the organizational characteristics 
of a school implementing a WSA to sustainabil-
ity education explicit, schools can be offered 
insight into their specific school characteristics, 
processes, and policies (Verhelst et  al., 2022b). 
Analyzing the organization prior to implement-
ing the change makes it possible to find out where 
the strengths of the school lie and which qualities 
they possess to transform their sustainability edu-
cation into a school-wide approach. At the same 
time, the school can also gain insight into possi-
ble barriers for such a transformation (Verhulst & 
Lambrechts, 2015). Establishing such a baseline 
can provide a valid starting point for self- 
reflection and helps schools to set their own goals 
for organizational development. Knowledge 
about the starting position and the intended prog-
ress is especially essential since the lack of such 
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knowledge could lead to a lack of consensus on 
ESD within the organization (Mogren, 2019). 
Mapping the starting position for implementation 
creates clarity and consensus regarding the 
expectations. If the gardener puts their seeds in 
the ground without checking what kind of sub-
strate it is or which places get much or little sun-
light, they cannot give the seeds every opportunity 
to grow. That said, identifying the requirements 
for effectiveness is a necessary but not sufficient 
condition for the school to develop and improve 
on this knowledge.

5.4  Use and Potential of School 
Improvement Studies in ESD

Even with all their tools in the toolshed, our gar-
dener will still need to work with and understand 
the context of their garden. A lot of gardening 
needs to be done; by using the different tools in 
the toolshed and putting them to use toward the 
same goal, the gardener will reap the fruits of 
their efforts (Fig. 5.2). Likewise, the school has 
to put forth equivalent effort. The different orga-

nizational characteristics are present in the school 
and the school has to put these different parts 
together toward the bigger picture: the imple-
mentation of a WSA toward ESD.  These pro-
cesses have been the focus of research in school 
improvement research, which investigates how 
schools improve via the investigation of pro-
cesses within schools (Chapman et al., 2016).

School improvement builds on a totum pro 
parte idea, which implies that the whole school 
organization is more than the sum of the different 
aspects and characteristics within the organiza-
tion. School improvement research was devel-
oped as a response to one-dimensional, reactive 
judgments of schools (through student outcomes) 
that were present in traditional school effective-
ness research (Reynolds et al., 2014). However, 
the development of school improvement research 
is more oriented to a coordination of effective-
ness and improvement than on replacing one with 
the other (Reynolds et al., 2014). From its con-
ception onwards, school improvement advocated 
an approach that improves supporting factors 
within the organization, such as school leader 
and teacher processes, in order to enhance stu-

Fig. 5.2 Applying an improvement perspective on the different tools in the toolshed
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dent learning while being reflective toward the 
contextual aspects (Creemers & Reezigt, 1997).

As argued by Von Bertalanffy (2003) and 
Scherp and Scherp (2007), keeping focused on 
the big picture of school improvement and 
 inquiring about all contextual components that 
are supporting and facilitating education in 
schools’ organizations, raised the quality in edu-
cation in a more substantial way compared to 
what can be recognized in its individual parts. 
School improvement is generally put into prac-
tice through innovation and action (Fullan, 2006) 
rather than through the reactive action and knowl-
edge obtained via school effectiveness research. 
Within ESD research, the school improvement 
perspective is often reflected in case studies of 
individual schools (Laurie et al., 2016) and inter-
national comparisons between schools and edu-
cational systems via qualitative methodologies 
(Iliško & Badyanova, 2014; Miškolci et al., 2016; 
Müller et  al., 2021). School improvement 
research has allowed an in-depth description of 
good examples and role-model schools and aligns 
the school’s own development within school 
improvement frameworks. The above-mentioned 
case studies and qualitative studies offer insight 
into how these existing parts of a school organi-
zation reinforce or oppose each other when inter-
acting with contextual structures and processes, 
which goes beyond a mere sketch and allows for 
a holistic description of the transformation and 
improvement within the school. School improve-
ment research in an ESD context serves the pur-
pose of finding new solutions to societal problems 
and securing required knowledge in education. 
Education is often found to reproduce society 
rather than develop it. ESD challenges this para-
digm and one of its aims is to continuously 
change education (Jucker, 2011).

Mogren et  al. (2019) operationalized the 
Scherp school organization model, a school 
improvement tool, in order to aid the investiga-
tion of those educational aspects that drive trans-
formation in ESD schools (Fig. 5.3). This model 
holds the ability to both understand quality in 
education by the established dimensions in the 
model and to also understand what drives 
increased quality in education by improvement 

processes. The analogy of the gardener’s tools 
and labor provided a fitting way to understand the 
school effectiveness perspective, enabling us to 
tell which tools or which techniques contribute to 
more effective gardening. The Scherp school 
organization model, however, allows us to put on 
the school improvement lens to investigate the 
improvements in how skilled our gardener 
becomes over time and how well they learn to 
uses their tools. The quality of education as mea-
sured by the Scherp model is, in our metaphor, 
dependent on the gardener’s skill at mastering a 
wide range of tools. They will increase the gar-
den quality the better they can handle all these 
tools together as they become more skilled. 
Quality arises, for example, when they arrange 
plants and flowers growing together so they can 
share and divide sun and energy with each other 
in a way that makes them stronger together as an 
ecosystem than they would be as individual 
plants, similar to the holistic assumption in the 
Scherp model that indicates quality in education.

Looking at a school organization via the lens 
of the Scherp school organization model (Mogren 
et  al., 2019), four dimensions can be distin-
guished: the holistic idea, routines and structures, 
professional knowledge creation, and the peda-
gogical practice. The holistic idea refers to the 
degree that schools have an articulated, holistic 
idea of their aims concerning student outcomes, 
along with the pedagogic methods and perspec-
tives that should be applied to realize this vision. 
Creating, understanding, and implementing a 
holistic idea is part of the operationalization of 
this dimension in Scherp’s model. The routines 
and structures dimension concerns the degree to 
which stability and security are maintained, and 
teaching is protected from disturbances through 
routines, scheduling, locations, and teachers’ 
working units. The professional knowledge cre-
ation dimension refers to disturbances in every-
day pedagogical practice that could indicate that 
the general educational (and particularly teach-
ing) arrangements of the school do not match 
changes in the outer world or community, and 
thus should be adapted. Lastly, the pedagogical 
practice dimension indicates the learning and 
teaching situation in the school. Ideally, teachers 
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Fig. 5.3 The Scherp 
school organization 
model derived from 
school improvement 
research and introduced 
in an ESD context 
(Mogren et al., 2019)

and pupils create learning platforms together, 
handling situations in the learning interaction in a 
manner that promotes the students’ learning of 
new knowledge. These four dimensions are indi-
cators for quality within the school organization: 
The degree to which actors in the school (school 
leaders, teachers, and students) are motivated by 
a holistic idea, embracing the organizational rou-
tines and structures, professional knowledge cre-
ation, and the practical pedagogic work (Scherp, 
2013). This is made visible in the model (Fig. 5.3) 
where the increased overlap of all the circles and 
an extended middle overlapping part indicates a 
raised quality in the school organization. The 
Scherp model reflects an understanding of educa-
tion that Biesta (2013) and Jickling and Wals 
(2012) argue for—not only that education is a 
matter of receiving professional knowledge of 
known practices, but also that education should 
provide learners with a sense of responsibility 
and freedom to actively change the future of soci-
ety. Thus, the Scherp model has been developed 
to clearly distinguish what progress in educa-
tional practice actually means in organizing 
schools. The dimension of professional knowl-
edge creation stands for the degree of transforma-
tive organized education. A low connectedness to 
that dimension with the other dimensions of the 
model signals a hierarchal and structured school 
but one that lacks the drive for change and trans-
formation. For instance, should our gardener not 

feel the urge to improve themselves when it 
comes to their professional gardening knowl-
edge, and sticks to what they have always known, 
they may continue to use pesticides to get rid of 
pesky aphids. If, however, they do hold an 
improvement perspective toward gardening, the 
discrepancy between the desired results of their 
work (holistic idea) and their actual work (rou-
tines and structures) would lead to rethinking 
their professional knowledge and they would find 
that ladybugs are in fact also a great way to fight 
off aphids without hindering the pursuit of their 
holistic idea.

At the basis of the school improvement pro-
cess lies a transformative education in which 
interventions and initiatives can sprout in order to 
foster organizational change toward educational 
quality. Identifying the discrepancy between any 
of the four dimensions of the Scherp model for 
school improvement acts as the starting point for 
initiating such improvements. The approach of 
transforming education by school improvement 
initiatives rather than merely measuring high 
quality via individual parts of an effective organi-
zation is thus thought to be progressive, system-
atic, and takes the whole school organization into 
account (Scheerens & Demeuse, 2005). The 
leading paper on WSA (Wals & Mathie, 2022) 
takes this a further step in its presentation of 
WSA, summarizing it as a tool for continuous 
collaborative processes of change to realize 
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ESD. This continuous change is often called the 
transformation of education and deals with pro-
cesses that can be studied and found in research 
based on school improvement. School improve-
ment research in a transformative ESD context 
serves the purpose of finding new solutions to 
societal problems and securing the knowledge 
required for education, aiming for continuous 
change in education (Jucker, 2011). School 
improvement research addresses how education 
could be organized in a reflective relation to 
material and time, thus challenging set structures 
and routines.

5.5  Combining School 
Effectiveness and School 
Improvement Toward a WSA

The contradictions and similarities between 
school effectiveness and school improvement are 
difficult to pin down. Both are, at the same time, 
closely related and yet opposed to each other. On 
the one hand, when school effectiveness research 
first emerged, researchers assumed, in a rather 
haughty way, that making their findings known 
was enough to make schools and teachers achieve 
effective change. Evidently, seeing teachers and 
schools merely as implementers of the knowl-
edge arising from school effectiveness research, 
without providing the necessary ownership of 
this knowledge and support for its implementa-
tion, did not and does not work (Stoll et  al., 
2016). On the other hand, a continuous process of 
change within a transformative education 
demands a lot from the policy power and capacity 
of a school, policy, and support that may not be 
sufficiently present within the school organiza-
tion. The expectation that all schools are able to 
shape such a trajectory sustainably is likely to be 
based on the same fallacy as that of the school 
effectiveness researchers. To illustrate it with the 
example of our gardener: Just telling them what 
the most efficient ways of gardening are or what 
tools to use will not enable them to apply them in 
the context of their own garden. At the same time, 
there can be no guarantees that they know com-
pletely on their own how to shape the process of 

effective gardening without receiving any kind of 
input or feedback. Improvement research would 
point out how the gardener can transform the 
small seedlings to floral splendor. What leads 
them to achieve the desired results is identified by 
effectiveness research. Striving toward a flourish-
ing garden requires attention to both the what and 
the how of gardening. Overcoming the fallacies 
to which school effectiveness and school 
improvement fall victim on their own requires 
incorporating both approaches. The incorpora-
tion of school effectiveness and school improve-
ment led the field of school effectiveness and 
improvement to evolve into an established 
research paradigm that generates theory via con-
tinuously developing methodologies with a 
strong focus on multiple measures of the out-
comes and processes of “good” education 
(Chapman et al., 2016).

This contemporary school effectiveness and 
improvement perspective is starting to find its 
way to ESD research, despite earlier mentions of 
“toward effectiveness measurement in ESD.” 
From a school effectiveness perspective, Verhelst 
et  al. (2022a) answered the question of “what” 
makes a school ESD-effective in the form of tan-
gible organizational characteristics of a school. 
The framework for an ESD-effective school, as 
described in Sect. 5.2 of this chapter, describes 
what makes a school ESD-effective based on 
conceptual foundations, qualitative empirical 
support, and quantitative statistical grounding. 
First, it provides a clear framework, useful for 
both research and practice, describing various 
organizational characteristics contributing to 
ESD within the school. Second, the development 
of a quantitative measurement instrument for this 
framework, the Education for Sustainable 
Development School Organization Questionnaire 
(ESD-SOQ) (Verhelst et al., 2022b), allows us to 
measure and investigate the characteristics in a 
reliable and valid way, thereby fostering our 
understanding. Moreover, making these charac-
teristics measurable also allows for educational 
practitioners to become acquainted with what is 
under the hood of their school organization, 
offering valuable information on the tools they, 
as a school organization, have at their disposal. 
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Feedback and (self-)evaluation of the school’s 
organizational functioning is essential to set the 
course for ESD implementation within schools 
(Mogren et al., 2019).

Mogren et  al. (2019) answered the “how” 
question by studying the implementation of gen-
eral educational qualities and quality assurance 
processes in schools, leading to the identification 
of four guiding principles of schools’ organiza-
tion that promote transformative ESD. The focus 
of the four guiding quality principles goes to the 
organization of the school, where “organization” 
is understood as a verb that can occur at different 
levels of the school (i.e., how is the school orga-
nized). In the framework of an ESD-effective 
school, in contrast, the school organization is 
seen as an entity, a structure, within the school. 
The first principle of school organization is col-
laborative interaction and school development 
(Mogren et al., 2019). This supports and actuates 
the idea that school development is an ongoing 
process of change and will raise the quality of the 
school if everyone takes responsibility for and 
supports the desired direction of education. The 
second principle, student-centered education, 
deals with the relationship between students and 
staff in education. Both the planning and the 
organizing of the school should consider the stu-
dents’ interests, conditions, and needs. Moreover, 
student-centered education enables students to 
practically connect their learning to a local or 
global context they find important, which con-
tributes to higher quality. This connection to the 
local and global context is also apparent in the 
third principle: cooperation with the local com-
munity. Students must be encouraged and sup-
ported to cooperate with society by exchanging 
information and networking. Higher quality in 
education can provide insight into the workings 
of social stakeholders such as institutions of 
higher education, local decision-making organi-
zations, enterprises, and cultural institutions. The 
last principle is proactive leadership and continu-
ity, which describes a leadership style that is 
based on collective learning and implemented 
through scaffolding toward work on 
ESD. Problem-solving and conflict resolution are 
used to maintain continuity and to seek solutions 

among the employed teachers and other staff 
rather than seeking them from outside the school 
organization. These four quality principles make 
the organization and implementation of ESD 
within the school visible (Mogren & Gericke, 
2017). They relate to how the school attunes its 
organization to the context and are thus context 
dependent by nature. It is precisely this context- 
dependence that illustrates the overlap between 
school effectiveness and school improvement. 
Answering the “what” provides insight into the 
context in which the “how” is answered.

As argued above, implementing a WSA to 
ESD requires a thorough understanding of the 
school organization and the school as an organi-
zation. The allegory of the gardener and their gar-
den illustrates the need for answers to both the 
what and the how. They need to know what they 
start off with in terms of soil, climate, and tools in 
their toolshed in order to know how they can 
shape their gardening as an ongoing process of 
change, planning, and organizing the garden into 
a flourishing patch of nature, in connection to the 
local and global contexts, with a focus on learn-
ing and a step-by-step journey toward their dream 
garden.

Appropriate ways to implement a WSA to 
ESD can be unraveled via an effectiveness and 
improvement perspective by looking at what 
aspects of a WSA or ESD are already present in 
the school organization or in the schools’ organi-
zational functioning. A WSA to ESD would 
include components such as building capacity or 
institutional practices (Wals & Mathie, 2022), 
components that may or may not be present in the 
school as an organization. Effectiveness-oriented 
research could shed light on what characteristics 
of the school as an organization contribute to 
these components. As a hypothetical example, 
pluralistic communication as a characteristic of a 
school organization might make it easier to estab-
lish institutional practices as staff members can 
openly discuss these practices among themselves. 
Conversely, knowing that this characteristic is 
not yet strongly developed within the school 
might influence how they take on the challenge of 
implementing a WSA to ESD.  While general 
knowledge on organizational characteristics is 

5 Getting to a Whole School Approach: Lessons From School Effectiveness and School Improvement…



82

helpful for understanding schools as organiza-
tions, it remains important to acknowledge the 
unique position and context of each school. 
Characteristics or practices of one school are not 
always transferable to other schools, although 
there is evidence that many aspects are, in fact, 
generalizable (Jarl et  al., 2017). Each school is 
unique, although school organizations can obtain 
testable insights into what might be important 
general structures and processes for specific edu-
cational purposes by studying other schools 
(Hargreaves, 2008).

Next to the guidelines for implementation, 
school effectiveness and improvement would 
allow schools to adopt actions and practices 
which foster desirable outcomes for students. 
From a school improvement perspective, this can 
be done by using certain actions or functions in 
the school organization argued to contribute to 
high-quality education to improve the outcome 
for the students (Mogren, 2019). By linking the 
organizational characteristics of a school to stu-
dent outcomes of ESD, Verhelst et  al. (2022a) 
answered the question of what makes a school 
organization ESD-effective. Combining both the 
SI and SE approaches results in a valuable holis-
tic approach to what schools and education can 
do in the pursuit of educational quality. A gar-
dener striving for a flourishing garden will always 
be attentive to both perspectives. Without looking 
to the intended results and the tools that they 
intend to use, they cannot make statements about 
the quality of their garden, and without knowing 
how they want to strive for a flourishing garden 
and acknowledging what they value, they cannot 
define quality in their gardening.

5.6  How We See School 
Effectiveness and School 
Improvement Anchored 
in ESD Research

Scott (2009) asked, “What can education do for 
sustainable development?” and “What can sus-
tainable development do for education?” In his 
later work, Scott (2013, 2015) has studied ESD 
further in the way the whole school body aligns 

to ESD. His theoretical contribution suggests that 
a “firm ground” is needed to find answers to his 
questions. Scott (2013) means that the school 
organization plays a pivotal role in cultivating the 
firm ground which helps schools to be open to 
change by an established vision, to allocate 
resources appropriately, and, where the organiza-
tion is part of a social learning community, to 
provide a systematic view of the world. The idea 
that education has an active role in changing soci-
eties is easier to put forward in relation to theo-
ries than to operationalize. Research has shown 
that schools are often overwhelmed by the 
amount of change and new agendas thrust upon 
them.

Answering Scott’s (2009) first question on 
education’s contributions to a sustainable society 
requires us as researchers to move away from the 
idea that school effectiveness and school 
improvement as research paradigms are suffi-
cient to implement a transformative form of edu-
cation. As Stoll et al. (2016) indicate:

Researchers who want their effectiveness 
findings to be taken seriously have to find ways in 
which to help practitioners to engage with them 
in such a way that they can make the kind of 
meaning that enables them to use these findings 
to enhance their practice (Stoll et  al., 2016, 
p. 363).

Research on answering what education can do 
for sustainable development has to take a step 
back and indicate how research can aid education 
in implementing education for sustainable devel-
opment. Our proposed combination of school 
effectiveness and school improvement tools 
could incorporate temporary ESD goals, highly 
relevant to a local context (as understood and 
operationalized in practice by school improve-
ment tools) within a highly effective environment 
for learners that are taught in collaborative, par-
ticipatory, and flexible environments (identified 
by frameworks of ESD effectiveness). Yet, this 
perspective with a focus on effectiveness also has 
its challenges within the area of ESD, particu-
larly concerning the pluralistic and democratic 
foundations of ESD (Öhman & Östman, 2019). 
These foundations are to some conflicting with 
the “normative” tradition of effectiveness 
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research (Van Poeck et  al., 2018). However, as 
we laid out in the section on school effectiveness, 
we do not strive toward the narrow “normative” 
perspective on school effectiveness. By seeing 
effectiveness as the degree to which a school is 
able to meet their aims, an effectiveness perspec-
tive can facilitate the pluralistic and democratic 
principles of ESE.  In this reasoning, the school 
itself decides where it wants to go as an organiza-
tion and the characteristics of the school organi-
zation can be improved in order to reach that 
goal.

Bringing together research and practice into 
an effective synergy is not a unique challenge 
within ESD. School effectiveness and improve-
ment research has already taken several steps to 
bridge this gap. These steps also show the com-
patibility of the retrospective school effectiveness 
thinking and the change-oriented improvement 
perspective. Stoll et  al. (2016) formulated sug-
gestions about how to incorporate research into 
school and classroom practices, such as manage-
able units of meaning in accessible formats. Our 
metaphor of the flourishing garden shows that 
some tools related to effective ESD and some 
processes to align with the local context are a 
positive way forward. However, quality in educa-
tion and the way our garden is developing can be 
improved by means of an increased understand-
ing of the possible tools and skills needed in gar-
dening. In line with Stoll et  al. (2016) idea of 
presenting possible ways forward in practice, we 
claim that neither effective nor improvement 
characteristics of ESD play against each other; 
instead, they strengthen each other as ESD imple-
mentation is operationalized. Another suggestion 
by Stoll et al. (2016) on how to translate research 
into practice is to explore the reactions and 
responses to research findings in ways that con-
nect with experiences in the local context. The 
school improvement model of Scherp opens up 
room for such discussions through the profes-
sional school development dimension where 
teachers, school leaders, and students plan for 
changes in a collaborative manner is also sug-
gested by Stoll et al. (2016). Also, self-analysis 
and the work of prioritizing first or next steps in 
development is one of the suggestions to use 

research in practical education by Stoll et  al. 
(2016). The literature shows that there is more 
than one way to reach well-functioning ESD in 
schools (Mogren, 2019; Verhelst et  al., 2021). 
Some schools start with the inner structures to 
establish support in the school organization 
(more related to school effectiveness) while other 
schools reach out to society to make education 
highly relevant for students’ learning (more in 
line with school improvement). Mogren et  al. 
(2019) show that the combination of the two in a 
school they studied is leading to a WSA of high 
ESD quality. The inner structures of ESD enabled 
student initiatives to engage with society, leading 
to the reciprocal transformation of both society 
and education.

The second question put forward by Scott 
(2009), “What can sustainable development do 
for education?” is given an answer by our 
approach to study education developing in prac-
tice based on the combined theory of school 
effectiveness and improvement. New ways of 
organizing education are needed to make learners 
active participants in their schools. We claim that 
our combined model drives a transformation of 
education toward collaboration, participation, 
and action, by using tools well-rooted in educa-
tion (effectiveness and improvement) to embrace 
ESD in its operationalized form. In ESD, tempo-
ral, static structures in the school organization 
constantly need evaluation to make sure they sup-
port the improvement process toward 
ESD. Schools are also at different places in the 
implementation process and face different condi-
tions. Different schools will need different driv-
ers, but the knowledge they gain in the field will 
help them discover more general patterns of 
operationalized ESD as WSA. In that sense, sus-
tainable development can offer education guid-
ance on transforming itself toward new 
educational practices and perspectives, linking 
together the first and second questions of Scott 
(2009).

To implement a whole school approach for 
sustainability education, we do not only need the 
school organization to be open to change toward 
ESD, as Scott (2013) describes the “firm ground” 
of ESD, but also need it to be well functioning 
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and able to practice in the way exemplified by the 
two ESD models of effectiveness and improve-
ment in this chapter. Accordingly, we propose 
that the firm ground of ESD also needs to be fer-
tile. Looking at a WSA to ESD via school 
 effectiveness and school improvement allows for 
the identification of what is likely to enhance 
ESD within the school and how this is likely to be 
done, thus providing a firm and fertile ground 
(Mogren, 2019; Verhelst, 2021).
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6Dimensions and Conditions 
of the Development of a Sense 
of Empowerment in a Whole 
School Approach

Émilie Morin, Geneviève Therriault, 
and Barbara Bader

Key message
First, this work can be useful to link theories in 
climate change education with youth voices. 
Second, it can help to find ways to reinforce the 
sense of empowerment of youth when it comes to 
climate change. Finally, it can be useful to better 
plan a whole school approach based on what 
youth demands to feel empowered.

6.1  Youth Voices About Their 
Sense of Empowerment

Given the urgent need to address climate change, 
it is necessary to empower youth. Since youth are 
particularly affected by climate change and its 
short-, medium-, and long-term repercussions, 
they should be recognized as full-fledged actors 
in climate change education (UNESCO, 2020; 
Ballet et al., 2013). This means, for example, that 
they must be given the freedom to create, change, 
and influence the course of events in accordance 
with their priorities, goals, and values. The edu-
cation system must offer youth this kind of free-

dom of agency and other types of freedoms 
related to their well-being and opportunities 
(Sen, 2010). These different freedoms can rein-
force their sense of empowerment and lead youth 
to act if that is their goal.

The whole school approach (WSA) may be 
seen as the starting point for a systemic and holis-
tic redesign of the school as an institution (Hargis 
et  al., 2021; Mogren, 2019; Wals & Mathie, 
2022). UNESCO (2017b) has proposed “whole 
school approaches to climate action” that include 
aspects of school governance, teaching and learn-
ing, resource management, and school-based and 
extracurricular activities in partnership with the 
community. Various schools and extracurricular 
actors should thus be mobilized in such actions 
and support should be given to concrete youth 
initiatives. In our opinion, it is crucial to base this 
type of approach on what young people tell us. 
Therefore, we would like to propose here some 
relationships between what strengthens youth’s 
sense of empowerment from their perspective 
(Morin, 2021) and emerging theories about the 
WSA. Based on the comments gathered from 
youth and on the capability theoretical approach, 
we will point out some very interesting links 
between the WSA and the empowerment of stu-
dents, as well as ways to implement the WSA in 
certain schools in Québec.
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6.2  Epistemologies 
and Approaches in Climate 
Change Education 
for Empowerment

It is usually acknowledged in the environmental 
education research community that some schools, 
whether in the province of Québec (Canada) or in 
other parts of the world, do not achieve their cli-
mate change education objectives, particularly 
those aimed to encourage active eco-citizenship, 
build competencies such as systemic analysis and 
critical thinking, and give hope (Bader et  al., 
2013; Blaze Corcoran & Osano, 2009; Elshof, 
2010; Field et al., 2019; Hayward, 2021; Jickling 
& Wals, 2018; Kwauk, 2020; Pruneau et  al., 
2015; UNESCO, 2017a; Zeyer & Kelsey, 2013). 
Despite the socio-constructivist approach to 
teaching and learning in Québec’s education 
department curriculum (Ministère de l’Éducation, 
du Loisir et du Sport, 2007a), a more positivist/
empirical-realistic epistemological and pedagog-
ical perspective and a transmissive science and 
environmental education still seem to emerge all 
too often in the classroom (Baillet & Therriault, 
2021; Charland et al., 2009). However, this epis-
temology severely limits the development of 
competencies for critically analyzing environ-
mental science and the work of scientists or 
experts, including the competency for under-
standing that scientific knowledge is socially 
constructed in a specific context. This dominant 
epistemology in today’s education systems cre-
ates a clash between the culture of youth (that is, 
their personal experience, life history, and initial 
conceptions) and the culture of Western science 
as usually represented by schools (Zeyer & 
Kelsey, 2013).

Therefore, even with the best of pedagogical 
intentions to develop young people’s knowledge 
about climate change, a teaching method that is 
based to a large extent on a so-called positivist 
epistemology and a transmissive conception of 
teaching can ultimately lead some youth to 
develop what Zeyer and Kelsey (2013) have 
named “environmental depression.” In their anal-
ysis, presenting youth with an accumulation of 
facts relating to environmental issues that are all 

too often alarmist tends to have the opposite 
effect of that desired. In fact, it contributes to 
reduce the empowerment of the learner by mak-
ing them feel overwhelmed by complex, large- 
scale social and environmental problems that 
cannot be resolved easily and are way beyond 
their capabilities. The issue of climate change is 
of an exceedingly complex and interdisciplinary 
nature that should be discussed in the classroom 
(Bader et  al., 2013; Schreiner et  al., 2005). 
Adopting a socio-constructivist, critical, and 
transformative epistemological stance can thus 
help to further empower youth (Bader et  al., 
2014; Jickling & Wals, 2013, 2018; Morin et al., 
2019; Zeyer & Kelsey, 2013).

We would have much to gain in secondary 
school by adopting a different approach to cli-
mate change education (Glithero, 2015; Sadler 
et al., 2007). Preferably, we should do more than 
simply teach facts, but should develop a more 
critical and transformative science and environ-
mental education aimed to empower youth 
(Bader et  al., 2017; Elshof, 2010). Various rec-
ommendations have already been made in this 
regard (Field et al., 2019; Kwauk, 2020; Sauvé, 
2018). Kwauk (2020) insists that schools lack the 
support they need to properly integrate climate 
change education both at organizational and ped-
agogical levels.

Over the past few years, UNESCO (2016; 
2017a, b; 2019; 2020) has suggested practical 
steps and directions for climate education that we 
think could foster the development of youth’s 
sense of empowerment. For example, the new 
roadmap for education for sustainable develop-
ment (ESD) (2020) proposes, as a priority action 
area (area 4), to “recognize young people as key 
actors in addressing sustainability challenges and 
the associated decision-making processes” (p3). 
It has also suggested that the role of educational 
institutions be redesigned by focusing more on 
the community, that steps be taken to promote the 
cooperation and solidarity of all actors around 
causes defended by youth, and that the latter be 
asked to fully participate in all the stages involved 
in implementing environmental projects. 
However, many aspects essential to foster a sense 
of empowerment seem to be lacking in schools, 
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particularly in the learning objectives related to 
sustainable development goal (SDG) to fight 
against climate change (SDG 13) (UNESCO, 
2017a). One such aspect encompasses the emo-
tional dimensions of learning that are tied to 
youth well-being. These dimensions seem to be 
fundamental to the ongoing discourse about 
changes in individual behavior, which is nonethe-
less accompanied by a proposed reorganization 
of societal structures.

Therefore, we believe that a whole school 
approach to climate change is relevant (Hargis 
et al., 2021; UNESCO, 2017b; Wals & Mathie, 
2022). This type of approach was proposed dur-
ing sessions of professional development in ESD 
that mobilized various actors from Québec’s edu-
cation sector (Potvin & Bader, 2020). The project 
enabled us to reaffirm the appropriateness of key 
ESD competencies and to identify the types of 
school projects usually conducted in this area in 
Québec while proposing ways to enrich them in a 
collaborative manner.

This global approach has several different fac-
ets. At the heart of this school culture of action 
and engagement are an ethical stance and values 
that respect nature, life, solidarity, and social jus-
tice. Preference must thus be given to educational 
actions based on these values. The school curric-
ulum must make considerable room for projects 
that are meaningful to youth because they are 
closely connected to their lives, their territory and 
community, and their concerns in a dialogical, 
critical, reflexive, and creative manner. This 
would reinforce the appropriateness of our 
approach, which involves listening to and consid-
ering the needs and expectations of youth so that 
schools can take them into account more fully in 
order to increase young people’s sense of empow-
erment. In regard to teaching practices and 
important learnings, we have advocated for many 
years for interdisciplinary pedagogical practices, 
systemic analyses, and a critical and creative 
stance. In particular, we would like to renew the 
concept of environmental sciences and the rela-
tionship between the scientific knowledge of 
youth and teachers (Bader et al., 2014). Our goal 
would be to encourage youth to consider them-
selves as being competent and entitled to enter 

into a dialogue with the actors concerned, while 
enabling them to act individually and collectively 
as citizens or professionals in order to change the 
way we live and consume. As for the manage-
ment of schools, it must respect nature, reduce its 
energy and carbon footprint, be open to differ-
ences, and know how to reconcile them in an 
interesting manner. Lastly, the WSA must be 
based on professional development and ongoing 
dialogue with stakeholders.

6.3  Clarification of Concepts 
Pertaining to Empowerment 
in Climate Change Education

Many environmental education researchers 
(Blanchet-Cohen & Brunson, 2014; Dimick, 
2012; Mackey, 2012; Payne, 2015; Schreiner 
et al., 2005) defend the goal of social participa-
tion (where power is shared equitably among the 
various actors) rather than that of change in indi-
vidual behavior (where youth are expected to 
reproduce a social construct predefined by 
adults). Striving for social participation implies 
that youth are truly “empowered” (Hayward, 
2021). However, there does not appear to be a 
consensus among the aforementioned authors on 
what is meant by the term “empowerment”. Some 
of these researchers refer to a sense of self- 
efficacy or personal efficacy (Corner et al., 2015; 
Goldman et al., 2017; Mead et al., 2012; Tsevreni, 
2011), and others to agency (Blanchet-Cohen, 
2008; Doyle, 2015; Glithero, 2015; Hayward, 
2021; Lotz-Sisitka, 2016; Oliveira et  al., 2015; 
Vongalis-Macrow, 2013) or empowerment 
(Birdsall, 2010; Blanchet-Cohen & Brunson, 
2014; Dimick, 2012; Hayden et  al., 2011; 
Schreiner et al., 2005). Nonetheless, it is neces-
sary to theorize in detail and identify the limits of 
concepts identified as being relevant by research-
ers in this field if we want our educational prac-
tices in climate change education and, more 
broadly, in our secondary schools to be based on 
those concepts.

One approach in particular that has driven the 
research presented here seems especially appro-
priate for imagining an educational system that is 
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characterized to a greater extent by social and 
environmental justice and is likely to give youth 
more freedom as well as the ability to act in ways 
they value. Known as the capability approach, it 
was developed by Sen (1985a, b) and Nussbaum 
(2000) and could easily be part of a transforma-
tive, sociocritical, and socioconstuctivist episte-
mological posture that also targets social 
participation in EE. It brings together three con-
cepts that are particularly prevalent in the scien-
tific literature in the area of climate education for 
empowerment, namely, empowerment, agency, 
and a sense of self-efficacy.

6.3.1  The Capability Approach

Sen (1985a), an economist and philosopher, con-
ceptualized the capability approach in the 1980s 
to illustrate the relevance of considering the real 
opportunities and freedoms that a person have at 
their disposal in order to accomplish what they 
value instead of focusing essentially on individ-
ual access to resources (Comim et al., 2011). This 
approach, which goes beyond education and is in 
keeping with the perspective of improving human 
conditions, makes it possible to take an interest 
not only in justice in resource distribution but 
also in the other types of freedoms. In developing 
this approach, Sen (1985a) sought to defend the 
idea that social structures should always be 
designed with the goal of developing individual 
capabilities.

Although the capability approach provides 
theoretical tools that we cannot discuss in detail 
here, it should be noted that we divide these capa-
bilities into two main categories (Morin, 2021): 
(1) capabilities that refer to opportunity and well- 
being freedoms and (2) capabilities that refer to 
process and achievement freedoms, with the lat-
ter referring directly to what is meant by the term 
agency. The capability approach is based on the 
idea that there are individuals who are more or 
less vulnerable or more or less free, who may or 
may not have to contend with injustice. 
Depending on their situation, we would like to 
empower them either by increasing their agency, 
that is, their ability to act, or by giving them 

opportunities and freedoms to enjoy fair and 
equitable well-being (Alkire, 2008; Gangas, 
2016; Ibrahim & Alkire, 2007).

Comim et al. (2011) illustrate how appropriate 
it is to use the capability approach with youth 
given that they are not consulted or considered 
very often in the organization of social structures. 
In accordance with this approach, youth must be 
seen as full-fledged social actors, able to develop 
all of the capabilities they need to actively par-
ticipate in society when they want to. They must 
be consulted on ways to boost their capabilities 
and reduce the injustices they face, particularly 
because they are the generation that will be most 
affected by the impacts of climate change. These 
are the main theoretical principles that have 
guided our reflection in this chapter, which is 
intended to underscore the relevance of certain 
aspects of the WSA, given the concerns expressed 
by youth and that affect their sense of 
empowerment.

6.3.2  Concepts Related to the Sense 
of Empowerment

As shown in Fig. 6.1, agency derives from pro-
cess freedom and achievement freedom. Agency 
is what allows a person to act based on what he or 
she value. Achieving it depends directly on a per-
son’s sense of self-efficacy (Bandura, 2003). 
Without this sense, agency is diminished or even 
nonexistent because it constitutes the belief of an 
individual in his ability to act.

Empowerment is broader. It is both a process 
aimed at increasing agency and access to 
resources and goods, as well as a result of that 
increase. It is also a process aimed at boosting 
individual capabilities, be they directly related to 
an action or a state, in other words, the opportu-
nity to act. Empowerment thus leads to the devel-
opment of well-being and opportunity freedoms, 
together with process and achievement 
freedoms.

As shown in Fig. 6.1, the sense of empower-
ment is understood as being the way a person 
feels in regard to the various freedoms he or she 
has, their well-being and opportunity freedoms, 
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Fig. 6.1 The capability 
approach and the 
emergence of a sense of 
empowerment

and their process and achievement freedoms. 
This concept, whose principal dimensions were 
to be defined by the research presented here 
(Morin, 2021), is particularly well suited to 
explaining why a person wishes to act or not. It is 
in contrast to agency, which inevitably involves 
an action or a sense of self-efficacy that refers to 
a feeling toward a specific action. In our opinion, 
the sense of empowerment is particularly relevant 
within the context of the problem of climate 
change since this context makes people (espe-
cially youth) feel vulnerable and requires us to 
consider not only the process and achievement 
freedoms of individuals but also their opportunity 
and well-being freedoms.

6.4  Methodology

The methodological approach recommended for 
this research is in keeping with a qualitative/
interpretive paradigm (Savoie-Zajc, 2018) and a 
socioconstructivist epistemological posture 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). This posture involves 
reconciling the conceptualization of the sense of 
empowerment with the way in which youth, as 
social actors, interpret their own reality. In this 
sense, it aims to overturn the epistemic injustice 
faced by youth when they voice their concerns 
with a view to making recommendations for the 
education system.

The target population of this research con-
sisted of young Quebecers at the end of second-
ary school. The secondary schools where the 
youth were interviewed were chosen on the basis 
of criteria similar to those used by Karpudewan 
et al. (2015) and Dawson (2015), namely (1) the 
public or private status of schools; (2) the envi-
ronment, whether urban, rural, or semi-rural; (3) 
the socioeconomic background; (4) the number 
of students in the school; and (5) the presence or 
the absence of a particular program focusing on 
environmental education in the school. The 
objective was to obtain the greatest variability 
possible in the participants’ sense of empower-
ment, until theoretical saturation. We specify to 
the teachers who help us that the students we 
choose should not necessarily be engaged but 
should be interested in discussing about climate 
change and their sense of empowerment. A total 
of 29 French-speaking youth, comprising 18 girls 
and 11 boys, aged 15–17, were met. Overall, we 
conduct ten (N = 10) semi-structured interviews 
in five secondary schools in spring 2019. The first 
part of the group interview protocol was designed 
to remind the youth of times in their lives when 
they felt very empowered or, on the contrary, not 
at all empowered. A discussion was then held to 
highlight what a “sense of empowerment” meant 
for them. In the second part of the interview, 
more specific questions were asked about the 
youth’s sense of empowerment in the face of 
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 climate change, along with follow-up questions. 
For example, we asked: “Do you feel free to act 
on climate change? Do you feel able to act on 
climate change?” The interviews were during 
lunch, in a classroom and last for approximately 
1 h. The analysis conducted was essentially the-
matic (Paillé & Mucchielli, 2016), and NVivo 12 
software was used in view of the size of the cor-
pus of data. The themes and subthemes obtained 
were the dimensions of the sense of empower-
ment. During the final step of the analysis, 
inspired by Creswell and Poth (2018), we took a 
step back to make sense of these themes and sub-
themes. Connections between broader units of 
abstraction and the scientific literature were 
listed. All the items in this list were then grouped 
by family resemblance (Wittgenstein, 1961). To 
make the results more accessible, these group-
ings were synthesized. They made it possible to 
identify three main findings for empowering 
youth in the face of climate change.

6.5  Dimensions of the Sense 
of Empowerment and Links 
with the WSA

As mentioned earlier, various links can be identi-
fied between the dimensions of the sense of 
empowerment that emerged from what was said 
by the youth we met with (Morin, 2021) and the 
WSA (Wals & Mathie, 2022). In this section, we 
present the findings that we believe are more in 
keeping conceptually and empirically speaking 
with the different components of the WSA 
defined by Wals and Mathie (2022).

6.5.1  Vision, Ethos, Leadership, 
and Coordination

To bring about changes in discourses and prac-
tices in school, it is essential that the actors in 
each school community share the same vision of 
environmental education at both pedagogical and 
administrative levels. As specified by Mogren 
(2019) and Wals and Mathie (2022), the school 
culture needs to align with this shared vision.

The young people interviewed in the course of 
our research mentioned various needs regarding 
school leadership. First of all, they talked about 
the actions that should be taken by schools to 
ensure that their students have a minimum of 
facilities and material resources for boosting 
their sense of empowerment. Among other things, 
they said that they would like schools to be better 
adapted to environmental action and be equipped 
at the very least with reusable dishware, com-
posting systems, bike racks, and reusable bottles, 
instead of beverage vending machines, etc. Some 
became angry when they talked about their 
school’s material resources, including the fact 
that there were no recycling bins or that recycling 
bins were present but their contents were simply 
thrown into the garbage. This situation was dis-
tressing for the youth we met with and did not 
help them build a sense of empowerment.

The youth we interviewed also called for envi-
ronmental action opportunities, meaningful proj-
ects, resources, support for their initiatives, and 
consistent, environmentally friendly actions on 
the part of school authorities. They also said that 
they wanted schools to help them make enlight-
ened choices, develop their self-confidence, and 
foster their sense of responsibility. As well, some 
called for greater recognition for youth engage-
ment. As shown by the following statement, the 
youth saw this as a way to develop their sense of 
empowerment:

Student engagement isn’t promoted enough in our 
school. And especially, no one praises those who 
do get involved. Just having someone give you a 
little pat on the back and say “You did it! 
Congratulations!” or “Thank you” encourages you 
to continue (translation, youth, age 14).

Such recognition should also be provided to 
schools that make efforts and get involved in an 
environmentally friendly manner.

6.5.2  Curriculum

The education systems in various countries have 
implemented school curriculums and promote 
educational approaches that may or may not 
address the challenges related to the climate 
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emergency. For example, in Québec, one of the 
three aims of the Québec Education curriculum is 
organized around helping students to “become 
empowered” (Ministère de l’Éducation, du Loisir 
et du Sport, 2007a, p9). This idea is based essen-
tially on students’ know-how and knowledge. 
Although very relevant, it does not seem to be put 
into practice to any great extent in many of the 
schools attended by the youth we interviewed.

In fact, knowledge is presented as a funda-
mental basis for empowerment in the curriculum 
concerned. Knowledge about climate change is 
made available, in particular, to 16 of age youth 
teachers in the following general education cur-
riculums: Science and Technology (MELS, 
2007b) and Environmental Science and 
Technology (Ministère de l’Éducation, du Loisir 
et du Sport, 2007c). It is also available for the 17 
of age youth in the Contemporary World curricu-
lum (Ministère de l’Éducation, du Loisir et du 
Sport, 2007d). As part of general education in 
Science and Technology, teachers may choose to 
discuss the issue of climate change, but they are 
not obliged to do so. As a result, when young 
people have finished their compulsory schooling 
at age 17, they may have had little exposure to the 
climate change issue in the different curriculums 
because none of them are devoted entirely to 
environmental education.

That being said, most of the youth we inter-
viewed said that they had explored the question 
of climate change in school, while only a very 
small minority said that they had not discussed it 
at all. However, this did not prevent many of 
them from criticizing the way that climate change 
is dealt with in school. As with a positivist episte-
mological approach, it seems that the knowledge 
that is taught is rarely put into context or linked to 
the youth’s preoccupations, territory, and com-
munity (Morin et  al., 2021; Morin, 2021). 
Therefore, nearly half of the youth interviewed 
said that knowledge was the only thing they heard 
about in school when it came to climate change. 
They also deplored the fact that they were mainly 
required to write about the subject rather than to 
take action. A sociocritical, transformative, and 
socio-constructivist approach where youth play 
an active role in choosing themes or actions they 

value (Bader et al., 2017) would seem to be more 
in keeping with the WSA.

Generally speaking, when the youth were 
asked what they wanted in order to feel more 
capable of taking action in regard to climate 
change, they asked for a course on climate change 
at school. The debate over the need for a curricu-
lum on the environment made its way into the 
news in 2019 when youth in Québec, who had 
demonstrated in the wake of the climate strikes 
organized by young Greta Thunberg, made this 
their main request to the government in place.

In addition to the need for more relevant 
knowledge and the creating of a specific course 
on the environment, the discussions with the 
youth revealed that these young people did not 
have enough opportunities to talk about their 
feelings on climate change. However, many of 
them said they felt upset, powerless, anxious, 
depressed, distressed, pessimistic, disappointed, 
overwhelmed, mad, indignant, lacking in free-
dom, fearful, under pressure, etc. In contrast, 
feeling free, being hopeful, looking forward to a 
brighter future, and believing in a better response 
on the part of the community are feelings that can 
strengthen a person’s sense of empowerment.

We believe it is essential to be able to create 
a forum for discussion within curriculums, 
where youth can say how they feel. Philosophy 
for children, youth arts, and youth literature are 
all ways that can foster discussion. However, 
very full curriculums, frequent evaluations, and 
rigid timetables—particularly in secondary 
school—make it very difficult for teachers, even 
the most motivated ones, to put all that is needed 
in place. It seems desirable to have education 
curriculums that give more freedom to students 
and teaching staff, provided the latter receive 
appropriate support and training in climate 
change education.

6.5.3  Pedagogy and Learning

According to Wals and Mathie (2022), the type of 
pedagogy used coupled with conceptions of 
teaching and learning constitute another dimen-
sion of the WSA. As mentioned earlier, a trans-
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formative approach to climate change education 
can have very beneficial effects in a school. In 
our opinion, this type of approach seems to be 
well aligned with what the youth we met with 
said, especially because we feel they are being 
subjected to a form of epistemic injustice 
(Demers et  al., 2018). Confidence, recognition, 
commitment, and their successes should be con-
sidered fundamental in this transformative socio-
critical education on environmental issues.

According to some of the youth we met with, 
the fact that they feel encouraged to acquire 
knowledge about climate change without, how-
ever, being able to take action and be recognized 
for their actions, undermines their freedom. As 
one girl explained, learning about climate change 
is usually viewed favorably, but when this learn-
ing leads to action, some adults in positions of 
authority consider their action futile.

I feel free, yes and no, to act to address climate 
change. We’re encouraged to come up with ideas, 
do things, and develop our own view of climate 
change. But there’s always someone, like the 
school principal or a member of the political party 
in power, who tells you that you have good ideas 
and encourages you, but then says to themselves: 
“look at that girl making all those efforts for noth-
ing” (translation, youth, age 16).

However, some of the youth we interviewed 
had had a very different experience. They drew 
attention to examples of environmental initiatives 
at the school they attended. Most of these youth 
felt that they had a certain amount of power at 
their school and were perfectly capable of work-
ing with the school administration or teachers to 
develop environmental initiatives. According to 
one girl, the fact that teaching staff had confi-
dence in the students and gave them responsibili-
ties as well as the freedom to act in their school 
setting was enough to convince them that they 
had the capacities needed to act:

When someone tells you to do what you want 
because they have confidence in you, you can’t ask 
for more power to act than that! I’ve come to 
understand that I’m in charge. This makes me 
resourceful, self-sufficient, and accountable for 
what I do. And since I’m responsible for others as 
well, that gives me a certain autonomy. Of course, 
you’re proud of yourself, but at the same time you 
gain self-confidence because you tell yourself that 

if someone gives you power, it’s because you can 
handle it (translation, youth, age 14).

The youth we met with said that they were sat-
isfied, happy, or proud with regard to their 
actions, primarily those that had had visible 
results. Others said that they felt good about or 
enjoyed being involved. However, according to 
many of these youth, the successes of others were 
not discussed very much if at all in school, even 
when they were very relevant. More attention 
should be focused on their successes because this 
would help youth to develop a sense of empower-
ment and to be granted more importance.

6.5.4  Institutional Practices 
and Bureaucracy

Several of the youth we interviewed complained 
about the complex structures and bureaucracy 
needed to make changes that might be readily 
applicable. Some of them admitted that they 
found it very hard to deal with this bureaucracy: 
“What’s so annoying is that it takes so long to do 
even simple things. That makes me mad.” (trans-
lation, youth, age 14).

The youth we met with mentioned many very 
worthy and relevant initiatives that could be 
implemented in schools. Some of them said that 
they had talked to school administrators about 
these initiatives and had received strong support.
Others expressed indignation about the way in 
which the adults gave to much importance to the 
supposedly complexity of changes the youth 
propose.

Other youth were aware that their lack of 
choices or opportunities could be due to a single 
individual, group, government, or organization. 
These youth said that they also felt helpless in 
such situations:

I felt very empowered when the school administra-
tion lifted the ban on taking part in protests, 
because prior to that I had felt really powerless in 
dealing with the administrators. You belong to the 
administration during school hours, so you can’t 
decide to skip classes or you’ll suffer the conse-
quences . . .You really feel stripped of your power 
to act because your school prevents you from act-
ing (translation, youth, age 16).
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Many of the youth in our sample had been pre-
vented from taking part in the Friday climate pro-
tests and they talked about this regularly during 
the interviews. Most of them said that it had had 
a direct impact on their sense of empowerment. 
As recommended by Mogren (2019), proactive 
leadership by the school organization is impor-
tant to create a structure that facilitates transfor-
mative education.

6.5.5  Valuing Community 
and Intergenerational 
Connections

According to the youth we interviewed, estab-
lishing emancipatory relations with the various 
actors in the community surrounding a school 
seems to be essential for developing their sense 
of empowerment. Another element that emerged 
very clearly from the statements analyzed was a 
strong desire for solidarity.

Many of the youth we met with stressed first 
and foremost the importance of working together 
in order to address environmental issues. This 
helped them to feel less isolated:

If there’s no cooperation, you don’t have any 
power (translation, youth, age 16).
You need mutual aid to feel empowered (transla-
tion, youth, age 14).
When you feel empowered, you feel like you’re 
almost of the same caliber as others, you know 
what you have to do and you can share it with oth-
ers (translation, youth, age 14).

Those youth had a fairly strong sense of 
empowerment. They already seemed aware of the 
surrounding community and the opportunities for 
assistance offered by it. One girl in particular 
seemed to be able to reflect upon the basis of the 
social solidarity she felt and promoted in all 
spheres of her life: “You mustn’t forget, in any 
case, that you’re never alone in life. You’re the 
one who makes the decisions . . . but you’re never 
alone. You’re never alone, even when you make 
personal decisions” (translation, youth, age 14).

Many of the youth we interviewed said that 
they would like to feel listened to, understood, 
and supported to a greater extent. They also rec-
ognized that such values are essential for creating 
a fairer society and that individuals would feel 
more able to act if they felt important to others 
and were listened to when they made choices.

Our analysis identified two other values that 
can give youth a sense of empowerment in the 
face of climate change, namely, empathy and 
respect. According to two young people, empa-
thy can help us to better understand others and 
the situations in which they live so that we can 
help them more effectively. It can give rise to a 
multitude of learnings and address the most vul-
nerable needs.

Many of the statements we analyzed talked 
about “other generations” and, particularly, older 
generations. The youth we interviewed found it 
hard when older generations do not take responsi-
bility for climate change. Some of them deplored 
the fact that those generations pass the burden to 
younger people and thus fail to shoulder their 
responsibilities: “We should be able to see the 
older generations as setting the example, but no. 
They flood us with information in the hope that 
we’ll take care of things, but why can’t they take 
the initiative?” (translation, youth, age 15). 
According to one youth, the best way to increase 
a person’s sense of empowerment is to encourage 
them to stop thinking that it’s up to others to act: 
“To make me feel more empowered, I’d like peo-
ple to stop saying that future generations will do 
something.” (translation, youth, age 14).

Regardless of the form it takes, shared respon-
sibility is important for putting an end to injus-
tices. Achieving it requires thinking outside the 
box, getting rid of often deep-seated habits, and 
being open minded. In this sense, connections 
with the community around a school or outer 
society (Mogren, 2019) are essential for strength-
ening solidarity and showcasing models where 
older generations forcefully engage with younger 
ones.
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6.5.6  Capacity Building 
and Continued Professional 
Development of All School 
Staff

As mentioned by Wals and Mathie (2022), teach-
ing staff must build various capacities if they 
want to take part in a WSA. They will have to 
work with various partners in the community, be 
resilient in the face of change. and have a good 
capacity to adapt to unforeseen events. The staff 
will also have to defend the relevance of this type 
of approach before different audiences. When we 
interviewed the youth taking part in our study, 
they told us which capacities they deemed essen-
tial for increasing their sense of empowerment. 
These capacities also seem to be in keeping with 
what can be expected of teaching staff. For exam-
ple, they said that they believe it is necessary to 
be able to convince, influence, and educate oth-
ers, as well as to argue a point of view. When 
asked “If anything was possible, what would you 
like to have at your disposal for addressing cli-
mate change in the way you want?”, they men-
tioned “influence” on several occasions as a 
capacity that should be developed.

The ability to make efforts also seems to be 
important for developing a sense of empower-
ment. Efforts seem to be contagious and should 
be encouraged. However, they should have posi-
tive results if they are to be meaningful and gen-
erate hope. In this sense, determination, 
perseverance, and efforts are necessary, but not 
sufficient.

Courage is another sub-theme related to the 
aspect of capacity. For example, courage can be 
needed to do what is right. Therefore, it is impor-
tant “to step out of your comfort zone” (transla-
tion, youth, age 14), “to not be afraid of what 
people will think” (translation, youth, age 14), 
“to have mental fortitude” (translation, youth, 
age 16), and “to even defy rules and standards at 
times.”

All of these capacities, be they the ability to 
convince, influence, educate, or persuade, or 
remain determined, persevere, make efforts, or 
display courage, are largely a matter of impres-
sions or feelings. According to what the young 

people we interviewed said, these capacities 
depend a great deal on how they are perceived by 
others and on the actions that others take. Seeing 
others make efforts in the wake of your own or 
knowing that they share your determination can 
completely change the way you view your 
capacities.

6.6  Three Main Findings 
for Empowering Youth 
in the Face of Climate 
Change

The first finding that emerged from our results is 
the need to consider in climate change education 
not only what actions can be taken by youth and 
thus their agency in regard to the problem but 
also their well-being and the opportunities made 
available to them (Sen, 2010).

Taking well-being and opportunities into 
account also recalls the importance of consider-
ing the emotional dimensions of climate change 
education when it comes to empowerment, in 
order to prevent and mitigate feelings of despair, 
fear, urgency, or fatalism that are still overly pres-
ent among some youth (Zeyer & Kelsey, 2013). 
In that regard, Kelsey and Armstrong (2012) put 
forward the hypothesis that asking youth to pre-
maturely address an issue like climate change, 
which is an environmental problem well beyond 
their control, could contribute to reducing their 
empowerment. We support this idea and show 
that some of the youth we met with had a very 
limited sense of empowerment owing to the 
scope of the climate change problem and their 
lack of control over it. This is one of the climate 
education for empowerment challenges men-
tioned by Schreiner et  al. (2005) that schools 
must strive to address. Therefore, adopting a dif-
ferent approach to dealing with climate change in 
schools is no longer an option but a necessity, 
especially when we think that certain current 
education practices exacerbate feelings of help-
lessness, discouragement, and even fear (Elshof, 
2010).

The second finding that emerged is the link 
between the importance attached to prescribing 
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changes in individual behavior and the decrease 
in young people’s sense of empowerment in 
regard to climate change. The young people we 
met with, like those met with by Kenis and 
Mathijs (2012), widely criticized an educational 
model where youth are expected to reproduce a 
social construct predefined by adults (Jickling & 
Wals, 2008). Since youth consider that they are 
among the individuals most affected by climate 
change (they will experience the effects to a 
greater extent) (Corner et  al., 2015; Schreiner 
et al., 2005), their sense of empowerment will be 
reduced if they feel they are not being listened to 
or are not considered credible in decision making 
on this question, but have to comply with direc-
tives that they believe are lacking in scope.

Our results also show that the development of 
a sense of empowerment would be fostered by a 
more participatory citizen-action social model 
(Glithero, 2015; Hayward, 2021; Sadler et  al., 
2007), where there is an equitable sharing of 
power. Therefore, the youth we interviewed iden-
tified hierarchical social systems based on 
authoritarian political and social structures and 
major, but socially accepted, power relations 
(Jickling & Wals, 2008) as being at the root of a 
reduced sense of empowerment. These youth felt 
that they were regularly subjected to power 
dynamics that they did not consider legitimate, 
whether in regard to educational institutions 
(Demers et al., 2018), governments (Fielding & 
Head, 2012), multinationals (Kenis & Mathijs, 
2012), or even adults in general. Ensuring that 
youth are directly and truly involved in making 
decisions that concern them in their school seems 
to be totally consistent with the WSA and should 
be considered a priority.

Similarly, it is interesting to note that some of 
the youth we met with criticized the social norm 
that values, for example, overconsumption and 
individualism, as well as capitalism. These youth, 
who recognized that it is important to do what is 
fair, to break free from social norms or their com-
fort zone, and to overcome the lack of support 
from others (Blanchet-Cohen, 2008), were also 
perfectly aware of the choices and responsibili-
ties we have as individuals and members of soci-
ety. They recognized the need to change habits, 

call the system in place into question, consider 
the most vulnerable individuals, and provide 
them with the opportunities and all the capabili-
ties (Sen, 2010) needed to ensure greater social 
and environmental justice.

Since the vast majority of the youth we inter-
viewed recognized that schools are accountable 
in the fight against climate change, education 
seems to be a promising way to call the system 
into question, imagine a more viable future, and 
take concrete action for the community. For some 
of the youth, it is impossible to not be affected by 
the injustices associated with the climate crisis. 
Therefore, critical reflection and systemic analy-
sis (UNESCO, 2017a) encouraged by schools 
might facilitate the necessary social and ecologi-
cal transition. Some of the youth we interviewed 
in one of the schools seemed to have completed 
this critical reflection and systemic analysis 
phase and were now looking forward to a more 
ecologically viable future. The fact that they 
experienced environmental successes on a daily 
basis and were part of a school community where 
they felt free and where adults had confidence in 
them encouraged them to have a strong sense of 
empowerment when it came to dealing with cli-
mate change.

The third and last finding that emerged from 
the results is the important role of solidarity in 
the development of a sense of empowerment. As 
in Hayward (2021) and Glithero (2015), some of 
the youth we met with called for climate change 
education that builds on the fairer and more equi-
table social participation of youth (at the level of 
consultation and decision making as well as 
action). Such social participation should be 
encouraged and developed in school and con-
ducted for the well-being of the community 
around the school (Hargis et al., 2021; Hayward, 
2021; UNESCO, 2020). In so doing, values such 
as solidarity or, as mentioned in particular by 
Sauvé (2018), benevolence should be valued in 
school. To that end, youth must be recognized as 
valuable, credible, and legitimate interlocutors.

Therefore, it seems logical that youth’s sense 
of empowerment will increase when group activ-
ities, particularly those that bring all generations 
together, are conducted and encouraged. It will 
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then feel like responsibility is being shared and 
that the different actors in the school community 
are concerned as well. According to some of the 
youth we met with, schools are responsible for 
promoting this type of activity.

6.7  Conclusion

It is morally untenable that formal education as 
usually provided in formal school settings helps 
to increase the anxiety and discouragement of 
youth in the face of climate change (Elshof, 
2010). To develop a real sense of empowerment 
in schools when it comes to climate change, it 
must be acknowledged that youth are free to act 
or not based on what they believe should be done. 
Various freedoms (or capabilities) must be 
granted to youth as part of a WSA so that they 
can feel empowered in the face of climate change.

Several initiatives are already underway in 
schools in Québec, thanks to the unrelenting 
efforts of teachers, school administrators, and 
other school employees. These initiatives must be 
recognized and promoted in order to inspire other 
school communities to follow suit. Political 
authorities must provide these communities with 
adequate support in order to reinforce this aspect 
of their school-based and extracurricular 
initiatives.

In conclusion, it should be noted that we have 
a tremendous need for education if we are to deal 
with climate change. However, the world of edu-
cation (particularly, teaching staff and school 
administrators) also requires freedom, resources, 
and recognition if it is to achieve that goal. As 
Glithero (2015) said, teaching staff also need 
appropriate preservice teacher training and pro-
fessional development in environmental educa-
tion as well as an organizational structure that 
supports this type of education. In that sense, the 
WSA should serve as a source of inspiration.
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7Accelerating Change-Making: 
Reflections on Embedding 
Regenerative Practices in School 
Climate Action

Ellen Field, Michèle Andrews, John Hannah, 
Eleonor Kerr, Drew Stephens, and Alison Elliott

Key Message
Schools have the opportunity, and arguably a 
moral imperative, to create an aspirational vision 
for a healthy, thriving world. This chapter shares 
commonalities, challenges, and emerging oppor-
tunities of three schools’ journeys as they work to 
accelerate climate action through whole school 
approaches with efforts that aim beyond sustain-
ability toward restoring and regenerating the 
world around us.

7.1  Introduction

In this chapter, administrators and teachers from 
three independent schools in Canada and at dif-
ferent stages of whole school sustainability 
describe and critically reflect on their journeys. 
The schools joined the pilot cohort of the Climate 

Action Accelerator Program (CAAP) that was 
launched in January 2022. As part of the pro-
gram, each school has made a commitment to 
create and implement bold, high-impact, whole 
school climate action plans. In doing so, they are 
striving to become leaders in the K-12 sector and 
within their communities, aiming to be at the 
forefront of educational responses focused on a 
just and regenerated world. These three schools 
are all at different stages of their whole school 
approach journeys of integrating sustainability 
and climate action. These schools each started 
their journey prior to joining CAAP. The CAAP 
allows them to form a network with other schools 
pursuing the same goals and requires that schools 
develop a committed governance team that aligns 
with a whole school framework.

7.1.1  Why Whole School 
Approaches to Climate Action 
Are Needed

Young people primarily learn about climate 
change through formal schools (Field et  al., 
2019); however, most often climate change edu-
cation occurs within science subjects and often 
predominantly focuses on cognitive knowledge, 
specifically centering scientific literacy in terms 
of the physical mechanisms of climate change 
and the validity of climate science (Henderson, 
2019; Wynes & Nicholas, 2019). While a cogni-
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tive understanding of climate change mecha-
nisms and impacts is imperative, it does not 
attend to the whole person and often lacks an 
action-oriented engagement with socio- emotional 
or justice-focused dimensions of climate change 
education (Grewal et  al., 2022; Hargis & 
McKenzie, 2020; McKenzie, 2021; UNESCO, 
2019; Wynes & Nicholas, 2019). A national eval-
uation of climate change education policy in 
Canada (Bieler et  al., 2018) showed shallow 
engagement with climate change, an overwhelm-
ing focus on energy efficiency upgrades in 
schools, and a lack of holistic responses to cli-
mate change. Bieler et  al.’s research identifies 
gaps between physical operations and learning. 
From our experience, this gap occurs when 
school facility departments do not communicate 
directly with teaching staff, causing missed learn-
ing opportunities. We believe that students would 
be more likely to see their learning as responsive 
to the unfolding climate crisis if they experience 
these changes not only in physical operations but 
across school governance and in classroom teach-
ing, signifying that their schools are taking cli-
mate action seriously.

The delayed leadership of formal education 
systems has been echoed in the streets by youth 
climate activists in countries around the world 
(Han & Anh, 2020), specifically by youth groups 
advocating for increased climate change educa-
tion (Climate Education Reform British 
Columbia, 2021; Teach for the Future, 2021), 
including the first-ever student-written education 
bill, Climate Education Bill, in the UK (2022). 
Currently, 39% of countries have a national-level 
law, policy, or plan specifically focused on cli-
mate change education (Benavot & McKenzie, 
2022). In Canada, delayed policy leadership is 
also evident in the limited number of explicit and 
mandatory climate change curriculum expecta-
tions in regional curriculum documents (Field 
et  al., 2023). Other recent research has bench-
marked rates of youth climate anxiety interna-
tionally, reporting that 60% of youth respondents 
across countries are very to extremely worried 
about climate change (Hickman et al., 2021). In 
this same study, climate anxiety and distress were 
correlated with perceived inadequate government 

responses and associated feelings of betrayal 
(Hickman et al., 2021). A recent Canadian study 
found that Canadian youth, similar to the 
Hickman et  al. (2021) study, reported feeling 
afraid (67%), anxious (63%), and powerless 
(58%) in relation to climate change, which are all 
normal emotional responses to the climate crisis 
and for most young people are not pathological 
(Clayton et al., 2017). In addition, this Canadian 
study explored young people’s perspectives on 
the education system and found that 65% of 
young people surveyed believe that the education 
system in Canada should be doing “more” or “a 
lot more” to educate young people about climate 
change. Text responses to an open-ended ques-
tion on how the education system could better 
support young people’s learning indicated that 
young people would like an increase in climate 
change content, a focus on teaching solutions and 
taking action, and mental health supports pro-
vided within the education system.

Given that young people primarily learn about 
climate change through school, spend a large 
majority of their time at school, and are also expe-
riencing high rates of negative climate emotions, 
we propose that schools are essential spaces for 
not only learning about the climate crisis but also 
for students to engage in active learning, innovat-
ing, experimenting, and taking action that 
addresses local climate issues. The climate crisis, 
along with the many intersecting social crises of 
our time, is emerging and evolving and require 
that all generations learn about and engage with 
them synchronously rather than in isolation. 
There is an amplifying opportunity for schools to 
be sites of climate learning and action not just for 
the members of the school but for the surrounding 
community (Facer, 2012). Research has also dem-
onstrated that the ripple effect of climate change 
education within schools extends beyond students 
into families and communities (Lawson et  al., 
2019). K-12 schools have the potential to be cen-
ters for learning and action that help achieve the 
necessary tipping points in a whole-society 
approach, inclusive of technical, instrumental, 
and adaptive transformation, through adopting 
whole school approaches, community- focused 
climate actions, and integrating green skills for 
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the climate action framework (Kwuak & Casey, 
2021). Young people involved in the transforma-
tion of their schools into institutions leading in 
climate action will undoubtedly experience some 
offset to negative climate emotions; moreover, we 
believe that young people witnessing adults, such 
as school leaders and teachers, taking climate 
action in pursuit of securing more stable climate 
futures is one of the most powerful antidotes to 
negative climate emotions and youths’ accompa-
nying feelings of betrayal (Hickman et al., 2021).

7.1.2  Climate Action Accelerator 
Program: A Whole School 
Approach

The Climate Action Accelerator Program, 
launched in January 2022, provides an iterative 
approach and process for schools to improve 
their climate action through schools by deepen-
ing students’ understanding of the climate crisis, 
developing a whole school climate action plan, 
establishing benchmarks from which future 
change can be measured, and participating in a 
community of practice with other school teams. 
Participating schools make a 3 year commitment 
to collaborate with other schools to create and 
begin implementing a whole school climate 
action plan. After 1 year, the CAAP enrolled 21 
schools from five provinces across Canada. These 
schools are all independent and are members of 
the Canadian Accredited Independent Schools 
(CAIS) association. They are all not-for-profit 
organizations, registered charities, fee-based, and 
are governed by an independent board of gover-
nors. Many, though not all, independent schools 
are very established with significant endowments 
and alumni/ae support. Participating schools cre-
ate a multidisciplinary team with at least one 
senior administrator, one faculty member, one 
representative from the facilities team, and two 
students. School teams have in many cases grown 
to be a dozen or more people, including many 
students. The peer support, sharing of ideas, 
building capacity, and the level of accountability 
brought by making this commitment together are 
seen as helpful to making significant progress.

The CAAP begins with the concept of regen-
eration—the idea that we must not strive merely 
to maintain or sustain the current state or strive to 
do “less bad,” but whole school climate action 
today can, and should, be about healing, repair-
ing damage, restoring, and creating a future of 
thriving and flourishing for all. The inspiration 
for this approach with schools came from the 
work of Jason F.  McLennan, who created the 
Living Building Challenge, a program first pub-
lished in 2006 out of the not-for-profit he founded, 
the International Living Future Institute (ILFI). 
The Living Building Challenge invites all those 
working in the built environment to design new 
buildings and renovate existing ones, with the 
intention of making them regenerative, using the 
metaphor of the flower: flowers draw their energy 
from the sun, nutrients and water from the 
ground, and their waste provides food for future 
flowers and supports the health of the ecosystem 
in which they are growing. Examples of Living 
Building Challenge projects, as well as many 
related initiatives for products and communities, 
can now be found all over the world (International 
Living Future Institute, 2022). The CAAP also 
references the work of Bill Reed, a planning con-
sultant, author, and leader in the field of regenera-
tive development for over two decades (2007; 
2023), the work of Damon Gameau, an actor, 
director, and activist from Australia who founded 
Regen Studios as a catalyst for building the 
regeneration movement (2023), and the work of 
Paul Hawken, activist and author, founder of 
Project Drawdown (2017) and Regeneration 
(2021). The concept of regeneration, along with 
themes of urgency, literacy, equity, and hope that 
underpin the program, has proven to be immedi-
ately inspiring for participants. School partici-
pants within the CAAP are asked to consider all 
their actions with the question, “What if every 
action you took, every decision you made, con-
tributed to a thriving life for all people and all the 
rest of nature?”

Donella Meadows (1999), in her work on sys-
tems change, identified a ranked set of leverage 
points for intervention. She identified the greatest 
opportunity for leverage as the “paradigm out of 
which the system—its goals, structure, rules, 
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delays, parameters—arises” and with “the power 
to transcend paradigms” (p.  3). The CAAP 
attempts to help school leaders, formal and infor-
mal, to adopt this new paradigm of regeneration 
to drive faster, deeper, and more effective sys-
tems change toward whole school climate action. 
The CAAP theory of change is that transforming 
schools can inspire school community members, 
including parents, grandparents, alumni/ae, 
neighbors, and anyone else connected into 
becoming change-makers who can influence cli-
mate action in business, society, and government 
today. In this way, the CAAP definition of “whole 
school” is potentially more aspirational than 
other frameworks, with its emphasis on regenera-
tion and its striving to influence multiple genera-
tions within the communities connected to the 
schools to expedite the transition to a zero- 
carbon, just, regenerated world.

The theme of hope is introduced alongside the 
idea of regeneration at the outset of the program, 
and is carried throughout the CAAP using the 
work of Elin Kelsey and her book Hope Matters: 
Why Changing the Way We Think Is Critical to 
Solving the Environmental Crisis (2019). Using 
Kelsey’s model for evidence-based hope, CAAP 
participants are invited to seek out evidence of 
where there is already healing, restoration, and 
regeneration happening in their own communi-
ties and around the world. Adults and students 
alike find this to be a very helpful, motivating 
practice that provides a greater sense of confi-
dence as they make the mental shift toward 
regenerative practices.

A strategic framework for whole school cli-
mate action was developed for use in the CAAP 
represented by a common pattern found in nature: 
the hexagon (Fig. 7.1). From honeycombs to cor-
als and from turtle shells to dragonfly eyes, the 
hexagon is nature’s elegant solution to maximiz-
ing volume and strength while minimizing mate-
rial use.

At the core of a plan, a school leading in cli-
mate action must have a compelling aspirational 
vision of their school as an agent of change in 
transition to a just and regenerated world. The 
vision has the power to galvanize the school com-
munity and provide inspiration for their climate 

plan. The vision should be reflected in the school 
governance and leadership, with clear responsi-
bilities and accountabilities, supported by perfor-
mance metrics shared throughout the school 
community that track progress toward defined 
short- and longer-term goals.

In addition to the vision, there are three dimen-
sions and six strategies that comprise the CAAP 
framework and that help guide schools in opera-
tionalizing their transition to whole school cli-
mate action. The three dimensions are briefly 
outlined below.

 1. Organizational Culture

The culture of a school is defined by the shared 
values, social norms, and practices within the 
organization. To achieve their compelling vision, 
schools must ensure that the paradigm of regen-
eration is embedded in their culture and visible 
throughout the school in the physical space, the 
curricular and co-curricular programming, school 
operations, and governance.

 2. Collective Learning

A whole school approach, led by cross- 
disciplinary teams, is optimal for collective learn-
ing. Everyone in the school community needs to 
engage in climate change education, learning 
from and with each other.

 3. Physical Space

The physical space includes school opera-
tions, all resources used on campus, the facilities, 
and the natural environment stewarded by the 
school. This physical dimension implicitly 
teaches and communicates the school’s values to 
users through interactions with the space and its 
features. It is the context for the learning experi-
ence and, as such, should reflect the compelling 
vision for sustainability throughout.

The framework includes six strategies, two in 
each dimension, for schools to create and imple-
ment their plans, as displayed in the outer ring of 
hexagons in the figure above: create a healthy 
synergetic system, communicate strategically, 
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Fig. 7.1 Climate action accelerator program’s strategic framework

collaborate in cross-disciplinary teams, use a 
student-centred approach, share leadership, and 
design space as a teacher (DoorNumberOne.org, 
2022).

The CAAP framework is similar to other 
whole school frameworks and was specifically 
influenced by Barr et  al.’s model published by 
The Center for Green Schools at the US Green 
Building Council (2014). Barr et al. (2014) cre-
ated a guiding framework to advance whole 
school sustainability efforts, which has three 
components, Organizational Culture, Physical 
Place, and Educational Program, and, within 
each, three principles to help schools develop 
their approach to whole school sustainability. 
More recently, Wals and Mathie (2022) orient a 
whole school approach as a flower. They guide 
schools toward taking a systems approach in 

understanding the opportunities and interrelated-
ness of working with all the stakeholders in a 
school community to transform education in the 
context of emerging global challenges. Building 
capacity for systems thinking is a common core 
principle found in all three frameworks, along 
with many others in practice, in driving success-
ful whole school approaches. Moreover, Holst’s 
(2022) conceptual framework of whole school 
approaches, which was developed from synthe-
sized literature, identifies a set of core principles 
(coherence, continuous learning, participation, 
responsibility, long-term commitment) and seven 
areas of action, including interactive and partici-
pative governance, cross-disciplinary orientation 
of curriculum and learning, the process of (re-) 
designing operations and campus management, 
community-orientation, fostering competencies 
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through capacity building, and clear and consis-
tent communication. Overall, there is much 
alignment and commonalities across the whole 
school approach frameworks derived from litera-
ture reviews and the CAAP’s programmatic 
design.

7.2  Three Schools’ Journeys 
Toward Whole School 
Climate Action

This chapter is a critical reflection from three 
schools that have worked for years or even 
decades on sustainability projects and have now 
completed their first year in the CAAP.  Within 
the cases, it is clear that each school is at a differ-
ent stage of whole school sustainability (early, 
intermediate, and advanced), and each school is 
prioritizing sustainability and climate actions that 
are context-specific. The schools volunteered to 
participate in the reflective process and in the 
writing of this chapter. The process was coordi-
nated by Dr. Ellen Field, Assistant Professor in 
the Faculty of Education at Lakehead University, 
and Michèle Andrews, Co-founder and Executive 
Director of DoorNumberOne.org, the organiza-
tion running the CAAP.  The team met several 
times to discuss the specific school contexts, suc-
cesses, and challenges. All conversations were 
recorded, and transcripts of the discussions 
inform the Discussion section of the chapter. All 
participants spoke authentically about their 
school’s journeys in order to co-learn with each 
other and with the aim to share their process with 
schools beyond the CAAP through this 
publication.

7.2.1  Southridge School

Southridge School, founded in 1995, is situated 
on 17 acres in South Surrey, British Columbia, on 
the unceded native Coast Salish territories of the 
Kawantlen, Katzie, Tsawwassen, and Semiahmoo 
First Nations. It serves 680 students in kindergar-
ten through Grade 12/University Entrance. 

Southridge’s whole school approach has been 
catalyzed by the head of school, who has made 
the school’s sustainability initiatives a clear 
priority.

Under the leadership of the assistant head of 
school, a team of 16, including faculty, staff, and 
students, works with the school community 
across ten areas of impact, including teaching 
and learning, building and grounds, and school 
culture. The school’s approach to developing its 
Environmental Stewardship Plan (ESP) was 
research-based, using the results of environmen-
tal audits completed in 2014 and 2019. With the 
goal of integrating student-initiated environmen-
tal projects into a whole school strategic frame-
work that encompasses all facets of operations, a 
fundamental cornerstone of the ESP is the belief 
that coordinated efforts within a common under-
standing of shared purpose are more impactful 
than well-intentioned initiatives operating inde-
pendently from one another. As such, the per-
spective Southridge will explore in this chapter is 
a systems approach (as defined by Wals & 
Mathie, 2022) to the development and implemen-
tation of a whole school environmental/climate 
action plan.

Stemming from its first environmental audit 
completed in 2014, Southridge positioned its cli-
mate action efforts from two distinct and separate 
perspectives: school operations and student ini-
tiatives. Over the next 5 years, numerous initia-
tives were drawn from the audit and implemented 
with the intention to become a more environmen-
tally responsible school community. Indeed, the 
efforts of the school from both perspectives 
received support from the board of governors, 
and financial resources were made available to 
move the school forward. In 2018, and in align-
ment with the school’s preparation for its 25th 
anniversary, Southridge looked to the future and 
began to write the next chapter of its story. With 
a long-term outlook in their sights, the board of 
governors and head of school designed a 10 year 
strategic plan to focus on equipping each student 
for their path ahead, developing a creative and 
supportive environment for learning and work, 
and connecting its diverse community. With a 
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distinct and sincere interest in how the school 
would prepare its students to become globally 
aware and engaged citizens, the head of school 
began to consider the extent to which environ-
mental stewardship would play a role in equip-
ping the school’s students for the future.

In alignment with the school’s mission to edu-
cate students who make a difference in the world, 
the head of school used the 2014 environmental 
report as a basis to form the content of its next 
environmental audit. The 2019 audit highlighted 
many areas of progress the community had made 
over the 5 years, particularly in the areas of food 
services and information technology, and it also 
identified points for continued focus, growth, and 
improvement (in particular, co-curricular pro-
gramming, housekeeping services, and waste 
management).

The points for continued growth and improve-
ment from the 2019 audit report were used in 
alignment with the 2 year “getting ready” phase 
of the school’s 10 year strategic plan. From an 
environmental stewardship point of view, the 
“getting ready” phase meant creating a mini stra-
tegic plan to unite distinct and separate climate 
action efforts—school operations and student 
initiatives—in a new and purposeful whole 
school approach. The beauty of the design pro-
cess was in how it brought together voices from 
all areas of the school to engage in thoughtful 
discussion based on evidence contained in the 
audit report. Over the course of the next 6 months 
(from November 2019 to April 2020), a team of 
16 people wrote Southridge’s first strategically 
aligned ESP; and in September 2021, they began 
to implement the first series of 15 key 
initiatives.

Even though the output was a comprehensive 
and engaging ESP, one of the challenges the team 
faced in writing it was finding common ground 
on issues that were, up to that point in time, 
clearly the jurisdiction of only certain people or 
departments. Welcoming distinct voices into iter-
ative discussions to generate a whole school per-
spective was a hurdle that created tensions and 
tested the team’s ability to truly collaborate. It 
took practice to listen openly to the opinions of 
nonexperts who did not have practical experience 

in certain areas. For example, teachers offering 
their opinions on sustainable purchasing prac-
tices the school should be following created an 
oppositional dynamic that was difficult to over-
come. With time and after many honest conversa-
tions and authentic group interactions, it became 
evident that everyone was working toward a com-
mon goal. The trust that blossomed from these 
kinds of interactions helped ease the transition 
from a disparate approach of well-intentioned 
initiatives operating independently from one 
another (and with questionable influence on the 
school’s environmental culture) to a more impact-
ful whole school systems approach of coordi-
nated efforts around a common understanding of 
shared purpose.

The implementation of the school’s ESP went 
very well, largely due to the model of shared 
leadership it inspired. One of the most significant 
benefits of taking on a whole school approach to 
environmental stewardship and climate action is 
that people recognize that the only way to help 
move the school forward is to contribute to the 
execution of the plan. People in designated lead-
ership roles intentionally stepped back from 
advancing each key initiative on their own, and 
they provided the space and opportunity for non-
designated leaders to decide how best to approach 
the initiatives. Team members had more owner-
ship over the plan and felt a greater sense of 
accomplishment and excitement about the 
changes that took place over the course of the 
year, which translated into enthusiasm for con-
tinuing the work in the following year. It also gar-
nered appreciation for the work people do in all 
departments across the school, which helped 
build an even stronger sense of shared leadership 
and shared goals.

Southridge administration took some time 
after the CAAP Year One to align its 
Environmental Sustainability Plan with the 
Climate Action Accelerator Strategic Framework. 
This analysis showed that a systems approach to 
environmental stewardship is strongly repre-
sented in the school’s work on the building and 
grounds, as well as in other areas of school opera-
tions such as sustainable purchasing. It also 
showed that key initiatives in the Southridge plan 
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are equally represented across Organizational 
Culture, Collective Learning, and Physical Space.

However, one important area of focus for the 
future will be providing professional  development 
and education opportunities for board members. 
An excellent generative discussion at a spring 
2022 board meeting revealed a desire to make 
better-informed environmental and climate action 
decisions in the future. The current annual board 
education plan for 2022–2023 has two meetings 
designated as “environmental.” The first meeting 
will focus on what it means to shift an organiza-
tion from using a green initiative- based program 
to using a regenerative paradigm model. The sec-
ond meeting will be designed to help position the 
school’s key environmental performance indica-
tors against industry standards, as defined by pro-
gressive Canadian independent schools. In the 
end, the board will have a greater appreciation for 
what leading schools across the country are doing 
and how Southridge can position itself as a con-
tributing member of the growing number of 
schools that are recognizing their role in creating 
a regenerative future.

A second area of focus will be on revisiting 
the vision for the work. In 2020, the committee 
responsible for creating the ESP spent consider-
able time thinking about its vision to help the 
school have a better understanding of possible 
future directions. Taking into account that the ini-
tiatives the committee planned to undertake at the 
time were relatively modest, the original vision 
read, “Given its emphasis on making a difference 
in the world, Southridge intentionally and proac-
tively contributes to an environmentally sustain-
able future.” Southridge is reconsidering this 
vision statement in light of its work in the 
CAAP. Providing some education for the board 
of governors in 2022–2023 will help facilitate 
that process. Since developing a compelling 
vision will have a financial impact on the school, 
it is important for the board to possess sufficient 
background knowledge about climate action and 
environmental regeneration to contribute in a 
well-informed way to the development of an 
appropriately positioned vision that is more aspi-
rational and compelling than what is currently in 
place.

7.2.2  Hillfield Strathallan College

Hillfield Strathallan College (HSC) is a Canadian 
independent school with 1280 learners from pre-
kindergarten to Grade 12. The campus is nestled 
on 50 acres in the traditional territories of the 
Erie, Neutral, Huron-Wendat, Haudenosaunee, 
and Mississaugas. This land is covered by the 
Dish With One Spoon Wampum Belt Covenant, 
which was an agreement between the 
Haudenosaunee, Anishinabek, and other 
Indigenous nations to share and care for the 
resources around the Great Lakes. HSC is com-
mitted to honoring this covenant by working 
alongside Indigenous neighbors and building a 
sustainable relationship with the land. In this 
chapter, the work of reimagining and re- 
developing the campus grounds as a Learning 
Landscape will be explored as a way to facilitate 
building a culture of sustainability and integrat-
ing it into curricular and co-curricular programs.

7.2.2.1  A Not-So-Novel Idea…
There was a time, not too long ago, when 
Canadian schools did not have gymnasiums 
(New World Encyclopedia, 2022). As surprising 
as it may seem, school assemblies, theatrical per-
formances, and physical education classes did 
not have a specialized instructional space a cen-
tury ago. Fast-forward one hundred years, and 
gyms have become an essential school feature 
based on their many educational benefits. 
However, there’s another potential piece of 
school infrastructure that has been overlooked, 
one that can more significantly impact student 
learning and engagement. Over the last two 
decades, research has shown that looking outside 
the school to the school grounds as a learning 
space provides a highly effective opportunity to 
increase student learning and wellness (numer-
ous articles within Children and Nature Network 
Research Library). In 2009, HSC set out to create 
outdoor classroom spaces and biodiversity 
enhancements that would fully integrate into all 
grades, understanding that this could become the 
twenty-first century’s educational innovation. 
While the built infrastructure covers approxi-
mately half of the campus, the remaining land 
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consists of lawns, playing fields dotted with orna-
mental trees, and an apple orchard remnant of the 
farm that operated on the land a century ago. 
Reintroducing native biodiversity led to the 
emergence of a new vision of the campus as a 
Learning Landscape. Rather than a passive back-
drop of open space, the grounds are now being 
treated as a new piece of school infrastructure for 
twenty-first-century learners. Its features support 
and enhance student learning and social develop-
ment, academic achievement, creativity, focus, 
and mood, along with staff job satisfaction and 
wellness, climate change resilience and adapta-
tion, and more.

7.2.2.2  Meet the Learning Landscape
The typical unbuilt campus area, along with the 
property surrounding many suburban North 
American schools, has lawns, some ornamental 
plantings, and sports fields lined with invasive 
nonnative trees. The Learning Landscape re- 
envisions these areas to leverage new opportuni-
ties for growth and development in students 
across all ages and subject areas. It began with 
reintroducing naturalized areas, which act as co- 
teacher, provide an ecological function to support 
local biodiversity, and even help mitigate some 
impacts of climate change. The landscape 
includes an arboretum and living laboratory, a 
conservation corridor, nature sanctuaries, well-
ness spaces, and outdoor classrooms. This work 
also affords using these spaces for year-round 
outdoor activity and physical education classes.

7.2.2.3  Setting the Course
In 2009, HSC embarked on a strategic plan with 
the goal of becoming a leader in sustainability 
and environmental responsibility. The school 
leadership opened the door to student and staff 
initiatives related to biodiversity or sustainability. 
Initiatives were supported and encouraged, 
whether they were tied to curriculum, infrastruc-
ture change, or day-to-day facility decisions. A 
global body of research on the impact of outdoor 
learning and activity in nature has developed in 
the last 15–20 years; it provides the rationale for 
looking outdoors at the unbuilt parts of campus 
as a Learning Landscape (see Children and 

Nature Network research library (n.d.) for numer-
ous research articles on the benefits of outdoor 
learning: https://research.childrenandnature.org/).

7.2.2.4  Wayfinding Led by Students
Staff and students across HSC have played an 
important role in developing new landscape ele-
ments. Students are enthusiastic about the tasks, 
and, more importantly, their involvement builds 
skills and agency that give them hope for their 
future in a rapidly changing world. Younger stu-
dents thrive in the Learning Landscape, and the 
revised junior school science program is based on 
a gardening curriculum. Grade 6 students have 
been proposing campus biodiversity enhance-
ment projects for 5 years. Grade 9 students inves-
tigate what actions are taken on the campus that 
could support particular species at risk. Senior 
biology students stratify, germinate, and plant 
specialized plant species native to Ontario, and 
they are developing a campus native tree inven-
tory to then calculate greenhouse gas sequestra-
tion potentials. There are boundless opportunities 
for creative, imaginative, experiential, and hands-
 on learning, as well as opportunities to collabo-
rate with community partners. Students have a 
deep bond and well-developed sense of place and 
purpose, and they know that their school is solv-
ing problems locally and modeling solutions to 
global challenges.

Cross-curricular integration, inquiry, and 
project- based learning work well in natural 
spaces. The HSC campus showcases biodiversity 
and leverages green infrastructure for cost sav-
ings and climate change resilience and mitiga-
tion. Still, above all else, it enhances student 
achievement and both student and teacher health 
and well-being. Ongoing naturalization projects 
at HSC directly support the 2021–2030 United 
Nations Decade of Ecosystem Restoration initia-
tive and the broader Sustainable Development 
Goals. These projects help represent and build an 
understanding of the local presettlement habitats 
on the site while shifting focus to situating expe-
riential learning on campus and reducing green-
house emissions from busing that would have 
been used for field trips. Just as gymnasiums 
went from “new concept” to “essential school 
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facility” through the twentieth century, HSC is 
looking forward to a future where a Learning 
Landscape will be a crucial part of every school, 
and all students and faculty will have the oppor-
tunity to reap its many benefits. A cultural shift is 
happening that is purposely and deliberately sup-
ported by leadership and driven by the initiative 
of staff and students.

HSC joined the CAAP in the first cohort of 
schools to lead system-wide thinking and to 
become change agents to model what is possible. 
There is a commitment to continue to leverage 
their growing capacity to make better decisions, 
stimulate a more comprehensive whole school 
approach to strategies, fully integrate student 
voices, and collaborate and share best practices 
that they aspire to co-design and implement in a 
community of like-minded leading independent 
schools across Canada. The CAAP is a platform 
for sharing ideas, strategies, and best practices, 
and, equally important, it is a space where school 
leaders can articulate and discuss what is really 
meant by bold action that inspires hope for a bet-
ter future. Peer schools in the CAAP will take 
back a stronger and more compelling voice to 
individual schools and continue to build the 
momentum of a whole school approach within a 
collective of transparent and shared CAIS 
(Canadian Accredited Independent School) 
approaches. Since joining CAAP, there has been 
heightened appreciation at HSC that every degree 
of warming matters, every year matters, every 
choice matters, every action matters, and hope 
matters.

7.2.2.5  Compelling Vision
The HSC Campus Master Plan and Strategic Plan 
2022 offer a response to the climate emergency, 
in particular on the theme of purposeful and sus-
tainable learning environments. This response 
ensures that the entire community is aligned with 
the overall goals of significantly reducing the 
school’s footprint, role-modeling regenerative 
behaviors, and working toward a carbon-negative 
future. It is recognized that no part of this prob-
lem will be solved in isolation, and everyone in 
the community will have to innovate, support, 
and sacrifice to achieve these goals.

7.2.2.6  Organizational Culture
HSC is a large and physically dispersed set of 
four schools, all operating within one school, and 
with a very large catchment area. HSC is working 
to ensure that the values of sustainability and cli-
mate action are woven throughout the school. 
Implementing concepts from the CAAP, such as 
an overall climate action plan, sustainability sur-
vey, ongoing professional development, commu-
nications, and student leadership roles, reinforces 
the school’s commitment to environmental sus-
tainability and climate action.

7.2.2.7  Collective Learning
HSC is bridging curriculum areas and looking for 
continuums that will thread through curricular 
and co-curricular learning and strengthen climate 
actions. HSC is a platinum EcoSchool and has 
established student committees to lead student 
actions. The sometimes-hidden talents of stu-
dents, faculty, staff, and community members are 
being tapped. Programming is emerging and 
evolving to be more data-driven, action-oriented, 
and project-based and, as a result, is having more 
impact on more students. Preparing students for 
an uncertain future includes developing skills and 
mindsets that are aligned with a progressive 
school ground element like the Learning 
Landscape, where they have agency to actively 
support biodiversity and climate change adapta-
tion, mitigation, and resilience and to do so on 
the other side of their classroom wall. Planting 
oak savannah species, managing runoff into 
waterways and wetlands, and investigating new 
solutions for increasing food security are exam-
ples that enrich the student experience.

7.2.2.8  Physical Space
In 2007, HSC began to focus on sustainability 
with initiatives to measure and sort waste, replace 
light bulbs, consume less, and investigate energy 
reduction behaviors that could be implemented 
across campus. Now, HSC is turning its attention 
to actively model regenerative systems and infra-
structure, including gardens, food forests, repre-
sentative natural habitats, solar arrays, and 
electrification, and ensure the entire 50 acres are 
used as outdoor classrooms and an intentional 
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campus-wide Learning Landscape that serves 
desired learning outcomes. A baseline green-
house gas inventory was established from 2019 
data that will drive many of the operational deci-
sions moving forward. During the last major 
capital campaign and construction of a new 
senior school, climate action-related elements 
were introduced. A Green School Steering 
Committee was established to determine priori-
ties and renew conversations around energy con-
servation, waste reduction, green infrastructure, 
and other ideas that environmentally offered 
“more good” rather than just “less bad.” Several 
significant stormwater bioswales have been 
added to intercept parking lot run-off, and build-
ing features were planned that support sustain-
able innovations in the future.

Moving forward, HSC will continue to strive 
to be a leader in climate action and environmental 
sustainability through education, construction, 
and ongoing operations. The large catchment 
area and corresponding bus fleet remain a chal-
lenge to resolve. There is a commitment that each 
new building on campus will be designed and 
operated to a very high environmental standard. 
Similar to the learning landscapes outside, the 
built environment will be used as a learning tool 
for environmental stewardship and climate 
change mitigation. This will serve current and 
future students across every grade and curricu-
lum area by enhancing and enriching educational 
experiences, supporting biodiversity and human 
wellness, and improving the impacts of climate 
change on campus and within the community. 
HSC intends to make a meaningful impact on the 
built environment on campus to support the goal 
of carbon neutrality by 2030.

7.2.3  Trinity College School

Trinity College School (TCS), founded in 1865, 
is situated on a one-hundred-acre campus in Port 
Hope, Ontario, on the traditional territories of the 
Wendake-Niowentsïo, Mississauga, Anishinabe 
Waki, and Haudenosaunee. The student popula-
tion of approximately 600 students from grades 
five through 12/Advanced Placement includes 

over three hundred boarding students and approx-
imately three hundred day students. TCS has 
been working on environmental sustainability 
initiatives since the early 1970s and has taken a 
whole school approach since the mid-2000s. It 
has certified with EcoSchools Canada since 2012, 
achieving its platinum level each year since 2017, 
and has received several awards, including the 
Canada Green Building Council’s “Greenest 
School in Canada” award in 2018 and a Canada 
Clean 50 Top Project award in 2019. The follow-
ing will provide an overview of the TCS approach 
to greening school culture through incentivized 
student challenges, sustainability awards, the 
MOGO (more good) framework, a portfolio of 
special curriculum initiatives occurring beyond 
the academic classroom, and retrofitting aged 
infrastructure to fight climate change and turn 
awareness to action.

In the early 2000s, with global headlines 
broadcasting ever-growing concerns about envi-
ronmental degradation and leading independent 
schools in Canada and the United States begin-
ning to invest in school greening programs, TCS 
established a formalized environmental coordi-
nator position. Over the next 20 years, the role 
and its reach evolved, as did the approach to 
achieving meaningful change. The leadership 
provided through the position has helped shift the 
lens from project-based one-offs to business- 
style sustainability planning to a whole school 
model situated in the overall TCS strategic plan, 
with responsive strategic directions and both 
board and budgetary support. TCS transitioned 
from “yes, we do Earth Day and recycle” to 
working in all elements of “green campus, green 
curriculum, green culture” to asking, “how can 
our school systems regenerate our living systems 
such that we have healthy people and a healthy 
planet in the future?”

Initially, project-based, student-focused initia-
tives such as the junior school outdoor classroom 
program and senior school green cup challenge 
were implemented to transform environmental 
activities from fringe to normalized. Both initia-
tives strive to engage and empower all students 
instead of just a select club, and they directly sup-
port the school’s mission to develop habits of the 
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heart and mind for a life of purpose and service. 
Both have also flourished over the better part of 
two decades through vision, perseverance, hope, 
and reflective adaptation.

It became apparent in the late 2000s that a 
much broader approach was needed in order to 
ensure TCS was progressing on the path to being 
a green school (Chapman, 2012). A facilities- 
focused environmental audit was completed in 
2012 to establish a baseline of utility usage and 
other footprint components such as waste, trans-
portation, and purchasing. TCS’s first sustain-
ability plan was created in response to the audit 
with 140 goals set across ten target areas under a 
new, multi-stakeholder-created sustainability 
vision and mission. Throughout the mid-2010s, a 
multi-stakeholder sustainability committee was 
established with youth and adults from the 
school. The committee identified and imple-
mented many initiatives identified as “low- 
hanging fruit,” accomplishing 75% of the goals 
in the plan. See a list of some of those initiatives 
in the Table 7.1.

TCS came to a time of reckoning, however, 
after winning two significant green school 
awards. The celebration came together with 
questioning, “What did these accolades really 
mean? Were we really walking the talk? If there 
were more impactful and innovative ways that we 
could improve, how could we be the greenest 
school?” The school has come a long way in 
achieving the goal of normalizing green and sus-
tainable practices in the school culture and reduc-
ing the campus footprint, but work is needed to 
continue to make green visible, desirable, and 
doable within the school culture.

A multi-stakeholder barriers analysis was 
conducted to determine what might be holding 
TCS back from a greener campus and greener 
curriculum. The analysis determined that blocks 
to walking the green school talk continued to 
exist, and there would need to be new strategies 
to address these identified areas. Many of the 
barriers were typical: time, budget, competition 
between aims, and linear, siloed approaches. 
Some of the barriers to a greener culture were 
unexpected. The insights gained, from students 

in particular, indicated that appropriate “green” 
behavior was being limited by certain mindsets 
(privilege, entitlement, apathy, guilt paralysis, 
and rogue elements), unsustainable lifestyles, 
incorrect or limited knowledge, and, most sur-
prisingly, peer pressure. Furthermore, the very 
concepts of “green” and “sustainable” were still 
unclear to many and/or linked to actions that 
made people feel restricted in their lives.

Table 7.1 TCS early sustainability initiatives

Collective learning Physical space
Although these examples are listed in two of the three 
CAAP strategic dimensions for whole-school climate 
action, the school’s unifying Vision and Mission for 
sustainability, as well as their systemic approach, 
leads to impact across the school’s Organizational 
Culture as well.
Establishing sustainability 
awards and other incentives
Increasing the number of senior 
students in green leadership roles 
to 15% of the student body
Running internal sustainability 
professional development with 
all staff and in both operational 
and educational departments
Promoting external professional 
development
Engaging youth in external, 
multi-school workshops
Educating parent groups and 
board
Connecting senior school 
students to community 
environmental projects and 
groups through the service 
learning program
Establishing senior school 
co-curricular programs that focus 
on trail maintenance, bike 
maintenance, and gardening
Raising EcoSchools certification 
level to the highest achievable 
level

Retrofitting 
lighting systems
Improving 
building 
automation 
systems
Replacing 
windows and 
insulation
Installing solar 
photovoltaics and 
solar hot water
Creating a “green 
revolving fund” 
system for using 
project savings to 
fund future 
projects
Expanding 
tree-planting, 
gardening, and 
habitat restoration 
programs
Condensing 
bussing
Establishing 
no-idle zones
Establishing 
organics collection 
and better 
recycling 
programs
Farming
Sourcing more 
food within a 
20 km radius
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Fig. 7.2 TCS path forward as a three-peaked mountain. Note: Image on the right is of Reed’s (2007) spectrum of con-
ventional to regenerative design

TCS reframed the path forward in the image 
of a three-peaked mountain (Fig. 7.2). The pres-
ent was described as being at basecamp on sus-
tainability mountain, with the school having 
already climbed for some time and now looking 
toward climbing further over the various boulders 
and crevasses on the way to a green campus, 
green curriculum, and green culture. The MOGO 
(do more good, not less bad) campaigns were 
born as a motivating principle, and systems- 
thinking workshops were piloted for students and 
teachers. A new sustainability audit was initiated 
to showcase the last decade’s improvements and 
provide direction for a large-scale sustainable 
infrastructure fundraising campaign. Recent 
infrastructure projects aimed at reducing the 
school’s greenhouse gas footprint included add-
ing solar hot water preheating to one of the boiler 
systems, doubling the solar photovoltaic array 
such that it will produce 10–12% of campus elec-
tricity, and installing electric vehicle charging 
stations.

TCS has mapped its many initiatives along a 
spectrum based on Bill Reed’s description of 
conventional practices to sustainability through 
to restoration and regeneration (2007) (Fig. 7.3). 
In doing so, their community more clearly under-

stands the opportunities to stretch their activities 
further.

As TCS emerged from the COVID-dictated 
programming lull, joining the CAAP provided a 
meaningful opportunity to share learning and 
mentor schools in earlier phases of the whole 
school approach planning. Most significantly, the 
discourse on and sharing of regenerative practice 
research has led to a paradigm shift: the top of 
sustainability mountain is in fact beyond green or 
sustainable; it is regeneration. This thinking is 
now informing the development of a new climate 
action and sustainability plan which will add 
regenerative elements to the mitigation and 
 adaptation tactics. A new tagline, “healthy planet 
healthy people,” has been launched to guide stu-
dent, staff, and community focus. This tagline 
will help unify programming and integrate diver-
sity, equity, inclusion, belonging, and justice into 
the climate action and sustainability plan.

7.3  Discussion

This section outlines common processes or 
approaches across the schools that we noted were 
important for moving the schools along their cli-
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Fig. 7.3 TCS activities mapped according to Bill Reed’s conventional to regenerative scale (2007). Note: Color coding 
aligns with Reed’s (2007) color coding in Fig. 7.2

mate action and whole school journeys. The sec-
tion is followed by a discussion of shared 
challenges and emerging opportunities.

7.3.1  Commonalities

7.3.1.1  Regenerative Practice 
as Paradigm Shift

Through our conversations, it became increas-
ingly clear that all three schools are approaching 
a climate action-focused whole school approach 
as a paradigm shift or “whole system redesign” 
(Wals & Mathie, 2022) throughout the organiza-
tional culture, collective learning, and physical 
spaces of their schools. The teachers and admin-
istrators spoke of their aims and hopes for their 
work in the CAAP to bring them closer to trans-
forming their schools toward a regenerative 
model of education and school operations. 
Hillfield Strathallan College and Trinity College 
School both have long histories of environmental 
sustainability. Their participation in the CAAP, 
along with their new paradigm of regeneration 
and commitment to be leaders, has them cur-
rently exploring how to integrate their climate 
action more centrally in their strategic plans. 
Southridge School, while in an earlier stage of its 
climate action journey, is approaching its strate-

gic plan in an integrated and relational way by 
considering multiple global influences: the cli-
mate crisis, Indigenous Truth and Reconciliation, 
and pluralism, which includes equity, diversity, 
inclusion, and justice considerations. All three 
schools discussed the importance of holistic stra-
tegic plans that link student well-being, equity, 
diversity, and inclusion, and the climate crisis in 
order for the school to be responsive and act in 
regenerative ways to current societal challenges.

The conversation also discussed the challenge 
of working with multi-year strategic plans that do 
not traditionally allow for flexibility within the 
timeframe to adapt to emerging crises. These 
strategic plans try to balance the integrated and 
relational components while also being specific 
enough to identify objectives and strategies. 
Questions such as, “At what levels do these 
global influencers affect the school and should be 
reflected in the strategic plan?” and, “How do we 
ensure objectives are specific but will also still be 
relevant in a few years’ time?” were discussed. 
Through discussions with the schools and some 
of the illustrative examples provided, these 
schools are addressing the need to respond to 
emerging and urgent climate challenges not sim-
ply as something to be implemented, a box to be 
ticked, or a siloed program, but rather as a cata-
lyst of fundamental change that impacts all 
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aspects of their educational program and opera-
tions. This approach requires the involvement of 
all actors that affect or are affected by a school’s 
activities, including competencies such as sys-
tems thinking, inter- and transdisciplinary think-
ing, and anticipatory thinking, alongside attention 
to socio-emotional aspects and dealing with anxi-
ety and fear (Wals & Mathie, 2022). This type of 
thinking represents the amplifying opportunity 
when schools take climate action seriously.

7.3.1.2  Leadership and Organizational 
Culture

For these three schools, and the rest of the schools 
in the CAAP, the challenge will be to ensure that 
the paradigm shift of regeneration becomes an 
unshakeable part of the school culture. To be suc-
cessful, more and more of the administration, 
staff, students, and parents will need to shift their 
own mindsets. In our discussions with the three 
schools, a committed principal/head of school 
was considered essential for schools to take on a 
whole school approach to climate action. We dis-
cussed the many competing priorities and com-
plexities that school administrators must balance. 
A commitment to climate action from the princi-
pal is critical for continually prioritizing its 
importance and seeing how climate change edu-
cation and action intersect with other priorities 
such as equity, diversity, and inclusion, fundrais-
ing campaigns, or wellness initiatives. The con-
sistent commitment of a principal will ensure that 
climate change is embedded into strategic plans; 
included in professional learning plans, account-
abilities, hiring, and orientation processes; inte-
grated into the physical space of the school; and 
communicated internally and externally.

The schools also discussed the importance of 
an inclusive and representative process in the 
development of a strategic plan and the act of 
sharing leadership in its implementation. One 
teacher reflected on her school’s journey to 
becoming more systemic and reflective: “Twenty 
years ago, the adults viewed the school system as 
the students, building, and grounds and that 
somehow the adults were outside of the system.” 
She noted, “Now, it is not the case; we look at the 
staff, board, and parents as part of our school sys-

tem.” These three schools seem to be taking a 
systemic approach where they are considering 
key aspects of schooling (curriculum, pedagogy 
and learning, professional development, school- 
community relationships, school practices, ethos, 
vision, and leadership) simultaneously (Wals & 
Mathie, 2022).

The schools approaching climate action as a 
regenerative paradigm shift through a whole 
school approach aligns with previous schools’ 
successes on whole school sustainability. Some 
of the critical factors for school success within 
whole school approaches to sustainability, as evi-
denced through case studies, evaluation, and 
research, include taking a future-oriented per-
spective on the school’s culture and practice, 
embracing complexity over direct problem- 
solving, and distributed leadership (Tilbury & 
Gavin, 2022). The schools participating in the 
CAAP seem to be demonstrating these factors in 
their progress through the program.

7.3.2  Challenges

For all three schools, integrating climate change 
into the curriculum remains a challenge to vary-
ing degrees. For Southridge, the province of 
British Columbia (BC) has a reformed 
competency- based curriculum that moves away 
from content knowledge descriptors. BC teachers 
have indicated that there are more opportunities 
to integrate climate change education and action. 
The other two schools in the province of Ontario 
identified the rigidity of the curriculum as 
 limiting for integrating transdisciplinary climate 
action inquiry projects within instruction classes, 
as well as the limits of climate change expecta-
tions within the curriculum. This is not unique in 
Canada or to secondary schools attempting to 
implement whole school approaches in other 
countries (Bosevska & Kriewaldt, 2020). A 
national study on climate change education prac-
tices in Canada showed that there is limited class 
time spent on climate change content with 
between 33% (closed-sample) and 59% (open- 
sample) of teachers reporting teaching any cli-
mate change in a national survey. For the teachers 
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who do integrate climate change content, most 
students experience 1–10  h of instruction per 
year or semester (Field et al., 2019).

All three schools also identified knowledge 
gaps among school actors as barriers. Southridge 
is actively facilitating environmental professional 
development at focused school board meetings to 
ensure school decision-makers are informed of 
the urgency of the climate crisis. Knowledge 
gaps among parents, staff, and teachers were also 
identified as a barrier by all three schools. These 
gaps align with findings from a national climate 
change education study, which found that only 
32% of closed-sample teachers feel that they 
have the knowledge and skills to teach about cli-
mate change, indicating the need for professional 
development, classroom resources, and curricu-
lum policy (Field et al., 2019).

Going forward, schools will face many other 
challenges in achieving regenerative and respon-
sive systems change. Reflecting on the most 
effective leverage points for systems interven-
tions, Meadows (1999) identifies rules, incen-
tives, information access, and feedback loops as 
necessary for a system to go through a paradigm 
shift. Applying a regenerative lens to existing 
policies and reflecting on the reward and recogni-
tion systems for faculty, staff, and students are 
two ways to help drive systems change. Another 
area of particular interest for the CAAP leaders is 
in the area of feedback loops and information. 
The CAAP leaders are looking to create a dash-
board of metrics across the three dimensions of 
culture, learning, and physical space for schools 
to identify goals and track and communicate their 
progress toward their short- and longer-term cli-
mate action plan goals.

In a review of the schools’ journeys through 
the CAAP, the schools’ commitments to the 
CAAP and their whole school approach will most 
likely result in the schools having higher-quality 
school improvement processes and a more coher-
ent organization structure with greater potential 
to support pedagogical and teaching practices 
around climate action than other schools based 
on comprehensive research conducted on perfor-
mances of whole school approaches and school 
improvement (Morgen et al., 2019).

7.4  Conclusion

These three schools are exceptional examples of 
motivated schools that are voluntarily taking cli-
mate action seriously. Unfortunately, climate 
change education and action often rely on the 
competence, dedication, commitment, and enthu-
siasm of devoted teachers and administrators 
(Eames, 2017; Nicholls, 2016; Whitehouse, 
2017), and there is a lack of regulation or policy 
accountability. All three schools recognized and 
discussed at length that educational change and 
culture shifts are slow processes, yet they see that 
students and the world need climate action now. 
They strive to be sites of regenerative practice in 
a time of existential vulnerability, uncertainty, 
complexity, and ambiguity. The CAAP is still in 
the early stages, and the schools enrolled are 
working to achieve both an understanding and an 
application of regenerative whole school climate 
action. The aspirational vision to catalyze climate 
action not only in schools but through them in the 
community and society will certainly take time to 
unfold. In the meantime, these schools are impor-
tant sites for educators, administrators, students, 
parents, and communities to learn from and be 
inspired by as we all forge ahead to build a viable 
and healthy future.
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8How can a Whole School Approach 
to Sustainability be Inclusive to All 
Learners?

Katarina Rončević and Marco Rieckmann

Key Message
This chapter contributes to raising awareness of 
potential noninclusive blind spots in the imple-
mentation of WSAs and offers suggestions that 
can, at best, serve as inspiration for future 
research and school development practices. It 
invites to deal with the question of to which 
extent WSAs are limited from the outset by dis-
crepancies between education systems, policies, 
and governance, and at the same time from school 
practices. It reinforces inclusive pedagogy in 
ESD to make WSAs accessible for all learners.

8.1  Introduction

One overall task of Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) might be to prepare the 
young generation—regardless of the socioeco-
nomic and cultural background, (dis)ability, race, 
or sexual orientation—for current and future 
sustainability- related challenges. However, to 
ensure the achievement of transformative educa-
tion for sustainable development and thus to 
encourage participation by all learners, an inclu-
sive approach is needed. Precisely because of the 
high complexity of sustainability issues and the 
greater proximity to sustainability issues among 

some learners than others, ESD in practice is 
often accompanied by exclusion mechanisms 
(Ideland & Malmberg, 2014; Jordt Jørgensen 
et al., 2020; O’Donoghue & Roncevic, 2020).

Against this backdrop, there has been 
increased discussion of ESD and inclusive educa-
tion in recent years, but the two concepts have 
been discussed and promoted separately and 
from different angles. It is thus unsurprising that 
there has been little research into the develop-
ment of a common perspective that combines 
ESD and inclusive education with practical expe-
rience of inclusion-oriented ESD and that there 
is, therefore, a research gap (Rončević & 
Rieckmann, 2024; Vierbuchen & Rieckmann, 
2020; Böhme, 2019). Instead of the sometimes 
also commonly used term “inclusive ESD,” we 
use the term “inclusion-oriented ESD.” This is to 
emphasize that the aim is to use principles of 
inclusion and inclusive education, such as differ-
entiation of goals, in ESD and thus to make it 
more accessible to all learners.

Embedding ESD for all learners effectively 
within formal education goes way beyond the 
classroom. A whole school approach (WSA) can 
thus help mainstream inclusive education for all 
(Hue & Karim, 2022) and thus can conclusively 
mainstream inclusion-oriented ESD within the 
formal school system and beyond (all areas of 
school development, as well as [preservice] 
teacher training and community-based activi-
ties). However, although a WSA is aimed at all 
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learners per se, it does not necessarily reach all 
learners. It is therefore a matter of revealing 
exclusion mechanisms and further developing 
ESD and thus also the WSA with pedagogical 
approaches from inclusive education.

Against the background that a WSA to imple-
menting ESD from the perspective of inclusive 
education is a desideratum—both in research and 
in practice—we conducted expert interviews to 
gain insights into different perspectives and expe-
riences with regard to success factors, and to dis-
cuss the WSA through the lens of 
inclusion-oriented ESD. To this end, 11 experts 
(six from Germany and five from outside of 
Germany) were interviewed. This chapter will 
highlight requirements for WSAs and ways of 
implementing ESD for all learners, regardless of 
special needs, and focus on the development of 
competences to address the challenges of the 
twenty-first century.

8.2  Inclusion-Oriented ESD

Approaches to ESD that explicitly and effectively 
seek to be truly inclusive of all learners are not 
widely used in the context of formal education. 
Rather, ESD, on the one hand, and inclusive edu-
cation, on the other, have been discussed and put 
into practice separately from each other. While 
inclusive education emphasizes the goal of par-
ticipation by all learners and promotes diversity, 
ESD focuses on strengthening competences 
through participation in—and contribution to—
sustainable development (Böhme, 2019). 
However, ESD and inclusive education have 
extensive and normative overlaps in their 
approaches and should, therefore, not be consid-
ered separately from each other: for both con-
cepts, the ideas of empowerment, human rights, 
human development, and social justice are cen-
tral (Vierbuchen & Rieckmann, 2020; Böhme, 
2019; Böhme & Führing, 2014). Inclusion- 
oriented ESD is characterized by inclusive prac-
tices (based on inclusive pedagogy) within 
heterogeneous learning environments.

Learning environments, and teaching and 
learning methods in ESD, need to meet all learn-

ers’ individual needs. As reflected in the “living 
schools” concept, ESD can act as a catalyst to 
reconnect students with nature; when students 
interact with other living things, it helps them 
realize that they can develop agency and have a 
positive impact on the world through their com-
passion and actions. This environmental lens also 
provides an opportunity for the seamless infusion 
of human health and well-being, indigenous per-
spectives, social justice, diversity, and inclusion 
into our daily learning culture (Cuthbert, 2020).

To make ESD more assessable for all learners, 
it is important to take a closer look at the concept 
of inclusive education itself. It is a field that has 
led to contradictory discussions. In empirical 
research, the concept of inclusion is often under-
stood as the teaching of children with special 
educational needs and those without in mixed 
groups (Grosche, 2015). However, this under-
standing falls far too short (Grosche, 2015; 
Ainscow, 2007; Göransson & Nilholm, 2014; 
Hinz, 2002; Wocken, 2014); it often leads to the 
denouncing of the broader understanding of 
inclusion to avoid any risk of stigmatization 
(Wocken, 2010), which may result from the dif-
ferentiation of learners with disabilities from 
those without. On the other hand, some argue that 
a differentiated diagnostic perspective may pro-
vide a decisive basis for any (inclusive) pedagog-
ical initiatives in teaching and support (Neumann 
& Lütje-Klose, 2020; Ricken & Schuck, 2011). 
This broader understanding of inclusion rein-
forces a fundamentally individualizing perspec-
tive within process-oriented and support-focused 
diagnostics (support needs of highly vulnerable 
students and those with special risk factors) in an 
inclusive school (Lindmeier & Lütje-Klose, 
2018). An inclusive school that takes this per-
spective provides process-oriented support for 
learners with so-called special needs, for exam-
ple, differential cognitive competences, deafness 
and difficulty with hearing, issues with vision 
and visual perception, and gifted learners, by 
making targeted adaptations to teaching methods 
and learning objectives. Groups of learners with 
special learning needs are in themselves highly 
heterogeneous: cognitive competences, for 
instance, can refer to a particular dependence “on 
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understandable and simplified language, clear 
structures and small amounts of exercises” 
(Engagement Global and bezev, 2017, p.  14). 
Adaptations also need to be made for gifted 
learners and stimuli provided to address their 
individual abilities and strengthen their compe-
tences. Similarly, deaf and hard-of-hearing learn-
ers also represent a very wide group, ranging 
from those whose first language is sign language 
(e.g., deaf learners with deaf parents) to those 
with mild to moderate hearing loss; teaching 
approaches will vary immensely for different 
types of learners within groups characterized by 
specific learning needs. The challenge or poten-
tial for conflict that arises is that the promotion of 
special education within inclusive learning envi-
ronments can lead to the stigmatization of learn-
ers with special needs. The challenge here is to 
balance inclusive education and special needs 
education in such a way that support for learners 
with special needs is provided when needed—in 
an inclusive learning environment. Consequently, 
inclusion-oriented ESD can never fit within a 
one-size-fits-all pedagogical approach. Instead, 
the focus is on individualization and contextual-
ization of learning.

However, certain criteria may help with the 
planning and adapting of inclusion-oriented 
ESD. It is helpful to address some basic ques-
tions in the first instance (Vierbuchen & 
Rieckmann, 2020): how heterogeneous is the 
group regarding special learning needs? What 
structural or learning support is required? How 
should the learning environment and teaching 
materials be designed to enable all learners to 
participate in the learning process?

We refer to the broader understanding of 
inclusion, namely, the principle of diversity that 
encompasses all individual abilities, cultural and 
socioeconomic backgrounds, sexual orientation, 
religion, gender, language, and ethnicity. In this 
way, ESD aims to avoid the reproduction of ste-
reotypes, especially on the part of the so-called 
Global North with regard to the Global South, for 
example, in schoolbooks and learning materi-
als—to ensure that interaction is fair, nondis-
criminatory, and cross-cultural. If we understand 
inclusion as a process that espouses the principle 

of diversity with the aim of providing an excel-
lent education for all learners, (inclusive) educa-
tion will be focused much more strongly on the 
individualization of content and teaching meth-
ods. This of course also includes people with spe-
cial learning needs. Here, inclusion is 
process-oriented and offers diagnostics focusing 
on support within inclusive schools; it requires 
adaptations to be made to ensure learners with 
so-called disabilities can access and participate in 
education and to ensure that all learners receive 
the best educational support for their individual 
(learning) needs. Activities, materials, methods, 
and approaches need to be adapted to take indi-
vidual learning needs into account (bezev, 2017), 
for instance by providing tactile materials and 
additional audio material for blind learners; by 
adding subtitles to video material and by using 
sign language for deaf or hard-of-hearing learn-
ers; and by shortening task lengths and differenti-
ating teaching methods and subject matter for 
learners who require assistants (due to cognitive 
difficulties).

Implementing ESD for all learners is also 
characterized by the need for a variety of teach-
ing and learning methods, such as self-discovery 
learning, action- and solution-oriented learning; 
the use of different (digital) media; and so on. 
This approach can attract criticism. ESD mostly 
promotes more open learning and teaching meth-
ods, which in inclusive learning environments 
can be challenging for certain types of learners 
(Vierbuchen & Rieckmann, 2020). Learners who 
require a more defined or structured approach, or 
more detailed guidance to enable them to engage 
openly and independently with sustainability 
issues could quickly become overwhelmed by a 
more open and self-guided approach to learning. 
The guiding principle could, therefore, be to be 
as inclusive as possible and to provide adapta-
tions and assistance where necessary. 
O’Donoghue and Rončević (2020) highlight the 
principles of inclusive pedagogy as developed by 
Kullmann et al. (2014) on the basis of the work of 
Klafki (2007), such as acceptance of the individ-
uality of all learners, integration of the teaching 
of individualized curricula, adaptation of content, 
adaptive teaching, co-teaching, cooperation 
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between teachers, and cooperation with students 
to create communities. To make these principles 
more effective in the classroom and a reality for 
all, they should be shared by all involved with 
schools (teachers, school administrators, parents, 
students, and others) and communicated to the 
locales in which the schools are situated. This 
also applies to ESD, which can achieve its goals 
and approaches only if it goes beyond specific 
learning environments and reaches out to indi-
viduals who are not directly engaged with 
schools.

It quickly becomes clear that ESD needs to go 
beyond the classroom to ensure that inclusion is 
not limited to classroom settings. Values such as 
appreciation of diversity and a fair and sustain-
able environment need to be reflected upon and 
experienced by all stakeholders throughout the 
school. Consequently, inclusion-oriented ESD 
takes broader areas and a broader range of stake-
holders into consideration, going beyond teach-
ers and learners and reaching out to municipalities 
and communities where schools are located, par-
ents, and/or local NGOs, so that inclusion- 
oriented ESD does not end either at the door of 
the classroom or at the school gates. This points 
to the importance of a whole school approach to 
inclusion-oriented ESD.

8.3  Whole School Approach 
to Inclusion-Oriented ESD

A whole school approach (WSA) can be under-
stood as an approach to ESD that “calls for sus-
tainable development to be integrated throughout 
the formal […] curriculum in a holistic manner, 
rather than being taught on a standalone basis” 
(Hargreaves, 2008, p. 1). Specifically, the WSA 
can “advocate […] active and participatory learn-
ing, a hallmark of ESD, and call […] for the 
entire school, including students, educators and 
administrators, to be actively engaged in working 
towards a sustainable school with ESD fully inte-
grated into the curriculum as the driving factor” 
(ibid.). WSAs can promote the creation of “struc-
tured environments and modifications, [which] 
will be most effective if implemented consis-

tently across the school in both classroom and 
general school environments” (Roberts & 
Webster, 2020, p. 5).

The WSA does not provide a given structure 
to be followed or a blueprint for a sustainable 
school in itself, but it offers direction to help indi-
vidual schools evaluate their practices and for-
mulate guidelines and challenges to help develop 
new practices and activities aimed at achieving 
greater sustainability (Mathar, 2014). Although 
WSAs “must be closely related to schools’ own 
quality assurance culture in education” (Mogren 
et al., 2019, p. 3, see also Hargreaves & Shirley, 
2009; Scott, 2009, 2013), several action-based 
processes for implementing WSAs (UNESCO, 
2014) have also been described (Gough, 2005; 
Behinderung und Entwicklungszusammenarbeit 
(bezev), 2019; Greenpeace, 2021). Some studies 
summarize the qualities required to deliver 
WSAs: according to Gough (2005), they require 
coherence, policies, transparency, practice, and 
continuing professional development. Mogren 
and Gericke (2017) conclude that the key aspects 
include collaborative interaction, school improve-
ment, student-centered education, cooperation 
with the local community, and proactive 
leadership.

Mogren et al. (2019) introduce Sherp’s model 
of school improvement and identify four aspects 
of school organization (holistic concept, routines 
and structures, professional knowledge creation, 
and practical pedagogy). Regarding professional 
knowledge creation, Mogren et  al. (2019, p.  5) 
point out that this “is important for developing 
new understanding of learning and teaching, so it 
is strongly linked to critical reflection in educa-
tion and understanding different values that 
underpin different views of reality.” Furthermore, 
they argue that disruptions in everyday life indi-
cate that, in general, education and teaching prac-
tices are not appropriate to current circumstances 
in the world or the community and should be 
adapted. In particular, consideration of the com-
munity seems to be of great significance for the 
impact and efficacy of WSAs. Wals and Benavot 
(2017, p.  7) argues that “to ensure pro- 
environmental outcomes, schools must be 
embedded in their communities, seeking to influ-
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ence not only the views and actions of learners 
who walk their halls, but also the decisions made 
by policy makers in government and business to 
ensure that they have the long-term interests of 
their citizens and the planet in mind.” Another 
aspect is the integration of local communities, 
local cultures, and knowledge that can ensure a 
WSA is implemented successfully and that 
 therefore also “encourage learning beyond the 
classroom, across groups and ages, creating 
spaces for diversity that supports the learning 
process” (Kemper, 2021, p. 7). Integrating local 
and cultural communities may also help learners 
understand their local environment and relate 
their education to it (Kemper, 2021). Integrating 
cultural and local knowledge or engaging with 
indigenous communities, for instance, benefits 
not only local learners but also all who relate to 
the local environment and can therefore become 
a “catalyst for action” (Hargis et al., 2021, p.12; 
cf. Restoule & Chaw-win-is, 2017). Sherp’s 
model of school improvement may be of great 
benefit, enabling schools to contextualize by pro-
viding the flexibility to incorporate current and 
local concerns and to work toward sustainable 
learning and actions.

The abovementioned call for greater contex-
tualization could also contribute to this. The 
idea of contextualizing can also be used to 
understand the learning needs of individual 
learners, who are part of the school community. 
When considering inclusion-oriented ESD at 
the level of school structures, the Index for 
Inclusion (Booth & Ainscow, 2019) offers a 
helpful way to incorporate inclusion within 
ESD practices and WSAs. The Index for 
Inclusion, a tool for the development of inclu-
sive schools, has been used to support the review 
and development of schools and as a resource 
for promoting a systemic approach to inclusive 
schools; its tools (questions and indicators) also 
integrate aspects of sustainability. The Index for 
Inclusion places three dimensions at the center 
of school development, namely, “creating inclu-
sive cultures,” “establishing inclusive struc-
tures,” and “developing inclusive practices” (see 
Table  8.1): “Cultures reflect relationships and 
deeply held values and beliefs. Changing cul-

tures is essential for sustainable development” 
(Booth & Ainscow, 2019, p. 23).

The questions and indicators of the three 
dimensions of inclusive school development help 
schools contextualize their ESD practices, using 
a WSA to introduce inclusion-oriented ESD and 
to empower and encourage all learners, regard-
less of their individual abilities, to take action to 
move their school community toward sustainabil-
ity. The principles of inclusive pedagogy can help 
extend ESD practices and ensure that teaching 
and learning methods meet the individual needs 
of all learners as well as taking the learners’ (cul-
tural) context into account; they can also empower 
learners to engage with sustainability issues. The 
following excerpt of quality criteria as suggested 
by Reich (2014) can assist with the introduction 
of principles of inclusive pedagogy (Table 8.2).

Table 8.1 Dimensions of school development (Booth & 
Ainscow, 2019, Index for Inclusion)

Dimension A: 
Creating 
inclusive cultures

Dimension B: 
Producing 
inclusive policies

Dimension C: 
Developing 
inclusive practices

A1: Building 
community
A2: 
Establishing 
inclusive values

B1: Developing 
the school for 
all
B2: Organizing 
support for 
diversity

C1: Constructing 
curricula for all
C2: Orchestrating 
learning

Table 8.2 Approximate translation [authors’ own] of an 
excerpt from quality criteria for inclusive pedagogy by 
Reich (2014)

Interpersonal 
relationships based on 
inclusive principles
Competence grid with 
basic qualifications and 
differentiations
Multivalent professional 
teamwork, personal 
assessments, and support 
for special needs
Participation and equal 
opportunities/equity
Heterogeneous learning 
groups and peer-to-peer 
learning

Learning tasks in 
learning environments
Workshops and elective 
opportunities
Projects and 
interdisciplinary contexts
Diversity of methods
Active use of media
Differentiated assessment 
and feedback
Evaluation and collegial 
consultation
Qualification and further 
or continuing education 
or professional 
development
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A core element of inclusion-oriented ESD in 
the context of a WSA is establishing an inclusive 
culture (Index for Inclusion by Booth & Ainscow, 
2019) and a culture of sustainability (Mathie & 
Wals, 2022) in schools. Hence, aspects of an 
inclusion-oriented WSA should be viewed and 
questioned through the lenses of both ESD and 
inclusive education, taking into account all areas 
and aspects of school—for instance, school 
buildings, school environment, classroom 
 settings, management, all stakeholders (learners, 
educators, parents, social workers, and princi-
ples), and, of course, the teaching and learning 
culture. However, the question remains as to how 
WSAs take account of inclusive education.

8.4  Research Design

The research takes an exploratory approach to 
finding answers to the following questions: how 
can WSAs contribute to the implementation of 
inclusion-oriented ESD? What are the key suc-
cess factors and what are the greatest challenges? 
To identify answers, leading question-based 
expert interviews were conducted based on 
Gläser and Laudel’s interview guide (2010), 
gathering data about the experts’ understanding 
of and expertise in inclusion-oriented ESD in the 
context of WSAs.

Prior to data collection, the methodological 
procedure for the expert interviews was approved 
by the University of Vechta Ethics Committee. 
The experts were selected according to the fol-
lowing criteria: published research in the field of 
inclusion-oriented ESD and/or WSAs; teaching 
experiences in formal education in the field of 
inclusion-oriented ESD and/or WSAs; and insti-
tutional engagement, for instance in teacher 
training institutions or education ministries, in 
the field of inclusion-oriented ESD and/or WSAs. 
We approached 13 experts from three groups via 
email. First, the results of a scoping literature 
review on inclusive ESD (Rončević & 
Rieckmann, 2024) enabled us to identify experts 
who had already published on the broader notion 
of inclusion-oriented ESD and/or WSAs. Second, 

we approached the international multi- 
stakeholder ESD Expert Net, which has members 
from India, Germany, Mexico, and South Africa 
(one author of this chapter has been a member of 
the ESD Expert Net since 2012). Some network 
members’ work takes a critical view of ESD and 
its more inclusive approaches, for example, in the 
context of post-colonialism or indigenous knowl-
edge. This targeted enquiry also led to the recom-
mendation of another expert, whom we were able 
to include in the group of interviewees. Third, 
drawing on the authors’ experiences in the field 
of inclusion-oriented ESD in Germany, we 
approached experts on the basis of the criteria 
described above. Ultimately, 11 experts agreed to 
participate in the interviews. Of the eleven (seven 
women, four men), five came from the academic 
sector (although at least two of these also under-
took work for teacher training institutions or edu-
cation ministries). Two experts worked in an 
education ministry, a further three in schools (one 
school principal and two teachers (with one of 
the teachers also working at an education minis-
try)), and one in a governmental teacher training 
institute. The experts came from Germany, India, 
Mexico, and South Africa; more than 50% of the 
interviewees were based in Germany. The reason 
for the overrepresentation of Germany was that 
the authors of this chapter also conduct most of 
their research/work on inclusion-oriented ESD in 
Germany. Additionally, there has been a particu-
larly lively exchange on inclusive ESD in 
Germany in recent years, which has been pre-
sented in at least two special issues on inclusion 
and ESD in peer-reviewed journals (Journal for 
International Educational Research and 
Development Education (2020) and Journal 
Disability and International Development 
(2015)). The expert interviews were conducted in 
June and July 2022 and recorded using the Zoom 
video-call program. The interview length varied 
from 25 to 55 min. A guide was used to conduct 
the interviews. The Mytrint program was used for 
transcription. For the purposes of qualitative con-
tent analysis, deductive categories were created, 
using the questions from the guide. The two 
deductive created categories were understanding 
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of inclusion-oriented ESD and of a WSA, and the 
challenges and opportunities of a WSA for 
inclusion- oriented ESD. Next, inductive catego-
ries were formulated in seven phases following 
the approach of Kuckartz and Rädiker (2022):

 1. Establishing the assessment category
 2. Identifying and coding text passages relevant 

to the assessment category
 3. Assembling coded segments from the assess-

ment category on a case-by-case basis
 4. Formulating expressions of the assessment 

category and assigning reference points, 
changing the definition and number of expres-
sions if necessary

 5. Evaluating and coding all material
 6. Simple category-based evaluation
 7. Complex qualitative and quantitative correla-

tion analyses, and visualizations

The transcripts were coded by inductive sub-
category (phases 2–4). Coding was undertaken 
by one of the authors and categorizations dis-
cussed and adjusted by both authors (phases 
5–7). MAXQDA software was used for the pur-
poses of coding.

8.5  Results

The 11 experts (hereafter referred to as E1, E2, 
E3, … E11) described their understanding of 
inclusion-oriented ESD and how it should be 
implemented in schools and explained how 
WSAs contribute to the delivery of inclusion- 
oriented ESD. Both the challenges and the oppor-
tunities of implementing inclusion-oriented ESD 
in the context of a WSA were discussed.

The authors identified three different subcate-
gories (Table 8.3), which shed more light on the 
interviewees’ understanding of inclusion- 
oriented ESD. Building on this understanding, 
the experts were asked about the key success fac-
tors and the greatest challenges at a structural 
level. Six categories were identified on the basis 
of their answers.

8.5.1  Understanding of Inclusion- 
Oriented ESD in Schools

8.5.1.1  All Means All
ESD has been described as an inherently inclu-
sive approach and is very close to inclusion and 
inclusive education (E2, E5, E6, E7, and E11). 
And if we take Sustainable Development Goal 
4.7 seriously, then “we don’t really need to talk 
about inclusive ESD, because this type of educa-
tion simply states that all learners should be taken 
along” (E2). The same interviewee also men-
tioned that it was important to emphasize again 
and again that ESD is an inclusive approach (E2). 
Another interviewee stated that inclusion- 
oriented ESD was composed of two major fields: 
inclusion and sustainability, and that education 
was the binding link (E8). Inclusion-oriented 
ESD actually means considering the special 
needs of every child and every adolescent (E8) 
and trying to get all learners on board, meeting 
every learner where they are and enabling every-
one to participate and to shape a sustainable and 
fair future (E2).

8.5.1.2  Participation
Participation in the context of inclusion-ori-
ented ESD was also highlighted by the inter-
viewees. One interviewee (E7) pointed out that 
ESD places a great deal of emphasis on the pos-

Table 8.3 Categories of inclusion-oriented ESD

Interview question
Inductive categories/
codings

Describe how, in your 
opinion, successful 
inclusion-oriented ESD can 
be designed for the school 
context? (X.4.1)

Inclusion-oriented ESD
   >> All means all
   >> Participation
   >> Contextualizing

What are the key success 
factors for inclusion- 
oriented ESD in schools, 
and what are the greatest 
challenges? (X.4.2).

Whole school approach
Participation/
self-efficacy
Teacher training
Resources (materials 
and workload)
(Education) System
Attitude

8 How can a Whole School Approach to Sustainability be Inclusive to All Learners?



128

sibility of making one’s own decisions and tak-
ing action on one’s own behalf, while another 
interviewee (E3) mentioned that the inclusive 
aspects tend to emphasize the idea of working 
together and the concept of “all means all,” 
regardless of the presence of different socio-
economic backgrounds and differently abled 
learners in the same school (E5). This means 
that all lessons, and school life in general, must 
be designed accordingly (E1), and support in 
the development of materials and strategies to 
promote inclusiveness should be provided in 
order to engage all and ensure they can partici-
pate (E4).

8.5.1.3  Contextualizing
To achieve inclusion-oriented ESD, the most 
important strands that pedagogic practices must 
consider are the different contexts of the learners 
themselves and also the different contexts of edu-
cation systems (E3), such as “the locality of the 
school, the life experience of the students, and 
the region’s cultural heritage and indigenous 
knowledge” (E10). On the one hand, there is the 
curriculum, and on the other, diverse learners and 
their individual (life) experiences and contexts. 
To build bridges and connect the curriculum to 
learners’ lives, “[…] we use our methods and 
materials, and our understanding of our students’ 
different contexts and spaces, and we’ve got this 
curriculum that we need to use to engage them, to 
prepare them to become these capable individu-
als, capable, forward-thinking, capable of taking 
forward our world view, of taking forward our 
world-orientated learning and curricula […]” 
(E3).

8.5.2  Success Factors 
and Challenges for Inclusion- 
Oriented ESD

According to the interviewees, there are certain 
aspects of the WSA that stand out as the most 
important. These include questions relating to 
resources, the education system as a whole, par-
ticipation and self-efficacy, and teacher training 
programs. These are also the factors that present 

the greatest challenges for mainstreaming 
inclusion- oriented ESD in schools.

8.5.2.1  Resources
Teaching and learning materials and workload 
were identified as resources and highlighted as 
factors for success and, reflecting on the current 
status quo, as great challenges for mainstreaming 
inclusion-oriented ESD in schools.

Interviewees pointed out that it was very 
important to provide adequate teaching and 
learning materials, first to support the day-to-day 
practice of educators implementing inclusion- 
oriented ESD. Second, teaching and learning 
materials need to be designed in such a way as to 
relate to students’ lifeworlds (life experiences), 
take into account the teachers’ and students’ 
learning requirements, and develop students’ 
strengths and competences (E2). One interviewee 
(E5) explained that in her country, “the system is 
more, you know, textbook-oriented. And so, it’s 
extremely important within the [local] ecosystem 
to get stuff into the textbooks. And I think this is 
where the role played by textbook writers and 
teacher trainers is really important” (E5). So, 
inclusion-oriented ESD teaching and learning 
materials are important because they facilitate 
exploration beyond what is contained within the 
syllabus (E10). Accessibility and language learn-
ing material is another important aspect, for 
instance, for indigenous learners and non-native 
speakers. It would be of great benefit if content 
could also be made available in their (indigenous) 
languages. Furthermore, inclusion-oriented ESD 
materials must of course also reflect the special 
needs of learners, for example, difficulties with 
cognition, hearing, vision, or mental health (E1). 
This interviewee made more detailed sugges-
tions, highlighting that for certain learners, if 
materials include texts, they should be shorter or 
simplified, or supported with audio tracks, and 
also be much more action-oriented and descrip-
tive. That would be of great benefit both to educa-
tors and to learners. These kinds of materials 
would enable teachers who are not very familiar 
with inclusion-oriented ESD to approach the sub-
ject matter differently and provide them with 
support so that they do not have to start from 
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scratch. Inevitably, however, the inclusion- 
oriented ESD approach would of course require 
them to adapt materials to their specific learning 
groups (E1).

8.5.2.2  Workload
Teachers’ ability to take inclusion-oriented ESD 
forward is often constrained. Giving them more 
time and greater flexibility would support their 
activities in this area. One interviewee (E6) 
reported that as a special education teacher, they 
only had a few working hours at their disposal to 
devote to individual learners with special needs. 
Learners with specific special needs hence do not 
receive full-time support in inclusive learning 
environments. Teacher shortages and the work-
load of individual teachers are even resulting in 
reductions in the support being made available to 
individual students with special needs. One inter-
viewee indicated that they did not see any chance 
at all of promoting ESD in the current school 
environment (E6) due to the intense and heavy 
workload.

8.5.2.3  Education System
There are many options for implementing 
inclusion- oriented ESD at the organizational 
level in schools, be it through procurement, col-
laborations with extracurricular partners, the 
involvement of parents, and so on (E2). And still, 
the overall framework of the education system is 
simply still too rigid (E7), meaning that the legal 
requirements on which work in schools is based, 
such as decrees, are simply still too narrow and 
therefore only permit creative solutions within a 
narrow framework (E7). There is a need for pol-
icy to enable such creativity “because without 
that, nothing moves” (E5). The education system 
puts up barriers to inclusive educational 
approaches, and of course also to inclusion- 
oriented ESD, for example, performance assess-
ments and grading (E6, E7, and E8). One 
interviewee stated that the system was somehow 
totally out of step with what would be required of 
them in the future. Another interviewee criticized 
standardized performance evaluations and the 
focus on certain subjects and skills, namely, lan-
guage, communication, and mathematics (E9).

8.5.2.4  Education and Training: 
Teaching Competences

Teachers play a major role in taking inclusion- 
oriented ESD forward. Adequate teacher training 
is therefore key to the promotion of inclusion- 
oriented ESD, and this was highlighted by most 
of the interviewees (E2, E3, E5, E6, E7, E8, and 
E9).

One interviewee stated that this also meant 
having teachers who were appropriately trained 
to ensure that the (special) needs of all students 
were addressed as fairly as possible. This means 
that in general it is not sufficient to differentiate 
the training of teachers by types of school (high 
schools, special needs schools, or others) or by 
specific impairments and special needs. All 
teachers must have at least a basic understanding 
of disadvantage and disability across the board 
and of gifted learners (E8). In fact, an important 
focus of teacher education may simply be raising 
teacher awareness (E2). On the other hand, one 
interviewee highlighted that when teachers are 
aware of the contexts in which individual learners 
live, and in which schools are located, it is easier 
for this awareness to permeate the school. When 
teachers are unaware of these aspects, there are 
more challenges. There is an increasingly clear 
need for more focus on teacher competences 
relating to inclusion-oriented ESD.

8.5.2.5  Whole School Approach 
as a Driver

The whole school has to get on board (E4) with 
inclusion-oriented ESD, and a lot of different lev-
els need to be considered (E2). Interviewees 
pointed out that a WSA could provide good 
guidelines and could also be reflected in every-
day school life, across all subjects, and also in 
lesson design. A WSA can help make ESD inclu-
sive and feasible for all (E2 and E4), while all 
areas of school must be looked at/into and 
reflected upon through the lenses of sustainabil-
ity and inclusion; inclusion-oriented ESD has to 
be seen through. It’s not just an add-on (E4).

8.5.2.6  Participation and Self-Efficacy
To achieve real social transformation, more peo-
ple are needed than the few who engage in cli-
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mate activism, for example. A broad social 
consensus is required, and achieving that requires 
many more people from very different back-
grounds. In order to identify how to reach all 
learners and enable them to engage in society, we 
need to address many more people than we have 
so far (E2). One interviewee stated that ESD 
placed much more emphasis on the potential to 
make decisions and to take action on one’s own 
behalf. In the past, this has not really been made 
clear in discussions about inclusive education 
(E7). Participation plays a huge role both for 
ESD and for inclusion (E11). Another inter-
viewee (E4) raised questions that may help to 
ensure learner participations, such as, for whom 
is ESD accessible? So, to whom are activities 
offered, who is involved, to whom are activities 
adapted, and who is allowed to participate? 
Inclusion-oriented ESD ensures everyone is 
allowed to participate so that all learners can 
experience self-effectiveness and are able to con-
tribute to change in the environment and for fel-
low human beings (E4 and E6). First and 
foremost, learning should reflect learners’ indi-
vidual wishes and needs. This would encourage 
teachers to make lessons more experimental, 
with more intense learning but maybe with fewer 
subjects over a longer period (E8).

8.5.2.7  Attitude
Besides the complex and difficult conditions that 
may hinder the implementation of inclusion- 
oriented ESD in schools, the fundamental atti-
tude of teachers toward inclusion-oriented ESD 
is of great importance: “if someone is motivated, 
I mean, everything falls into place” (E11). One 
interviewee stated that if the educators have an 
open attitude and are willing to implement and 
develop inclusion-oriented ESD, then it might be 
possible to overcome problems relating to teacher 
shortages in schools (E6).

8.5.3  WSA for Inclusion-Oriented 
ESD

A school based on inclusion-oriented ESD would 
look quite different from what schools often look 

like (E11). Three different subcategories 
(Table 8.4) were identified from the interviews to 
address the questions of how WSAs can help 
embed inclusion-oriented ESD and whether any 
aspects of WSAs would need to be expanded to 
take account of inclusion-oriented ESD. “[…] the 
whole school approach is a far more inclusive 
arena. But if you look at the whole school litera-
ture, it doesn’t extend to include the wider social 
politics of sustainability and social justice […]” 
(E10).

8.5.3.1  Whole School in Community 
Approach

“They just don’t pay enough attention to the 
socio-cultural dimension” (E10).

To involve all learners, “we need to consider 
the different contexts within our educational sys-
tem” (E3). There is a need for teaching to balance 
science (scientific knowledge) and heritage (heri-
tage knowledge) and to bring it into learning pro-
cesses. This would engage education, which is 
culturally situated, which comes from a context, 
in that actual context (E9 and E10). Interviewees 
(E3, E9, and E10) thought that bringing in cul-
tural knowledge would enable learners to relate 
much better to content, making it relevant to their 
life and improving their engagement with whole 
school processes aiming to achieve greater sus-
tainability. Including cultural knowledge in 
learning processes allows school cultures to pro-
mote respect for all learners through the WSA. 
The WSA would monitor inclusion and encour-
age social justice because “you can’t have inclu-
sion without respect.”

At the same time, schools can have an impact 
on the community, acting as “a mentor, a hub for 

Table 8.4 WSA categories regarding inclusion-oriented 
ESD

Interview question
Inductive categories/
codings

In your opinion, how can the 
whole school approach help 
embed inclusion-oriented ESD?
Would certain aspects of the 
WSA need to be expanded to 
take account of inclusion? 
(X.4.3)

Whole school in 
community 
approach
Structural level
Participation and 
self-efficacy
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a nearby community maybe” (E5). On the other 
hand, one interviewee (E2) described the bound-
aries of WSAs as being where the schools’ action 
ends. This can be due to education systems, 
which one interviewee (E7) described as rather 
rigid and to a certain extent slow-moving. 
Education systems and their policies are often 
not compatible with the localities in which 
schools are situated and do not always facilitate 
cooperation between schools and communities.

8.5.3.2  Structural Level
Interviewees (E1, E4, E5, and E6) described 
aspects that would need to be incorporated into 
WSAs at a structural level to enable inclusion- 
oriented ESD to be mainstreamed. For inclusion- 
oriented ESD, fundamental systemic changes are 
also needed in terms of governance. The core fac-
tors mentioned by interviewees were an estab-
lished structure of support groups and a structure 
for capacity building. Support groups should 
include teachers with expertise in a wide range of 
special learning needs and teacher training.

8.5.3.3  Participation and Self-Efficacy
One interviewee (E8) described the WSA and its 
promotion in general as very difficult because 
schools operate within a very hierarchical, top- 
down system. This impedes the democratization 
of school activities from the ground up and thus 
compromises true participatory processes. At the 
same time, participation and self-efficacy—not 
only of learners but also of educators—were 
described as important aspects for—and pro-
moted by—inclusion-oriented ESD within a 
WSA (E4, E5, and E8).

To establish participation as a core method in 
schools, one would first need to map stakeholders 
to determine their influence and the various levels 
of influence for getting the WSA going. 
Stakeholder mapping should include groups 
within the school and different external stake-
holders, such as from the informal education sec-
tor (E9).

8.6  Discussion and Conclusion

This chapter explored the issues of how WSAs can 
contribute to the implementation of ESD from the 
perspective of inclusive education and what the 
key success factors and greatest challenges are. 
One important finding is that an overall school cul-
ture needs to be developed that ensures all stake-
holders of a school community are involved so that 
all fields of activity contribute to the establishment 
of the values of inclusion and sustainability. A 
WSA is thus an excellent starting point for main-
streaming ESD inclusively, especially when it 
considers the participation from learners and their 
family and the wider community. Nevertheless, 
some aspects of inclusive education have been 
identified that are not yet effectively covered by 
this approach in the context of sustainability dis-
course. Although diversity and inclusion are often 
taken into consideration in ESD discourses, the 
WSA and how it is promoted in ESD literature 
does not pay sufficient attention to inclusive peda-
gogy in ESD practices or to school structures. 
Practices and structures in school development are 
also highlighted in the Index for Inclusion (Booth 
& Ainscow, 2019) and are one of the three vectors 
for developing inclusivity within a school: inclu-
sive cultures, inclusive practices, and inclusive 
structures. This study shows that a WSA aiming to 
achieve ESD for all learners (and thus not only for 
the particularly motivated or sustainability- affine 
learners, the already particularly competent learn-
ers, or those learners with particularly pronounced 
cognitive abilities, as is often the case in ESD 
practice to date) needs to give particular attention 
to inclusion and inclusive pedagogy in teaching 
and learning practices, as well as to structure. 
From the present study, a key to the ability of a 
WSA to promote inclusion- oriented culture in 
schools is teachers’ attitudes toward inclusive val-
ues and the sustainability of school processes. In 
addition to the teachers’ attitudes, the need for 
more attention to the competences of teachers with 
regard to inclusion-oriented ESD and the WSA 
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itself becomes clear (cf. Vare et al., 2022). Teachers 
must be enabled not only to take into account the 
approaches of an inclusion- oriented ESD in their 
own lesson planning but also to consider other 
areas of school in the sense of a WSA at the same 
time so that ESD can develop to its full potential. 
This requires specific further teacher training.

This study sheds light on key features of 
WSAs when they include thoroughgoing com-
munity awareness. Interviewees emphasized the 
importance of schools’ practices considering 
individual learners, including their culture, lan-
guage, beliefs, and environments. Teaching and 
learning practices need to connect with all learn-
ers’ backgrounds to make learning relevant for 
them and for the community. The study endorses 
the claims of Wals and Benavot (2017) and 
Kemper (2021) that schools must be embedded 
much more deeply in their communities and vice 
versa. To achieve this, we propose that WSAs 
should see learning processes, including content, 
as being part of both the community and learners’ 
environments.

Another finding of this study is that inclusion- 
oriented ESD repeatedly emphasizes the partici-
pation of all learners and that this promotes 
empowerment and self-reliance. The participa-
tion of other stakeholders within the whole school 
in community approach was also touched upon 
several times during the interviews. Further 
practice- based research is required to specify 
how participation of this nature can work when a 
WSA is paired up with inclusion-oriented ESD, 
and to reflect on classroom management and 
teaching and learning methods. A more differen-
tiated examination of the aspect of participation 
would also appear necessary regarding inclusion- 
oriented ESD.

Interviewees emphasized that, in their under-
standing, ESD is by its very nature an inclusive 
approach that takes diversity into account. 
However, they also pointed out that it remains 
necessary to emphasize the inclusive aspect, 
since accessibility is not a matter of course in 
ESD practices. For this reason, aspects of inclu-
sive pedagogy need to be added when the whole 
school in community approach is being applied 
to ESD. These may include the provision of sup-

port groups, and adaptable and flexible materials 
with easier-to-understand language, among other 
things. In addition, it will be important to 
strengthen inclusive school development pro-
cesses to ensure accessibility across all levels in 
the school system and, furthermore, that inclu-
sion becomes part of the ethos of a school.

Some of those interviewed pointed out that 
education systems often resist key aspects of 
inclusive education. This can be seen, for exam-
ple, in the case of different types of schools in 
some regions, including special needs schools, 
grammar schools, and schools focusing on pupil 
performance and competence. As one expert 
stated, the impact of a WSA is limited when it 
comes to schools’ practice in the real world. It 
remains to be seen what the specific limitations 
of the WSA approach are, especially regarding 
inclusive pedagogy. It will be necessary to iden-
tify what structures are most effective at enabling 
change. Questions include the extent to which the 
WSA is limited from the outset by discrepancies 
between education systems, policies, and gover-
nance, on the one hand, and school practices, on 
the other. There is a need for further research to 
evaluate education systems, focusing on how 
much exclusion they are reproducing, to ensure 
inclusion-oriented ESD is accessible to everyone 
involved with schools.

This study covers insights from only a small 
sample of experts in the field of inclusion- 
oriented ESD and WSA and can at most serve as 
a stimulus for future research and for schools’ 
development practices. Even though the experts 
interviewed came from different regions of the 
world and brought perspectives from a wide 
range of professions—as teachers, researchers, or 
with experience of work within the ministry of 
education or teacher training institutions—the 
authors of this chapter are aware of the limita-
tions arising from the small number of interviews 
undertaken. It is to be expected that there are 
many more experts from the fields of ESD and 
inclusive education around the globe who would 
have further specific suggestions for the truly 
inclusive implementation of WSAs in this con-
text. However, at present we do not anticipate 
that such other experts would raise serious objec-
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tions to the views expressed on WSAs by those 
interviewed for this study. A further limitation 
may be that experts from other educational con-
texts, such as environmental education, transfor-
mative education, peace education, or global 
citizenship education, would be able to contrib-
ute further aspects to a broader discussion on 
WSAs and inclusion-oriented ESD.
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9The Whole-School Alignment 
Model: Facilitating a Teacher Team 
in Sustainable Entrepreneurship 
Education

Aksel Hugo and Elisabeth Iversen

Key Message
Any innovative transformation within a whole- 
school organism implies introducing tensions 
within a system that is already tense. Finding 
pathways towards coherence on sustainability 
education within a whole school is hence not 
straightforward; it is no instrumental pathway. 
The message from this study is to instead posi-
tion the question of coherence explicitly within a 
transformative perspective, building cultures of 
inquiry that attune and align their processes. 
Shared inquiry processes that embrace liminality 
will also cultivate transformative coherency.

9.1  Introduction

In a recent systematic review of whole-school 
approaches to sustainability in education, Jorrit 
Holst (2022) points to the key challenge of hav-
ing continuous and participative organisational 
learning processes aimed at institutional coher-
ence regarding sustainability. His underlying 
question is one of finding pathways towards 
coherence on sustainability education within a 
whole school. It is the same question we will 
address in this chapter. Through the entry point of 

a team of teachers, we explore possible pathways 
for transformative coherency. As process facilita-
tors, we design and explore a facilitation model 
to support them and the whole school in develop-
ing a sustainable entrepreneurship programme at 
a vocational upper secondary school in Norway. 
We situate the study within the wider discourse 
on school–university partnerships (see, for 
instance, Martin et  al., 2011) and particularly 
approaches for sustainability education (Mathie 
and Wals, 2022). We hope this study can contrib-
ute to, and even lead the way for, similar school- 
based sustainability projects that coherently align 
and affect the whole-school context.

We will first briefly frame the research perspec-
tive and situate the context and methodology of the 
study, before presenting the alignment facilitation 
model and its rationale. Thereafter, we will distil 
lessons learned from the facilitation process and 
then finally review the model and contextualise 
our findings in the crosslight of theories on trans-
formative entrepreneurship education and whole-
school approaches to sustainability education.

9.1.1  Tensions and Liminal Spaces 
in Transformative 
Entrepreneurship Education

In his analysis of entrepreneurship education, 
Zhang (2020) emphasises the different tensions 
that schools and educators necessarily will face 
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in developing entrepreneurship programmes. 
First and foremost are the tensions that come 
with the fact that only the students can own the 
entrepreneurial process, which means teachers 
must step back from directing and controlling, 
whilst at the same time remaining responsible for 
the process. Brown (2015) calls this role ‘maieu-
tics’ and compares the mentor role in entrepre-
neurship education to that of a midwife. Second, 
huge tensions arise in having to combine instru-
mental learning outcomes with this creative pro-
cess and, moreover, in aligning learning outcomes 
with assessments (Biggs, 2003). Finally, the 
development of enterprises often will require 
more authentic learning environments outside the 
limited classroom of the school, and managing 
this implies a whole field of tensions of space and 
time management. Emphasising the need for 
authenticity in the entrepreneurial process, Macht 
(2016) similarly points out how most tensions 
can be sourced back to a lack of authenticity and 
proposes ‘authentic alignment’ as a framework 
for entrepreneurship education. Not only are 
teachers challenged in their delivery role in entre-
preneurship education, but, in the same way, stu-
dents are also challenged in their habitual role as 
educational receivers. Again, the major tension is 
between what the authentic process of creating 
their own business demands and the role students 
are used to, and often comfortable with, as recipi-
ents (Haara et al., 2016).

We will use the concept of alignment as an 
important lens in addressing these tensions and 
designing and discussing our facilitation model. 
Another important lens will be the concept of 
liminal spaces, as used by Savin-Baden (2020) in 
her analysis of transformative learning. The task 
and process of students creating their own busi-
ness, with all its tensions, would in her view 
enable them ‘to learn how to live in the liminal: a 
beginning of engagement with risk’ (Savin- 
Baden, 2020 p57). A liminal space is a space 
where you learn to sustain the unresolved, and it 
is according to Savin-Baden (2020) to be likened 
with a tunnel; it begins with a portal or gateway 
triggered by a threshold or ‘disjunction’. The 
driving forces for movement through the tunnel 
‘lay in the students’ inner motivations for learn-

ing, originating from the perceived meaning of 
the practical experience’ (Savin-Baden, 2020 
p51). Savin-Badens’ (2020) concept of the lim-
inal space is useful because it helps us link the 
dimensions of tensions inseparably to the pro-
cesses of transformative education. Thereby, the 
concept of liminal space will serve as a lens of 
analysis applicable to the student journey, the 
teacher team process and the whole-school trans-
formative process.

9.1.2  Attunement and Alignment 
in Whole-School 
Transformative Processes

School-based professional development entails 
intervention and interference with the current 
state. Any transition within a whole-school 
organism implies introducing tensions within a 
system that is already tense. Schröder (2020) 
found that contradictions and tensions initiate 
innovative changes and can lead to learning pro-
cesses. However, to navigate and at the same time 
facilitate transformation within the school’s com-
plex landscape may be challenging for insiders 
and outsiders. When educational innovation is 
driven by teachers, or teams of teachers as in our 
case, it easily creates noise in the school system, 
resistance from leadership or unintended colle-
gial conflicts. The facilitation framework needs 
to situate itself within this crossfield of tensions 
and enable us, as facilitators, to help identify and 
explore them to build direction and the coherence 
of a common process.

The concept of coherence-making is often 
used in theories that address whole-school trans-
formative processes (Fullan  & Quinn 2015; 
Holst, 2022; Mogren et  al. 2019). It implies 
aligning and attuning the aims, cultures and 
structures of the many layers of operations of a 
school and building shared understanding. Fullan 
and Quinn (2015) centre their theory of 
‘coherence- making’ in schools around the notion 
that coherence in essence is shared depth of 
understanding about the nature of the work. 
Building on this concept, we argue that it is use-
ful to distinguish clearly between the two per-
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spectives of alignment and attunement. 
Attunement is a term sourced in music, which 
describes the process of tuning and listening in, 
so the performance is in tune. When used in 
social science, it operates in a human relational 
space (McIntyre Latta, 2004). We understand 
alignment to describe the operational qualities of 
coherence within and across educational pro-
cesses, teacher teams and the whole-school 
organisation. To align tensions and incoherence 
means, first and foremost, to transform structur-
ally or operationally.

9.1.3  Context of the Study

This study revolves around a development proj-
ect for sustainable entrepreneurship education at 
a vocational upper secondary school in a major 
city in Norway. The school leadership group con-
tacted the continuous teacher education group at 
our department and jointly applied for funding a 
project to improve an existing sustainable entre-
preneurship programme through a national con-
tinuing education scheme. Seven teachers were 
set to teach the entrepreneurship programme the 
following school year, and all of them partici-
pated in the development project. The project 
aims were framed as collectively developing a 
more coherent and sustainability-oriented entre-
preneurship education programme, improving 
collaboration and coherence within the team of 
teachers and attuning this team process to the 
whole school. Two project coordinators/research-
ers facilitated and managed the project from the 
university sector. One teacher was designated the 
coordinator of the teacher team, and the school 
inspector represented the leadership group. The 
collaboration lasted for two years, where 
18  months involved co-working time with the 
teacher team.

9.1.4  Methods and Materials

Through a collaborative inquiry process, we 
explored how a facilitation model can support a 
team of teachers in developing a sustainable 

entrepreneurship programme as a means for find-
ing pathways in a whole-school context. Design- 
based research was chosen as a suitable approach 
since it is ‘a systematic, but flexible methodology 
aimed to improve educational practices through 
iterative analysis, design, development, and 
implementation, based on collaboration among 
researchers and practitioners in real-world set-
tings, and leading to contextually-sensitive 
design principles and theories’ (Wang and 
Hannafin, 2005, pp6–7).

Design-based research has been critiqued for 
pacifying and/or excluding participants (Barab 
and Squire, 2004; Engeström, 2011; Lorentzen, 
2017; Wang and Hannafin, 2005). To include the 
teachers as well in the first phase, we started the 
project with a shared understanding of our roles 
and responsibilities in line with the earlier experi-
ences of the second author (Iversen and Jónsdóttir, 
2018). This meant that the teacher team, the lead-
ership and the educational researchers clarified 
and shared explicitly their own goals within the 
project. We continued with making visible the 
different actors’ responsibilities in being part of 
the project. For instance, it was the teachers’ 
responsibility to transfer student voices in the 
project when the teachers undertook certain 
changes to their teaching. The leadership 
arranged workshops to define and align visions of 
this specific project concerning sustainability to 
the visions of the whole school. Lastly, it was our 
(the coordinators) responsibility to arrange seven 
workshops over the course of 18  months. The 
aims of these workshops were to step-by-step 
help drive the sustainability entrepreneurship 
project processes forward and to contribute with 
our considerations from an outside perspective.

The main data source is a semi-structured 
focus group interview conducted at the conclu-
sive phase of the project. Here, almost the whole 
team participated: six of the teachers and the 
school inspector. The interview revolved around 
how the teachers experienced being part of this 
project, if it had made changes to their teaching, 
and questions related to the content of the 
WSAM. The last workshop was held in format of 
a world café on assessment. From this session, 
the teacher team generated six large note sheets 
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that were put up on a wall. This session was held 
after the interview and focused more on assess-
ment and the students. Longitudinally, we gath-
ered process supportive data. The supporting data 
sources are e-mails and preparatory notes before, 
during and after workshops, questionnaires that 
the teachers filled out and notes from phone calls.

Concerning data analysis, we started by sort-
ing the data corpus to get an overview of the 
whole 18-month-long process. The next step was 
to analyse the interview and find concepts and 
themes in the data material that could influence 
the WSAM being explored.

9.1.5  The Whole-School Alignment 
Model (WSAM)

The purpose of the WSAM was to attune the 
teacher team’s process in two directions: towards 
the students and their processes on the one hand 
and towards the leadership group of the school on 
the other hand (the three figure arrows in Fig. 9.1). 
We use the concept of attunement here for the 
vertical dimension because it entails harmonising 
three parallel processes. Towards the leadership 
group means we need to (1) anchor and dialogue 
our process and (2) attune it to the structure, cul-

ture and aims of the school. Towards the student 
process means we need to anchor and dialogue 
the programme innovation process to the revi-
sioning and restructuring of the student process.

To start, we agreed to work with the different 
dimensions of alignment in three steps. Since we 
were starting in early spring, it made sense to first 
focus on structural alignment, attuning and 
anchoring the next yearly plan of the entrepre-
neurship programme into the school’s plan. In 
addition, we wanted to provide an attunement 
instrument unifying the teachers and start with a 
concrete assignment that could quickly yield 
results. The second step would focus on working 
out a common understanding of the aims and 
core competences, and the third step would focus 
on aligning purpose (competence aims) to corre-
sponding evaluation formats, assessment meth-
ods and criteria.

The model was proposed and its applicability 
discussed with the team of teachers in the initial 
phase of the project. It seemed to resonate well 
with all participants as a simple common under-
standing of what we were going to try out, how it 
could work as a tool for improvement of the 
entrepreneurship education programme itself and 
how it could at the same time serve as integration 
tool of programme improvement within a whole- 

Fig. 9.1 Whole-school alignment model (WSAM): attuning actors and aligning key processes
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school sustainability transition context. We could 
have included the students in the collaborative 
process but chose not to due to limited resources 
and time. Their voices speak only indirectly, 
through what the teachers share.

9.2  The Teacher Team Finding 
Their Pathways

In the following four sections, we present the 
teacher team’s experiences with their own pro-
cess of finding their pathways to a shared under-
standing of the students’ entrepreneurship 
process and attunement of the teacher team’s own 
innovation process with the leadership of the 
school. We start with their reflections on the first 
steps of structural alignment, coming together as 
a team working with the lesson plans. From there, 
we move to their process of finding a clear shared 
understanding of the aim or learning objectives 
of entrepreneurship education and how these 
learning objectives should align with their forms 
of assessment. In the third section, we will pres-
ent their process of renewing the teaching role 
and, in the fourth, how they experienced the 
change of the whole school through the project.

9.2.1  The Structural Alignment 
Process: ‘You Need to Start 
Somewhere’

Reflecting on the first phase of the process, the 
teachers describe a first major shift that took 
place in simply ‘gathering’ and sharing under-
standing. As Hermod reflects: ‘It was that first 
meeting we had together all of us about this proj-
ect. It was the first time we teachers met up and 
gathered our thoughts about how [we see] this 
entrepreneurship formation path. That was very 
rewarding’. Idunn notes how ‘enduring the chaos’ 
is strengthened by a safe social space: ‘both the 
students and we must own it—and in a way stand 
securely in it—not feel that we are on shaky 
ground all the time. So, I think that’s very good, 
to be able to work together on it’. It seems that 

sharing experiences, mapping tensions, formulat-
ing goals and openly discussing the way forward 
were perceived as appropriate ways to start the 
project.

During the interview, they were asked how it 
was to start aligning structures through the 
school’s yearly lesson plan. Frigg answers: ‘you 
get an overview of the process you will go 
through during the year’. This is echoed by Freya: 
‘it was a way to structure a common idea’. Tor 
expresses some concerns: ‘There were some 
bumps in the road with the planning [laughing] 
since we arranged for many things that, in retro-
spect, we shouldn’t have used any time on’. 
Idunn extends: ‘[The lesson plan] is a process of 
trial and error, and we discover things along the 
way: “Where do the student end up if we con-
tinue this path?”—and then we need to adjust’. 
Freya adds: ‘[In starting] with the yearly lesson 
plan, it was also possible to get everyone involved. 
Everyone can be on the ball [...] and make a joint 
effort’. Bringing in the school leadership per-
spective, Balder, the school inspector, points out 
that ‘the lesson plan is an adaptation to the school 
year and is the wheel of the school. The whole 
school needs to adjust the processes within the 
school year. You need to start somewhere, and 
you need to stop somewhere as well’. Hermod 
expresses a counterpoint by stating that ‘if I could 
do this again, I believe it would have been better 
to start with the students’ learning goals […] as 
we really didn’t know what we were doing’. His 
conclusion is that, in retrospect, he would have 
started with getting direction and learning goals 
in place and then the yearly lesson plan and, 
lastly, aligned this to assessment.

Both Freya’s answer and Balder’s summary 
echo back our intention that the lesson plan helps 
structure a process integration. However, Hermod 
does have a valid point: we all clearly saw that 
there are reasons for starting a process with the 
learning objectives to create an alignment or 
shared understanding of objectives and direction 
for the students’ enterprises. Our experience as 
facilitators during the start-up was that the first 
phase was perceived as successful because it 
yielded a ‘team feeling of achievement’ of some-
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thing practical and relevant for their process. 
Also, it made their project and processes visible 
and anchored in the leadership. The leadership 
group clearly appreciated the approach of align-
ing structures onto a common map of activity.

9.2.2  The Process of Clarifying 
the Aim and Ways 
of Assessing: ‘We See a Goal 
on the Horizon’

The second process of clarifying the goals of the 
student journey became more challenging than 
we expected. It was as if the more the team 
worked to pin down the aims of the process, the 
more the essence of the student transformation 
process slipped. Balder describes their first inter-
nal workshop to map the students’ core compe-
tences of sustainable entrepreneurship as 
unsuccessful and how it led to a shift in approach: 
‘We tried first by using a “reversed curriculum 
method”, with no success, and went on to use 
“understanding by design” and “backwards plan-
ning”. Then, we came closer to detecting what 
the goals should be. But we aren’t really there 
yet’. Freya adds: ‘a bit of a pain to deal with such 
things, but very useful. I feel like we’re getting a 
glimpse of a goal there, that we’re getting closer 
to… can’t quite see it, but it is getting clearer’. 
This connotation of ‘useful pain’ is worth notic-
ing. It translates to a quality of perseverance in 
the team’s inquiry process, a sustaining of the 
unresolved over time. Freya describes it as a 
quality of constantly returning: ‘We were con-
tinuously returning to learning goals and asked: 
“What are the core competences when working 
with sustainable entrepreneurship?”’. And she 
lists some of the questions they have been work-
ing on: ‘What kind of professional competences 
should they [the students] end up with?’ and 
‘How can entrepreneurship as a method help the 
students reach them?’ Similar questions trickled 
down to other work teams at the school and were 
discussed in regular team meetings. For instance, 
Frigg shares from the animal science programme 
that ‘in weekly meetings we’ve been discussing 

how students, regardless of their company role, 
may achieve the same competence’.

Another important question the teachers 
worked with concerning the students’ process 
was ‘what makes an enterprise sustainable?’ 
The importance of the social dimension of 
establishing a student enterprise arose repeat-
edly during the workshops and again in the 
group interview. Idunn expresses this core of the 
process this way: ‘It is a social form of teach-
ing... They have roles, they are in real situations 
all the time, there are conflicts at the social level 
and directly connected to the work. It’s a way of 
working that gives great opportunities for a lot 
of collaboration, but [individual] differences 
become very clear in how the students work 
within such a frame’. Freya adds: ‘Thinking 
education in relation to social sustainability’. 
The skill of sustaining collaboration and work-
ing together within a long-term group process 
was seen as a core competence in entrepreneur-
ship education.

The final step of the WSAM is student assess-
ment. During this project year, the teachers 
changed the assessment method from a final report 
(used in the previous school year) to a student 
portfolio. They also made a template for teachers 
in selected subjects on how to assess the portfolio, 
based on the core competences they identified in 
internal workshops and with students. The portfo-
lio was described as something dynamic, and this 
flexibility was used as a main argument for the 
change. As Freya exclaims: ‘We can adjust the 
content in the portfolio and its criteria, working 
with it in a continuous spiral process’.

There was later also a workshop focusing on 
students’ self-assessing their entrepreneurial pro-
cess and ways of building assessment into vari-
ous stages of their journey. In the final workshop, 
the team returned to the unresolved question of 
student goals and landed a collaborative first syn-
thesis of core competences the students should 
gain from conducting sustainable entrepreneur-
ship. In hindsight, what we see is a non-linear 
and meandering process, where student goals and 
assessments are worked back and forth, always 
closely linked.
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9.2.3  Reversing the Teacher 
and Student Roles: ‘How Much 
should I Meddle?’

A recurring question that the teachers often dis-
cussed in the workshops was the role of the 
teacher in interaction with the students and their 
enterprises. Rose expresses: ‘I find it hard 
because it is the students’ companies. How much 
should I meddle and set guidelines? Tor com-
ments: I agree [with Rose]. The students often 
become so passive. To realize that it isn’t me as 
the teacher who runs this company, it’s the stu-
dents. You can’t hold the students’ company arti-
ficially alive. [Some of] the enterprises would 
have been bankrupt if they did this on their own. 
But there is a lot of learning in that’. He explains 
that what he is really waiting for in the student 
process is a shift, where ‘at last I experience that 
the student takes ownership of the enterprise’. He 
continues, ‘It’s incredibly difficult, that intersec-
tion as a teacher to feel that “if I go out now, noth-
ing will happen”—but to go out anyway’. Freya 
later returns to what Tor was sharing: ‘It is very 
difficult to balance being able to create that own-
ership, and the feeling that you are an actor that 
makes a difference, [an actor] that is valuable in 
this context here. That’s perhaps what you 
achieve then, when you go out the door and leave 
them behind?’ Then, she adds: ‘And you’re still 
there!’ What Freya is saying here to Tor is that 
even though you step back, you are still there 
accompanying their journey. There is a core ten-
sion here in how much teachers should meddle in 
the student enterprise process. We noted that the 
teachers become truly invested in the students’ 
companies, and they want the companies to suc-
ceed, but without taking them over and running 
them for the students.

9.2.4  Renewing Identity: 
The Whole-School 
Transformation Process

In the beginning of the professional development, 
the teacher team leaned heavily on a model 
designed by a national NGO (non-governmental 

organisation) to help teachers conduct entrepre-
neurship education for youth. In the interview, 
some of the teachers describe their trajectory. Tor 
expresses: ‘The YE1 model has been too govern-
ing in everything early in the process’. Freya 
elaborates: ‘We dared to take a step away from 
the YE model, when we shaped that yearly lesson 
plan to create something that is ours. It’s like 
we’re beginning to reach a goal about why we 
shall [do this] and why [in previous years] we 
have [done it]. We do not blindly buy into some-
thing’. And she comes back to the notion of own-
ership: ‘We are probably not there, you probably 
won’t get there either, but we are well on our way 
to creating something that is ours. It is starting to 
sort of come up with an objective about why “we 
shall”, why “we have”—about method and then 
using it... in contrast to blindly buying a scheme 
elsewhere, or copying something’. Freya appears 
to achieve ‘ownership’ and autonomy around 
knowing ‘why you do what you do as a teacher’. 
Idunn adds the importance of the ownership that 
the leadership has taken to the process: ‘I think 
it’s important that the work here is intentional. 
It’s anchored both in the college and within the 
management—and that it’s prioritized, that time 
is set aside’. She adds: ‘There are many things 
that are urgent, that should have been done, but 
this is a priority, or else nothing would have come 
of it—this is an important point’. Balder responds: 
‘Yes, we meet and we talk and patiently believe 
we’ll find the answers to the core competences. I 
think it’ s very important to get there, then. And 
then you can see what the best ways to get there 
is. But I think perhaps that in the future, the 
yearly lesson plan will also have different con-
tent’. All in all, what the teachers describe here 
are dimensions of the school transformation pro-
cess. What they describe is again a process of tak-
ing ownership and a process that leads to renewed 
identity. At the programme level, Balder describes 
the renewal as ‘moving from YE to SEE’.2 For 

1 UE (Ungt Entreprenørskap) is an NGO supporting entre-
preneurship education in schools in Norway through a 
process template. Our translation into English, ‘young 
entrepreneurship’, abbreviated YE.
2 BUB is the acronym for Bærekraftige Ungdomsbedrifter 
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the teachers, this means renewed identity as a 
collaborative community of practice. Idunn sums 
it up: ‘It’s not random or just a feeling, it’s more 
reasoned and more... a bit under the umbrella 
here, as there are more of us here. We’re not just 
one or two teachers who runs this alone’. At a 
whole-school level, taking ownership means cre-
ating a unifying school vision and profile.

9.3  Narrow Passages 
and Recurring Motifs

Looking back at the inquiry process, there are 
some narrow passages that stand out. These are 
events of unsuccess, leading to new pathways 
and creating new insights. And there are some 
recurrent motifs that can signify transformative 
educational processes. In this section, we will 
discuss some of these recurring motifs in light of 
theories of transformative education and 
‘coherence- making’ in schools.

9.3.1  Narrow Passages Through 
Liminal Space

Our attempted structured facilitation process 
clearly demonstrates that collaborative inquiry 
and alignment are in no way a controlled, 
straightforward pathway. On the contrary, break-
throughs often came as sudden shifts and often as 
the result of dead ends. In hindsight, we discover 
that it was Tor’s sharing of the pain and ‘the 
essence of what is most difficult in the mentor 
role’ that brought clarity to the essence and crux 
of the individual student journey. Similarly, it 
was through a painful failure in the instrumental 
attempt at pinning down the core competences 
and a sustained ‘churning ahead’ that new 
approaches to an open inquiry process started. 
Regardless of process or actor—the student jour-
ney, the teacher team journey or our own process 
of testing out a model—through entering liminal 

(in English, sustainable entrepreneurship education, 
abbreviated SEE), which was also the name of the 
project.

spaces, passages allowing insight opened to us. 
As described by Land, Rattray and Vivian (2014), 
they are triggered by a disjunction where old 
ways of seeing, doing, thinking or behaving can 
no longer be held onto. Savin-Baden (2020 p50) 
describes how this liminal space is characterised 
by a stripping away of old identities: ‘Learners 
move through the tunnel of the liminal space and 
emerge with a shift in learner subjectivity, a dis-
cursive shift, or a shift of a conceptual, ontologi-
cal (e.g. identity shift), or epistemological 
nature’. The students’ painful passage into a 
position of ‘taking ownership’, which the teach-
ers described, implies a liminal mentor role 
‘enabling students to learn how to live in the lim-
inal; a beginning of engagement with risk […] 
and uncertainty’ (Savin-Baden, 2020 p57). The 
stripping away of old identities also fits well with 
their own process, of letting go of the identity of 
the entrepreneurship programme and building 
confidence and ownership in their own unique 
programme profile.

In the course of a passage through a transfor-
mative process, not only one’s personal identity 
may change, but also one’s social and cultural 
identity. In his study on transitions in adult learn-
ing, Field (2012 p1736) presents the idea of lim-
inal identity, which entails that such an identity 
can be ‘shaped through social and cultural pro-
cesses which are formed and re-formed in 
dynamic relationships with others’. At this upper 
secondary school, professional development 
appears to have influenced how these teachers see 
themselves as part of the school, contributing to 
renewing its identity.

9.3.2  Recurring Motifs: Shared 
Ownership to Shared 
Questions

In essence, we started out with quite a linear 
model focusing on coherence-making. Fullan 
and Quinn’s (2015, p30) definition of coherence 
as the ‘shared depth of understanding of the 
work’ proved fruitful, but their instrumental 
approach to ‘coherence-making’ in schools gave 
us only the alignment side. We have seen that 
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shared understanding of structures, aims and 
evaluation criteria is important, but more impor-
tant is the community of inquiry and the values 
the school, teachers and students are sourced in. 
The collaborative action inquiry approach invites 
all involved actors (and also facilitators) into the 
non-linear and liminal space where coherence 
means shared ownership of shared questions. 
The core of the entrepreneurial process is that 
students learn to take common ownership of 
enterprise innovation. It means sustaining both 
big and small unresolved questions as they appear 
for as long as they take to resolve. The same goes 
for the team of teachers in their 18-month quest 
to gain clarity and identity of their entrepreneur-
ship programme. They also need to share unre-
solved questions or tensions in their programme 
design and mentoring role. This is the very pro-
cess that yields a depth of a shared understand-
ing, an attunement of colleagueship and an 
alignment of structure and operation.

The common denominator of innovative cul-
tures of practice is, according to Gillebo and 
Hugo (2007), that they shape their activities 
around intentional interaction, dialogue and 
inquiry with a long-term commitment: ‘They 
develop common tasks by uniting individual 
commitment to shared questions. And the inten-
sity and ecology of the shared questions build the 
carrying capacity of the innovation culture’ 
(Gillebo and Hugo, 2007 p1). The endurance and 
perseverance of the teacher team in their long and 
winding process fit well with such a description. 
Their contribution to the process of evaluating 
and redesigning the facilitation model also 
proved valuable, as we now shall see.

9.3.3  Reviewing the Model: ‘These 
Arrows Should Perhaps 
Be Bent’

The teacher team’s feedback on the question of 
sequencing in the model was quite revealing; 
there are reasons for starting with structural 
alignment processes, and there are reasons for 
starting with goals for students and even assess-
ment methods. Towards the end of the discussion 

of this paradox, after a little pause, Balder 
exclaims: ‘I think that these arrows should per-
haps be bent... that this goes in circles’.

Bending the arrows is a good metaphor for 
moving from a linear to a non-linear understand-
ing of the inquiry process. In hindsight, there was 
nothing inherently wrong with our linear model. 
On the contrary, as a tool of ‘coherence-making’ 
between the teacher team and the leadership of 
the school, it did prove fruitful. However, there 
was a condition for this fruitfulness: that both we 
as facilitators and as teachers allowed ourselves 
to leave the linear path—and not just leaving it 
but ‘feeling safe and secure in uncertainty’, as 
Idunn specified.

The revised model below is an attempt to cap-
ture this non-linear shift, placing the liminal 
space at the centre of the process of finding path-
ways. Here, the unifying light green represents 
the commitment to shared questions, the wheel 
and process of collaborative inquiry (Fig. 9.2).

On the left, the model still has the key actors 
and processes of attunement between them, 
which the small circles signify. On its right side, 
it still has three fields of alignment to secure 
institutional coherence. They are no longer in a 
sequence but entwined. The first field represents 
the alignment of structural and operational issues, 
the second the alignment of educational pro-
gramme design issues (aims and assessment) and 
the third field the situational alignment (authentic 
arena and pedagogical process). These fields of 
alignment correspond to the fields of tensions in 
entrepreneurship education we discussed initially 
and which were described by Zhang (2020).

9.4  Conclusion and Implications: 
Facilitating Transformative 
Agency

In conclusion, the WSAM we started out with 
was able to aid a structured facilitation process of 
pathfinding and to connect our teacher–team pro-
cess coherently to a whole-school context. Most 
importantly, it was able to support a collaborative 
culture of inquiry in which teachers gained own-
ership of their process and identity. At the same 
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Fig. 9.2 WSAM re-designed: attuning and aligning a sustainable entrepreneurship education project in a transforma-
tive whole-school context

time, it clearly revealed the limits of a linear 
approach to sustainable entrepreneurship educa-
tion and to the facilitation of institutional coher-
ence on sustainability. A consequence of this 
realisation is a redesigned WSAM, where the 
liminal space of collaborative inquiry processes 
assumes the central role of navigating and attun-
ing inherent tensions and aligning structures, pro-
gramme design, space and pedagogies to 
co-create coherency. As a partnership tool, the 
WSAM has implications for ‘navigating the ter-
rain […] in school-university partnerships’ 
(Martin et al., 2011). The next step would be to 
explore these implications.
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10Architecture as Educator 
for Sustainable Grown-Upness: 
An ESD Performance Framework 
for School Habitats

Anna W. Vanderveen, Masi Mohammadi, 
and Jos J. N. Lichtenberg

Key Message
This chapter addresses the ‘educational perfor-
mance’ of physical environments. This is under-
stood as the habitat’s gestures to (re)direct pupils’ 
attention to the world so that they may encounter 
what the world is asking from them. Building on 
the cultivation and subjectification paradigms in 
education, this chapter introduces different inten-
tions of building design, either to provoke certain 
(pro-environmental) behaviours or to educate for 
‘sustainable grown-upness’. The differences 
between such cultivational and educational 
approaches are discussed extensively.

10.1  Introduction

It requires no introduction that a building can 
contribute to sustainable development through 
the way it deals with energy, materials and air 
quality. Yet, the impact of the physical environ-

ment on sustainable development goes far beyond 
this. The way we shape the physical interface 
between individuals within their communities 
and the natural environment is a reflection of 
larger cultural values and holds a close relation-
ship with our attitude towards the non-human 
world (Hertzberger, 2008; Upitis, 2015). We 
shape our buildings based on these values, and 
afterwards, this influences how we develop and 
internalise values ourselves. Or as Churchill 
stated in a speech in 1943 already: ‘We shape our 
buildings; thereafter they shape us’.

Although valid for every building typology, 
this is particularly important for the locations 
within and through which education takes place. 
Schools are in the unique position of being places 
where the new generation is given the time to 
meet the world and meet themselves in relation to 
the world (Biesta, 2021). School habitats, com-
plementary to school habits, play an educational 
role of their own. Correspondingly, the Italian 
‘Reggio Emilia’ pre-primary schools refer to the 
physical environment as a ‘third teacher’, after 
peers and adults (Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007).

10.1.1  School Habitats 
and Sustainability

In order to study the role of physical environ-
ments in education, and education for sustainable 
development in particular, this chapter builds on 
a dichotomy set by Veenhoven (2004). Veenhoven 
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addresses two kinds of ‘qualities’ in life, divided 
into external and internal qualities. In the first 
case, the quality is in the (social, physical or oth-
erwise) environment; in the latter, it is in the 
individual.

The category of external qualities is referred 
to as ‘the liveability of the environment’, cover-
ing good living conditions. This quality of life is 
central in the thinking of building professionals 
(such as architects, building technologists and 
physicists)—while it is important to stress that 
the liveability of the environment regards a vari-
ety of environments, which are certainly not lim-
ited to the physical environment. The second 
category regards the ‘life-ability’ of the person, 
concerning how well one is equipped to cope 
with the challenges of life, and masters ‘the art of 
living and living well’ (Cruz, et al., 2009). This 
quality of life is central in the thinking of 
educators.

The division of life chances into ‘liveability’ 
and ‘life-ability’ provides a categorisation to 
position earlier work on physical school environ-
ments in the context of education; see Fig. 10.1. 
This figure is developed in the study presented in 
this chapter and visually presents the gap in 
research and practice it responds to: ‘architecture 
as education’.

Research and action on ‘green’ or ‘sustain-
able’ architecture for education (left in Fig. 10.1) 
primarily focus on the enhancement of the live-
ability of the environment. Much of the work 
focuses on energy efficiency and material usage, 
aiming at the creation of a liveable environment 
at a global scale. Furthermore, research concen-
trates on liveable environments at a smaller scale, 
as vast research stresses the effects of the indoor 
environment on student and teacher outcomes, 
including health and productivity (Wargocki & 

Wyon, 2007; Spengler et  al., 2001). Also, the 
physical environment has an influence on how 
education, didactics and pedagogies are shaped. 
For example, similar to how open space plans in 
office environments are penetrating common 
practice, many schools are introducing ‘learning 
plazas’ where pupils can study individually or 
work in groups, rather than in a classroom with a 
teacher at the front (Hertzberger, 2008). Hence, 
the interaction between architecture for educa-
tion and education is multiple.

Meanwhile, architecture as education (central 
in Fig. 10.1) has an educational role of its own. 
Although increasing numbers of both educators 
and design professionals are becoming aware of 
the important role physical space plays (Cleveland 
& Fisher, 2014), school habitats hardly gain 
attention in global research on education for sus-
tainable development (ESD), and insight into 
how physical space contributes to ESD is 
lacking.

10.1.2  Whole School Approach 
to ESD

The dichotomy visualised in Fig. 10.1 shows that 
in the context of ESD we should not only be con-
cerned with the school habitat’s ecological per-
formance (to improve the liveability of the 
environment) but also with its educational per-
formance (to foster the life-ability of the student). 
This perspective on physical environments is 
especially relevant in the context of a ‘whole 
school approach’ to education for sustainable 
development (ESD). A whole school approach 
(WSA) provides a framework and starting point 
for a ‘whole system redesign’ of education, with 
the aim of realising holistic, systemic and collec-

Fig. 10.1 Architecture for education and architecture as education
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tive reflexive efforts towards sustainability as 
agreed upon by those affected (Wals & Mathie, 
2022). Different variations of a WSA exist, but 
they all point at the multifaceted aspects of 
anchoring sustainability meaningfully in educa-
tion and emphasise that the whole is more than 
the sum of all the parts (Wals & Mathie, 2022). 
The WSA ‘flower’ model gives an impression; 
this is the visual presentation of the conceptuali-
sation of a whole school approach to ESD cur-
rently in use in countries like the Netherlands and 
Norway. It is presented visually in Fig. 10.2.

School habitats are often considered in the 
context of the WSA element ‘institutional prac-
tices’, because this area deals with practices 
related to energy, greenery and food, among other 
things. Approaching school habitats as ‘educa-
tors’ rather than objects invites us to take a 
broader perspective.

10.1.3  Research Goal and Structure 
of the Chapter

Following the above, we can conclude that the 
gap in research and practice regards the common 
space of architecture and education: architecture 
as education (see Fig. 10.1). Therefore, the goal 
of this study is to reveal the performance charac-
teristics of school habitats which support or pro-
vide education for sustainable development 
(ESD). The study presented in this chapter elabo-
rates on how the physical environment acts as an 
educator and presents a framework capturing the 
ESD performance characteristics of physical 
school environments. The resulting ‘ESD perfor-
mance framework for school habitats’ is pre-
sented in Sect. 10.5 and builds on the theory and 
concepts as described in Sections 10.3 and 10.4. 
Section 10.3 elaborates on the vision on ESD that 

Fig. 10.2 WSA ‘flower’ model (Wals & Mathie, 2022)
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is taken in this study and presents the axioms on 
which the framework is built. Section 10.4 elabo-
rates on the ‘performance concept’ for building, 
which provides a basis to study and present the 
educational performance of physical environ-
ments as presented in the framework. Section 
10.2 elaborates on the research methodology, and 
Sect. 10.6 regards the discussion and conclusions 
of the study as presented in this chapter.

10.2  Research Methodology

In the initial stage of this study, no hypothesis 
was present with regard to characteristics of the 
educational performance of school habitats 
related to ESD. Therefore, an ‘inductive’ research 
approach is taken. With an inductive stance, the-
ory is the outcome of research (Bryman, 2012). 
In other words, the process of induction involves 
drawing generalisations and ideas out of observa-
tions. In order to arrive at an applicable hypothe-
sis, the study began with unstructured literature 
and case study research.

10.2.1  The Case Study

The case study is used exploratory and instru-
mentally to distinguish design characteristics. 
The case study is thus used to accomplish some-
thing other than understanding this particular 
school environment, so the inquiry regards an 
‘instrumental case study’, as opposed to an 
‘intrinsic case study’ (Stake, 1995). In order to be 
able to draw conclusions from the case, a school 
has been selected which has the reputation of 
being a built environment that contributes to sus-
tainability learning and a school that ‘breathes 
sustainability’. The school selected as a case is 
‘de Sokkerwei’, a primary school in Castricum, 
the Netherlands. By many, the school is consid-
ered the first ‘sustainable school’ in the 
Netherlands and was built in the year 2001. As 
the aim of the study is to concretise the role of 
physical school environments in education for 
sustainable development, the case study is used 
exploratory to better understand this phenome-
non. To this end, the case is studied by means of 

unstructured interviews with pupils and staff and 
the one-site observation of these actors with 
regard to how the building is used. Moreover, the 
study involved an exploration of what has been 
written about the case in order to gain an under-
standing of why the case is valued by others and 
a conversation with one of the designers of the 
building in order to gain an understanding of the 
ideas behind the design.

10.2.2  The Inductive Process

The literature study is used complementarily to 
the case study research, to gather relevant theo-
ries, models and knowledge both in and outside 
the domain of building, in order to apply this 
understanding in the field of physical school 
environments. The inductive search for an appli-
cable model in this context has been influenced 
thoroughly by the extent to which it can be under-
stood easily, in order to secure the societal rele-
vance of the outcomes of the study. For input and 
quality control during this process, a meeting 
with a group of experts and multiple meetings 
with individuals have been held. The attendees of 
the expert meetings were professionals from vari-
ous disciplines, including building technology, 
architecture, architectural philosophy, philoso-
phy, anthropology, environmental policy and 
management, sociology and pedagogy.

10.3  Vision on ESD

Talking about ‘education for sustainable develop-
ment’; what do we actually mean? That is the 
central question of this section. Education can be 
considered an ‘instrument that can be used to 
move towards a more sustainable world’ (Wals & 
Jickling, 2002; Buckler & Creech, 2014). 
Therefore, the UN Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development (2005–2014) was sup-
posed to bring substantial changes after the UN’s 
conclusion in 2005 that ‘at current levels of 
unsustainable practice and overconsumption it 
could be concluded that education is part of the 
problem’ (UNESCO, 2005), since current educa-
tional systems still largely build on the paradigm, 
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which has caused the social, ecological and eco-
nomic problems currently leading. However, an 
analysis of the decade with worldwide action in 
theory, politics and practice concluded that it was 
‘business as usual in the end’, primarily because 
it failed to challenge neoliberalism and foster 
global citizenship (Huckle & Wals, 2015). As Orr 
(1991) argued: ‘We must not assume that it is 
education that will save us, or advance us; rather 
it is education of a certain kind’. Hence, we need 
to rethink our approach towards education—
including the physical environments in which 
education takes place. Therefore, this section 
elaborates on the vision on ESD that underlies 
the study presented in this chapter.

10.3.1  The Hidden Curriculum 
of School Habitats

In the introduction, we have elaborated on the 
notion of the physical environment as an educa-
tor. This perspective on physical space and place 
stresses the need to contemplate on which lessons 
we want to teach pupils through education and 
physical educational settings. According to Orr 
(1997), educational buildings are typically 
approached as structures that quietly serve the 
educational process, but require no care and 
interaction of those who use it. Orr describes this 
architecture as the ‘hidden curriculum’ of the 
building, which powerfully influences the educa-
tion given and the learning process of pupils. As 
Taylor (1995) wrote:

We expect schools to prepare children for living in 
a democratic society, yet we provide a learning 
environment that resembles a police state — hard, 
overly durable architecture, giant chain-link 
fences, locked gates, guards, and even guard dogs. 
… Such architecture fails to encourage the sense of 
ownership, participation, or responsibility required 
for a democracy.

In 1997, Orr even stated that, as commonly 
practised at the time, educational buildings could 
easily be converted to use as a factory or prison. 
Almost twenty years later, Upitis (2015) observed 
that schools have been built largely as a reflection 
of the ‘factory model’ for teaching and learning, 

meaning that pupils are ‘processed’ until they are 
deemed ready to leave school as if they were 
products to be fabricated.

10.3.2  Education and Sustainable 
Development

It can be argued that it is not too strange that 
schools reflect the ‘factory model’ for teaching 
and learning. Many of our educational buildings 
originate from times when the factory model 
dominated the development of the world. 
Industrialisation resulted in wealth, and, in most 
nations, this was accompanied by a rise in aver-
age (subjective) well-being (Veenhoven, 2004). 
Nonetheless, since the 1960s, there has been 
growing concern about our natural environment. 
In combination with emerging social challenges 
around the world, this has given rise to a call for 
more ‘sustainable’ development. Since then, 
enormous efforts have led to remarkable (rela-
tive) efficiency gains in many fields, for example, 
related to energy use (Veenhoven, 2004). 
However, there is more to sustainable develop-
ment than efficiency advances. As Wals and 
Rodela (2014) wrote:

Popularly stated, sustainability is not only about 
doing the things we do better (i.e. more efficiently) 
but also about doing things differently (i.e. devel-
oping new routines) and, perhaps foremost, about 
doing better things (i.e. developing new principles, 
vantage points and values).

To many, it is an appealing idea to use educa-
tion as an instrument to shape such a ‘better’, 
more sustainable future. However, a genuine 
approach towards sustainable development in 
education asks for a careful consideration of the 
role of education in societal challenges. 
Considering education an ‘instrument’ for soci-
etal challenges holds the idea that ‘others’ are in 
the position to determine what the world and the 
future should look like, while pupils and students 
are to commit themselves to the view of others 
and give substance to it.

Wals and Jickling (2002) explored possible 
ways of designing education for sustainable 
development (ESD). On the one hand, ‘instru-
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mental views’ of ESD are presented, juxtaposed 
with more ‘emancipatory views’. The instrumen-
tal approach is described as resulting in an ‘eco- 
totalitarian regime’, where rewards, punishments 
and conditioning of behaviour forcefully create a 
sustainable society from the perspective of the 
natural environment. Since this society will 
almost certainly lack ‘justice’ and ‘happiness’, 
the emancipatory view is proposed, representing 
‘a very transparent society, with action compe-
tent citizens, who actively and critically partici-
pate in problem solving and decision making, 
and value and respect alternative ways of think-
ing, valuing and doing’.

10.3.3  Cultivation, Subjectification 
and Sustainable 
Grown-Upness

One could argue that the concepts Wals and 
Jickling (2002) describe closely relate to the ‘cul-
tivation’ and ‘subjectification’ paradigms 
described by Biesta. Biesta (2021) describes the 
worldwide dominant approach towards education 
as the ‘cultivation’ of children and young people 
as objects and argues that what seems to be for-
gotten in education is that pupils are human 
beings and subjects in their own right, who face 
the challenge of living their own life and of trying 
to live it well. It is therefore that Biesta suggests 
that in addition to the widespread idea of educa-
tion as cultivation, we need a different ‘para-
digm’ in education. He describes this ‘existential’ 
paradigm as subjectification, that is, of the arrival 
of the ‘I’ in the world as subject of its own life, 
not as object of forces or desires from ‘else-
where’. Therefore, Biesta argues that education 
should be ‘focused on equipping and encourag-
ing the next generation to exist “in” and “with” 
the world, and to do so in their own right’.

This chapter departs from the idea that stu-
dents should not be approached as objects that 
will enable a better future, but as subjects in their 
own right. The distinction between these para-
digms of education provides a framework to con-
sider the legitimacy of ESD from an educational 
perspective, rather than the perspective of a soci-

ety that asks for a certain kind of citizens while 
confronting societal challenges. It provides us 
with the question of whether or not subjectifica-
tion and sustainable development are compatible 
intentions of education. Hence, the question is as 
follows: Can we expect that a genuine approach—
that is building on the subjectification, rather than 
the cultivation paradigm—to education will con-
tribute to sustainable development?

The following citation of Biesta (2021) pro-
vides a hopeful perspective on the compatibility 
of ESD and subjectification:

This is not to suggest, of course, that existing in 
one’s own right is the same as “just doing what one 
wants to do.” On the contrary, to exist as subject 
“in” and “with” the world is about acknowledging 
that the world, natural and social, puts limits and 
limitations on what we can desire from it and can 
do with it – which is both the question of democ-
racy and the question of ecology.

Biesta argues that what is at stake in the con-
text of subjectification is the possibility for the 
child to exist as subject of its own life. In other 
words: subjectification (which Biesta considers a 
life-long process) is necessary to be ‘free’. 
Freedom is then understood as the ability to act 
based on a careful consideration of whether what 
you want to do, what you desire or what you 
desire to do will help to live well and coexist 
well. It is how people ‘enact’ their own ‘subject- 
ness’, that is, to not be overwhelmed by impulses 
and forces from both inside and outside him or 
herself, but to develop and hold a mature rela-
tionship with these forces, which can be under-
stood as ‘voluntary self-limitation’ (Biesta, 2019; 
Meirieu, 2007). It holds the challenge to be in the 
world without imagining ourselves at the centre 
of the world (Meirieu, 2007).

It is important to stress that this definition of 
‘freedom’ differs from many neoliberal interpre-
tations of the word, which put the emphasis on 
rolling back ‘external’ regulations and more 
choices for individuals (De Lissovoy, 2015). 
Using this neoliberal interpretation, ‘freedom’ 
could be seen as a complicating factor for sus-
tainable development, as it is a major facilitator 
of the (over)consumption patterns that cause 
unsustainable development.
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On the other hand, interpreting ‘freedom’ as a 
kind of ‘grown-upness’ to enact one’s own life, 
rather than to be driven by forces from outside 
and within, holds a beckoning perspective. This 
interpretation of being ‘grown-up’ has got noth-
ing to do with age. Being ‘grown-up’ or ‘mature’ 
in this context means that we do not solely focus 
on our own wishes and desires, but constantly ask 
the question of whether what we wish and desire 
is good for our own life, our life with others 
(democracy) and life on a planet with limited 
possibilities (ecology)—and what democracy 
and ecology ask from us. This chapter, therefore, 
interprets ESD as education for ‘sustainable 
grown-upness’.

10.3.4  Relevancy for This Chapter

This vision on education, and on education for 
sustainable development in particular, is highly 
relevant for the remaining of this chapter, because 
it holds great consequences for the study presented 
in this chapter. Whereas behavioural and (eco-)
psychological sciences, among others, provide 
knowledge about how to induce sustainable, pro-
environmental behaviours, a genuine educational 
approach asks for another kind of thinking and 
doing. We could say that this educational perfor-
mance primarily regards the extent to which pupils 
are given the chance to meet the (physical) world 
in order to encounter what the world asks from 
them, which is a whole other objective than to 
induce behaviour. That requires ‘the world’ to be 
present, visible and ‘readable’ in the school envi-
ronment. The idea of physical environments as 
educators invites us to explore how school habitats 
‘speak’ to the students as subjects, rather than 
moving and cultivating them as objects, towards 
the behaviours considered ‘sustainable’.

10.4  The Performance Concept 
for Building

In order to study how physical place and space 
can be educational, this section introduces the 
adoption of the ‘performance concept’ for build-
ing (Szigeti & Davis, 2005). Performance-based 

building is an approach to the design, construc-
tion and evaluation of buildings to meet certain 
performance requirements. Hence, rather than 
focussing on building elements and technologies, 
it offers a way of approaching physical environ-
ments as ‘performers’.

In order to address this, the study builds on the 
three domains adopted from the performance 
concept for building: demand, supply and perfor-
mance as a bridge between them. These domains 
can be illustrated by means of the ‘hamburger 
model’, constituting two halves of a hamburger 
bun, which represent the demand and supply side 
of building (Gielingh, 1988). While this study is 
interested in the educational role that physical 
environments play, the educational performance 
is the focus of our interest. Therefore, in this 
study, education is the demanding discipline and 
building is the supplying discipline.

This section explores the demand and supply 
sides of the ‘performance concept bun’ and pro-
vides an introduction on what we can consider 
the ‘educational performance’ of school habitats 
that bridges the gap between demand and supply. 
The framework as presented in Sect. 10.5 builds 
on this exploration.

10.4.1  An Exploration of Supplies: 
School Habitats

The ‘supply’ side of the ‘hamburger model’ 
regards the actual physical environment designed 
or constructed. There are several examples of 
schools that have developed their physical envi-
ronment as ‘architecture as education’. For 
example, famous examples are the Italian ‘Reggio 
Emilia’ pre-primary schools (which refer to the 
physical school environment as a ‘third teacher’, 
after peers and adults), the ‘Green School’ in Bali 
and ‘de Sokkerwei’ in the Netherlands. Kong 
et al. (2014) studied the special design elements 
and features present in the famous ‘Green School’ 
in Bali, which give the school the character of a 
‘three-dimensional textbook’ for environmental 
education. In a similar manner, Dutt (2013) 
explored how physical environments play a role 
in mediating students’ relationships with the nat-
ural world. Both demonstrate the special design 
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elements and features present in each particular 
school environment. Yet, since the design of 
physical environments is highly contextual and 
dependent on the specific function and location, 
such design elements cannot simply be copied to 
other settings. Their studies are typical for much 
of the work done regarding the impact of the 
physical environment on education for sustain-
able development (ESD). They have been con-
ducted primarily in relation to case studies where 
natural and outdoor environments dominate the 
built ones and focus on pro-environmental behav-
iour only.

Performance-based building provides us with 
a concept to transcend the level of building ele-
ments and technologies. What is the special, edu-
cational ‘performance’ that these physical 
environments deliver? Which lessons can we 
draw from specific, yet valuable cases? Answering 
these questions brings us to the next domain of 
the model adopted, the domain of performance as 
a bridge between demand and supply.

10.4.2  An Exploration 
of Performance: Habitats 
as Educators

As elaborated on earlier, this chapter draws on 
the existential paradigm of education that Biesta 
(2021) describes as ‘subjectification’. In order to 
give the next generation a fair chance at their 
subject-ness, Biesta highlights the importance of 
teaching, not understood as the transmission of 
knowledge and skills but as a gesture, an act of 
(re)directing the attention of students to the 
world, so that they may encounter what the world 
is asking from them. We build on the idea that 
education, or educating, refers to an activity: to 
something educators do. Educating is understood 
as a form of intentional action, which is some-
thing educators do deliberately, including the 
perhaps slightly odd but educationally important 
category of intentional nonaction; something 
educators deliberately do not do (Biesta, 2021).

Starting from the notion of the physical school 
environment as an educator means that its educa-
tional performance should lie in its ability to (re)
direct the attention of students. The cases discussed 

above regarding ‘good practices’ of habitats as 
educators aimed to conceptualise their results and 
capture them in design models, aspects, themes or 
principles in order to provide insight into the influ-
ence of physical settings on students. Their inqui-
ries are, however, limited in scope, primarily due to 
the strong focus on nature connectedness only. This 
study responds to that by a broader scope, applica-
ble for natural and built environments, in rural and 
urban settings. But before going in-depth on the 
educational performance of school habitats in the 
context of ESD, we will elaborate on the demand 
side of the performance model, in order to be able 
to be more specific about the educational perfor-
mances aimed for.

10.4.3  An Exploration of Demands: 
Subjectification

As elaborated on in Sect. 10.3.3, the process of 
subjectification towards ‘sustainable grown- 
upness’ is understood as the mature relationship 
with external and internal impulses and forces, 
meaning that we are not led by internal or exter-
nal impulses and forces, but constantly ask the 
question of whether those forces drive us to 
actions that we consider good for our own life, 
our life with others (democracy) and life on a 
planet with limited possibilities (ecology)—and 
the ability to act accordingly to the answers we 
find on these questions. In this respect, it is 
important to stress that people do not only have 
an ‘outside’ of observable behaviour and actions 
but also an ‘inside’ of thoughts and feelings that 
are not visible from the outside (Prange, 2012), 
but constitute an important driver of action. 
Hence, subjectification requires another scope 
than the observable behaviour of people. 
Therefore, from the perspective of subjectifica-
tion, the educational performance of a school 
habitat should not lie in its ability to provoke cer-
tain behaviours, but to direct the attention of 
pupils to things in the world that require their 
attention, hoping that the educational gesture of 
redirecting the attention will be able to foster the 
intentions and motivation of people to act.

How can a physical school environment make 
such a gesture? How can it ‘speak to the student’? 
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In order to conceptualise this, this chapter adopts 
the organising principle of ‘the heart, the head 
and the hands’ (Sipos et al., 2008). The principle 
comprises a metaphor of ways to attend and take 
part in education, through feelings, thoughts and 
actions. This model is adopted because of its abil-
ity to inspire education and building profession-
als, as it draws attention to a diversity of qualities 
of physical environments. Previous research has 
shown that his research is indeed a suitable model 
to this end (Singleton, 2015).

Architecture as an educator for sustainable 
development should then have the quality to (re)
direct the attention of pupils and therewith pro-
vide material for their feelings, thoughts and 
actions. We will elaborate a bit further on these 
three domains before moving on to the way 
school habitats may give substance to this, in 
Sect. 10.5.

Feelings cover the domain of affection and 
compassion. One could argue that the current 
ecological crisis manifests itself as an egological 
crisis, that is, as a manifestation of the ego that 
positions oneself ‘above’ the world and treats it 
as composed of objects to fulfil the own desires, 
rather than as approaching it as subjects in their 
own right (Biesta, 2019). The domain of ‘engag-
ing the heart’ builds on this notion. Fostering 
‘sustainable grown-upness’ through the engage-
ment of the heart aims to make pupils feel that the 
world transcends the level of the individual: that 
the individual subject is part of an ecosystem 
with other subjects and to value and respect the 
needs and integrity of others and the other 
(Biesta, 2019). As such, engaging the heart 
regards the intentional action to direct pupils’ 
attention to ‘others’ and ‘the other’.

Thoughts cover the domain of the contents of 
sustainability and the ability to reflect on issues 
accordingly (Wals., 2015). Such understanding 
and reflections require one to adopt an integral, 
holistic view, in which relationships are under-
stood and connections are seen.

Actions are about what an individual does 
with his/her feelings and thoughts. Feelings and 
thoughts may result in intentions, motivation and 

cognition to act in a certain manner. The domain 
of the ‘hands’ addresses the actual action taken.

Feelings, thoughts and actions therewith com-
pose three areas of interest when considering the 
educational performance of physical environ-
ments. Furthermore, it should be noted that such 
categories can be distinguished, but not sepa-
rated. Reciprocal relationships exist between 
feelings, thoughts and actions. Rather, the dis-
tinction can be used to map different dimensions 
of the performance of physical school environ-
ments, in order to clarify discussions and position 
earlier research regarding it.

10.5  The ESD Performance 
Framework for School 
Habitats

This section holds the theoretical understanding 
as developed in this study, presented by means of 
a framework. The framework regards the perfor-
mance characteristics of physical school environ-
ments considered educational in the context of 
education for sustainable development (ESD).

Considering physical environments as educa-
tors that (re)direct pupils’ attention provides us 
with the question whereto the attention should be 
directed in the context of ESD.  To answer this 
question, the framework is built on the three 
domains of the ‘hamburger model’ of 
performance- based building (supply, demand 
and the bridge between them; see Sect. 10.4) and 
on the three educational domains as elaborated 
on earlier (feelings, thoughts and actions; see 
Sect. 10.4.3). As a result, three areas are defined 
regarding the educational performance of physi-
cal school environments: ‘engage the heart’, 
‘exemplify to the head’ and ‘enable the hands’. In 
each area, performance characteristics are 
defined. As a result, the ESD performance of 
school habitats is captured in seven performance 
characteristics (A1 to C1); see Fig. 10.3. The fol-
lowing sections elaborate on the three focus areas 
distinguished and the performance characteris-
tics that constitute these categories.
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Fig. 10.3 ESD performance framework for school habitats

10.5.1  Engage the Heart

The first domain of educational performance of 
the habitat is based on the common distinction of 
three hierarchically situated and dynamically 
interrelated dimensions of sustainability, namely 
(1) the biological, geological and climatological 
substrate and its planetary boundaries; (2) the 
social relationships between humans; and (3) the 
human-made structures (Wals., 2015). Together, 
they capture the domains of ‘others’ and ‘the 
other’. This leads to three educational perfor-
mance characteristics in the focus area ‘engage 
the heart’. We will elaborate on these three: the 
physical environment its ability to (re)direct the 
attention of students to (1) nature, (2) people and 
(3) place. 

10.5.1.1  Direct Attention to Nature
The design characteristic ‘direct attention to 
nature’ (A1  in Fig.  10.3) regards the physical 
school environment’s ability to let pupils encoun-
ter non-human life and non-living nature. It is 
important to stress that from a subjectification 
perspective, conditioning and inducing behaviour 
is not the aim of this performance characteristic. 
Rather, it aims at giving the next generation a fair 
chance at a mature relationship with nature, by 
facilitating students meeting the world and 
encountering what the world is asking of them. 
The example below illustrates how the presence 
of and attention towards nature provides the 

opportunity to engage the heart through educa-
tion, providing certain opportunities in the physi-
cal environment. It also shows that not only the 
presence of nature but also the experiential inter-
action with the natural world, including animals, 
is of great importance (Dutt, 2013). In such cases, 
one could conclude that the engagement of the 
heart takes place through the simultaneous 
involvement of the head and the hands.

A general remark that can be made on the 
physical environment’s ability to educate is that 
pupils have to open themselves to ‘hear’ what 
place and space ‘say’. Although this is true for 
every kind of education, this is particularly rele-
vant in the case of the physical environment. 

Example
A good example is the encounter with a 
plant. What is interesting about that meet-
ing is that we can think so hard of and about 
the plant, but the plant will not grow a mil-
limetre faster. Seen in this way, the plant 
requires a different attitude—one of care 
and attention. That makes gardening such 
an interesting topic for the school curricu-
lum. The encounter with an animal does 
something similar. In that meeting too, 
something is asked from us, an appeal is 
made to us—a demand for care and atten-
tion and respect for the integrity of the 
animal.
(Biesta, 2019), translation by the authors
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After all, the ‘language’ a physical environment 
is able to use and the gestures it is able to make 
are quite different from the way we are used to 
receive education through spoken words and 
human interactions from and with humans. The 
presence of nature in a school environment holds 
interesting possibilities to strengthen the ability 
of school habitats to (re)direct the attention of 
students, because it comprises living organisms. 
They change over time, due to age and seasons, 
and require suitable circumstances to survive 
over time. If the needs are not met, living organ-
isms will die, which often is a quite effective way 
to (re)direct the attention of people.

10.5.1.2  Direct Attention to People
The design characteristic ‘direct attention to peo-
ple’ (A2 in Fig. 10.3) regards the way the school 
habitat makes pupils encounter others. This 
includes a variety of aspects of built environ-
ments. We will elaborate on a few.

An important issue in this respect regards the 
issue of ‘scale’. New technologies have given rise 
to modern aesthetics, which have drastically 
changed architectural expressions, such as large 
parts and spans. As a result, the ‘human scale’ in 

the built environment is often being threatened. 
This also affects schools, where relatively small 
people are present. In order to engage all of their 
hearts and to enable autonomous use to all, a 
variety of scales are thus required. For example, 
this can comprise indoor windows at child 
heights, furniture in suitable sizes and places to 
hide or withdraw in sizes that foster a feeling of 
safety.

Moreover, the needs and wishes of users of 
built environments show a wide variety, not only 
because they vary in length and height, but also 
because many people have some kind of disabil-
ity that influences how they (can) use physical 
space. In many studies, the physical environment 
has been identified as a dominant factor for a 
more just and inclusive society in which all needs 
are understood as integral to society’s order and 
not identified as ‘special’ (Farrington & 
Farrington, 2005; Woodcraft, 2012; Sherlawa & 
Hudebineb, 2015). The example below com-
prises some reflections on the accessibility of 
built environments in relation to their educational 
performance.

Also, routing is an interesting issue in school 
habitats. Entrances, corridors and halls power-
fully influence who meet each other and who 
don’t and in what manner. For example, 

Example
Seasonal variations comprise an interesting 
category of how nature can draw pupils’ 
attention. On the school site, this is given 
substance to through the presence of decid-
uous trees. As a result of these trees, in the 
autumn the school grounds are covered 
with leaves. Almost all toddlers were play-
ing with these leaves, rather than with the 
facilities provided for play. They specifi-
cally mentioned that the leaves were one of 
the reasons they so much appreciated the 
fall season. Conifers would not have had the 
ability to draw the attention of pupils, and 
to let them meet the specific period the 
world was in at that time. The leaves invited 
them to play, but also sweep the school 
grounds a little to keep it accessible.
Research findings by the authors, through 
case study work

Example
The building of the school studied was not 
well accessible for all pupils, including one 
with a wheelchair. However, listening to the 
pupils, the situation in this school is not 
experienced as a discriminating, negative 
environment. On the contrary, some of them 
experienced barriers in the environment 
(such as doorsteps) as an incentive for car-
ing for each other. The physical environ-
ment that was limiting (and maybe even felt 
discriminating) for some, was actually of 
great educational performance for others.
Research findings by the authors, through 
case study work

10 Architecture as Educator for Sustainable Grown-Upness: An ESD Performance Framework for School…



160

Hertzberger (2008) has done extensive work on 
routes, stairs and human interaction.

10.5.1.3  Direct Attention to Place
Finally, the design characteristic ‘direct atten-
tion to place’ (A3 in Fig. 10.3) regards the phys-
ical school environment’s opportunities to meet 
the particular place where the school is located, 
including human-made structures. The encoun-
ter with place provides the students to encounter 
what the place asks from them. For example, 
research has shown that participation in the 
maintenance and operation of school habitats 
can generate a sense of commitment and respon-
sibility, which can be interpreted as a mature 
relationship with the needs of place (Ramkissoon 
et al., 2012). Attention to place therefore facili-
tates students a grounding in the history, culture 
and ecology of their surrounding environment, 
which is necessary to encounter what the place 
asks from them.

10.5.2  Exemplify to the Head

The notion of a school habitat as a ‘three- 
dimensional textbook’ (Spengler et  al., 2001) 
leads us closer to the idea that physical place and 
space can ‘exemplify to the head’. The way a 
school habitat can make this educational gesture 
can be structured by means of a metaphor regard-
ing a system of gear wheels. By means of this 
metaphor, three design characteristics can be 
explained, leading to the notion of educational 

performance in the focus area ‘exemplify to the 
head’ as the physical environment its ability to 
(1) demonstrate subsystems, (2) demonstrate 
relationships and (3) provide feedback.

Firstly, in order to function well, each gear of 
the system needs to be in order. Hence, one needs 
to understand the ‘subsystems’ within the larger 
system (B1 in Fig. 10.3). For example, the pres-
ence and recognition of a rain barrel may direct 
the attention of pupils to the presence of water in 
their physical environment. Yet, specialised 
knowledge on the individual gear wheels is not 
sufficient. The interaction and relationships 
between the wheels (B2  in Fig.  10.3) are of 
importance. ‘Systems thinking’ is required to 
understand how those things, which may be 
regarded as (sub)systems, influence one another 
within a larger system. For example, the physical 
environment could show the route of the rainwa-
ter from the roof, through the downspout, to the 
rain barrel, and a nearby watering can may foster 
the understanding of pupils that rainwater is use-
ful and necessary for the plants in the school 
garden.

Finally, understanding subsystems and rela-
tionships requires an additional step to appeal to 
pupils. For example, one can be motivated to 
contribute to the prevention of further climate 
change and understand that one’s energy use is 
relevant to this end, but if one is not acquainted 
with one’s own energy use, it will be hard to 
make effective changes. The last characteristic 
distinguished in this respect therefore is ‘provide 
feedback’ (B3 in Fig. 10.3).

Example
During their evaluation, pupils concluded 
that they often misuse the waste bins pro-
vided, because they do not have proper 
understanding regarding the different waste 
flows. Therefore, they proposed to illustrate 
on the bins which kind of products they can 
throw in that bin in order to enhance their 
understanding.
Research findings by the authors, through 
case study work

Example
The routing in the case school is aligned 
with its circular shape. In the morning, right 
before the lessons start, two pupils peram-
bulate this circular route through the build-
ing with a bell to inform everybody about 
the current time. Rather than a reprimand-
ing message of an automated system, the 
ringing bell therewith becomes a gentle 
reminder of peers to start their activities.
Research findings by the authors, through 
case study work
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Regarding all three design characteristics in 
this area, an important note should be made. The 
rise of ‘sustainable’ efforts in the building indus-
try is leading to many product developments to 
improve building performance. For example, 
measures are taken to decrease energy use. 
Simple examples regard heating and lighting sys-
tems, which turn off and on automatically, based 
on schedules or sensors. If working well, these 
kinds of systems should be able to enhance the 
liveability of the environment (see Fig.  10.1). 
However, from an educational perspective such 
measures may be considered undesirable. One 
could say that the pupil’s chance of meeting the 
world and encountering what the world is asking 
from them is diminished; the call to act as a sub-
ject in the world is eliminated from the physical 
environment. From an educational perspective, 
we could therefore also plead for ‘intentional 
nonaction’ (Biesta, 2021) as an educational ges-
ture, non-automation in buildings, to foster inter-
action and let students meet the appeal the 
physical environment is making.

10.5.3  Enable the Hands

This final focus area for the educational perfor-
mance of school habitats ‘enable the hands’ requires 
a careful introduction. The framework presented in 

this section is built on the subjectification axiom, 
focussing on the student to enact his/her own ‘sub-
ject-ness’. The concept of subjectification puts 
emphasis on the importance of intentional action, 
that is not on whether we should consider certain 
behaviours as either ‘good’ or ‘bad’ and how to 
induce it, but on the question of whether one acts as 
a subject of his or her own action rather than as an 
object of forces driving him or her. Until now, we 
discussed educational gestures a physical environ-
ment can make in order to foster such ‘sustainable 
grown- upness’ of pupils, by (re)directing the atten-
tion to the world in order to encounter what the 
world asks from them. Whether or not a student 
opens himself, encounters the world and takes 
actions to respond to the appeal encountered is up to 
the student—that is the key issue at stake.

Hence, this focus area should not be under-
stood as provoking or inducing pro- environmental 
behaviour. Rather, ‘enabling the hands’ is about 
making actions able. It is about providing the 
facilities necessary to take the actions aimed for at 
the individual level. Therefore, ‘provide facilities’ 
(C1 in Fig. 10.3) comprises the performance char-
acteristic distinguished in this focus area. 
Facilities are of crucial importance in order to be 
able to enact one’s own ‘subject-ness’ and ‘sus-
tainable grown-upness’, since the key issue at 
stake with regard to subjectification is what one 
will do with what he or she has learned and how 
he or she has developed (Biesta, 2021). However, 
when we dive into the idea of ‘facilities’ a bit 
deeper, it turns out to be a complicated and inter-
esting concept in the context of subjectification. 
We will elaborate on a few attention points when 
working with this performance characteristic.

10.5.3.1  Educational?
Although ‘facilities’ may sound as a neutral term, 
the way facilities are shaped may serve as exter-
nal incentives or disincentives for actions. 
External stimuli aim at changing the circum-
stances under which behavioural choices are 
made by stimulating or repressing certain oppor-
tunities (Steg & Vlek, 2009; Max-Neef, 1991), 
treating people as objects to exhibit certain 
behaviours. As such, they can be considered 

Example
The roof of the primary school is covered 
with about sixty solar panels. Due to the 
slope of the roof, these panels are clearly 
visible from the school grounds. Hence, 
these “subsystems” are demonstrated. 
However, the pupils showed no understand-
ing of what these panels are for, that is how 
they relate to the bigger “system.” Also, no 
feedback is provided how the energy pro-
duction relates to the energy consumption 
of the school. It remains unclear whether 
there is an appeal to the school community, 
and pupils in particular, to rethink the way 
they deal with energy.
Research findings by the authors, through 
case study work

10 Architecture as Educator for Sustainable Grown-Upness: An ESD Performance Framework for School…



162

highly cultivational. Hence, the question is 
whether it is possible to provide facilities without 
taking a cultivational approach. Through incen-
tives and disincentives, certain actions can be 
provoked or induced, without these actions being 
intentional. This can be done either by limiting 
people in their freedom of choice or by making 
certain options more attractive or easy than oth-
ers. For example, ‘nudge theory’ and ‘fun theory’ 
describe concepts of influencing actions without 
limiting people in their freedom of choice (Thaler 
& Sunstein, 2008). Thaler and Sunstein (2008) 
explain that putting fruit at eye level counts as a 
nudge while banning junk food does not. If the 
customer already had the intention to buy fruit, 
‘nudges’ may help to realise his intentions. In 
that case, external stimuli can help develop new 
habits and routines, due to which those can be 
maintained and reinforced over time (Defra, 
2008). External stimuli for action can then be 
experienced as supportive with regard to internal 
motivations for action.

Although one can hardly be against healthy 
food consumption, it is important to stress that 
reaching this effect through cultivational ‘inter-
ventions’ lacks to be educational and hardly con-
tributes to ‘sustainable grown-upness’, since the 
actions are not intentional.

10.5.3.2  Self-Limitation 
and Self-Activation

‘Sustainable grown-upness’ is understood as not 
being led by internal or external impulses and 
forces, but constantly ask the question of whether 
those forces drive us to actions that we consider 
good for our own life, our life with others 
(democracy) and life on a planet with limited 
possibilities (ecology). Acting according to the 
answers we find on these questions demands 
something from us. ‘Voluntary self-limitation’ 
(Meirieu, 2007) and ‘voluntary self-activation’ 
regards the things we deliberately do and not do 
because we consider it ‘good’. It emphasises that 
living a ‘good’ moral life is not something that 

comes to us, but requires our care and commit-
ment. The example below illustrates this through 
a simple everyday situation.

Following the above, developing the art of 
‘voluntary self-limitation’ and ‘voluntary self- 
activation’ could be considered a key aspect of 
education for sustainable development. The 
school could serve as a place for this personal 
development. Hence, making ‘sustainable behav-
iour’ easy or the default actually eliminates this 
educational aspect from the physical environ-
ment. This is not meant as a pledge for unsustain-
able environments, but highlights the importance 
of considering the intended impact (i.e. either 
ecological, educational, cultivational or psycho-
logical) when designing physical environments.

10.6  Discussion and Conclusions

10.6.1  A Whole School Approach 
and Teacher Literacy

The work presented in this contribution departs 
from the idea that a physical environment is able 
to (re)direct the attention of students to the world; 
this is considered the educational performance of 
a school habitat. The case study on which this 
chapter is built suggests that much of the possi-
bilities present will only be seized if a ‘whole- 
school approach’ is taken. The findings of this 
study primarily stress the importance of teachers. 
Educators have the important task of making use 

Example
Each classroom has its own facilities for 
separated collection of plastic, paper and 
residual waste. However, several pupils 
concluded that they hardly used the plastic 
bin and threw their plastic waste in the 
residual waste bin instead, because they had 
to walk too far to the first-mentioned.
Research findings by the authors, through 
case study work
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of the possibilities provided in their physical 
environments. The case study has shown that 
without the commitment of teachers, a large dis-
crepancy will exist between the actual and 
intended use of buildings. This is strongly related 
to the findings of Martin (2008) and Cutter-
Mackenzie and Smith (2003), who found that 
teacher literacy is the ‘missing paradigm’ in envi-
ronmental education. Without their expertise and 
attention, it is very likely that the ability of a 
school habitat to educate ‘gets lost’. This counts 
as long as a genuine definition of ‘education’ (i.e. 
education as subjectification) is taken, since a 
more cultivational influence will remain present.

10.6.2  A Moral Agenda in Education?

Alongside aims related to subjectification, whole 
school approaches to ESD typically also pay com-
prehensive attention to the cultivational perfor-
mance of physical environments. For example, 
Shallcross et al. (2006) and Wals and Mathie (2022) 
emphasise the importance of action- orientated sus-
tainability education that ensures what is taught in 
the classroom is echoed in the everyday actions of 
the whole school community. Such statements 
depart from a normative agenda (i.e. sustainable 
development) in education, and the appropriate 
behaviour of pupils. Important to add in the context 
of physical environments is that such a normative 
agenda is always present. If the school does not 
depart from an agenda of sustainability, it automati-
cally departs from an agenda of unsustainability. 
This regards the ‘hidden curriculum’ of (un)sustain-
ability that the school habitat exposes.

In this contribution, we have elaborated on 
such ‘everyday actions’ a bit under ‘9.5.3 Enable 
the hands’. The framework includes a perfor-
mance characteristic related to the provision of 
facilities in order to make sustainable actions 
able. More cultivational characteristics of physi-
cal environments to foster pro-environmental 
behaviour of students are beyond the scope of 
this chapter.

10.6.3  Conclusions

This chapter presents the ‘ESD performance 
framework for school habitats’. The performance 
characteristics presented in the framework of this 
contribution capture the educational perfor-
mance of school habitats related to sustainable 
development. They comprise ‘educational ges-
tures’ a physical environment can make with 
regard to the domains of the heart, the head and 
the hands of pupils. Education, in this respect, is 
understood as an empowering concept that 
strengthens ‘subjectification’ of pupils. This 
entails respecting the fact that pupils are human 
beings and subjects in their own right, who face 
the challenge of living their own life and of trying 
to live it well, rather than objects that should be 
‘cultivated’ to expose certain behaviours. 
Therefore, this contribution builds on the notion 
of ‘sustainable grown-upness’, meaning that we 
do not focus on our own wishes and desires, but 
constantly ask the question of whether what we 
wish and desire is good for our own life, our life 
with others (democracy) and life on a planet with 
limited possibilities (ecology)—and what democ-
racy and ecology ask from us. Cultivational char-
acteristics to foster pro-environmental behaviour 
are not included in the framework, although the 
provision of facilities to enable actions can be 
cultivational.

The framework can provide guidance in prac-
tice. In diverse stages of building, such as plan-
ning, programming, design, construction and 
occupancy, the diverse performance characteris-
tics can be used as criteria for building design. 
The framework is useful for professionals in the 
fields of education and building design. The 
examples provided illustrate that this approach to 
physical environments can be implemented on 
diverse scale levels, from the site (school 
grounds), to structure, building skin (facades and 
roofs), building services, the space plan and 
‘stuff’ (Brand, 1994). The cultivation and subjec-
tification paradigm, as discussed extensively, are 
relevant for designers, because they provide a 
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dichotomy of different intentions of building 
design, either to provoke certain (pro- 
environmental) behaviours or to educate for ‘sus-
tainable grown-upness’.
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11Developing a Whole (Pre)school 
Approach to Sustainability: 
Insights from Global Citizenship 
and Early Childhood Education 
Across Nordic Countries

Farhana Borg, Ingrid Pramling Samuelsson, 
and Niklas Gericke

Key Message
Wholeness in Nordic preschool education is 
defined through four perspectives: The greening 
of the whole preschool, The whole child’s learn-
ing, Wholeness in preschool teaching, and 
Thematic approach as a perspective on a whole 
preschool. These perspectives, derived from 
global citizenship education, serve as a basis for 
implementing a whole school approach to sus-
tainability in preschool education. However, the 
lack of societal engagement in early childhood 
education must be addressed, given its signifi-
cance for children’s learning for sustainability.

11.1  Introduction

This chapter focuses on early childhood educa-
tion, which in many ways differs from school 
education. Early childhood education often takes 

a holistic perspective on children’s learning and 
the preschool in general, making it a suitable 
arena in which to implement a whole school 
approach to sustainability. The chapter discusses 
this from the perspective of the preschool system 
in the Nordic countries, namely Sweden, 
Denmark, Norway, Finland, and Iceland. In the 
Nordic countries, preschool education has taken 
inspiration from global citizenship education 
(Pramling & Pramling Samuelsson, 2011), which 
we argue makes it even more possible to align 
preschools with a whole school approach to sus-
tainability. Global citizenship can be defined as 
an awareness of the wider world and the develop-
ment of an understanding of how the world func-
tions socially, economically, culturally, and 
environmentally, as well as active engagement in 
community and international issues to make the 
world a more equitable and sustainable place 
(Twigg et al., 2015). There are important connec-
tions between global citizenship education and a 
whole school approach to sustainability, and this 
is stated by the United Nations (2023): 
“Connected within the Target 4.7, Global 
Citizenship Education (GCED) and Education 
for Sustainable Development (ESD) are recog-
nized as mutually reinforcing approaches”—the 
intention being to build a sustainable world.

The world is becoming increasingly global 
and connected, and the concept of “citizenship” 
has been extended beyond the traditional views 
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of country and continent. Global citizenship edu-
cation includes local issues, such as the living 
conditions of people, and connects those condi-
tions with global issues (Wals et al., 2017). For 
children to become global citizens, they need first 
to become citizens in preschool1 by learning to 
stand up for their rights, taking responsibility for 
their actions, respecting and valuing diversity and 
other cultures, and learning to plan together and 
resolve common problems. Global citizenship 
education helps children find their place in the 
international community (Borg & Pramling 
Samuelsson, 2022). To create a sustainable and 
just society for all, education needs to emphasise 
“a more relational and caring way of being and 
becoming” rather than knowledge and literacies 
(Wals & Mathie, 2022, p. 1).

The whole school approach to sustainability 
embraces a holistic and participatory educational 
philosophy that aims to enhance the potential of 
the school environment to function as an authen-
tic and meaningful place of learning. The whole 
school approach has been described in different 
ways in the literature (e.g. Henderson & Tilbury, 
2004; Mathie & Wals, 2022; Mogren et al., 2019). 
In a review of the literature, the integration of 
three lines of action is frequently visible in all 
whole school approach models: first, the environ-
mental management (“greening”) of the school; 
second, the establishment of ongoing partner-
ships with the broader local community to 
address issues of social-environmental sustain-
ability; and third, the incorporation of sustain-
ability in the curriculum (Gericke, 2022). In this 
chapter, we specifically investigate the ways in 
which these three lines of action can be identified 
at the preschool level while addressing global 
citizenship.

Global citizenship education shares several 
educational characteristics with the whole school 
approach to sustainability, as pointed out in the 
above quote from the UN. Both approaches pro-

1 Preschool refers to early childhood education and care, 
and it is a synonym for kindergarten, nursery, and pre- 
primary education for children who have yet to enter com-
pulsory school. In this paper, we use both preschool 
education and early childhood education.

vide a framework for reorienting and redesigning 
education for future generations in which a holis-
tic perspective on the learner and the school is 
taken (Borg & Sporre, 2023; Gericke, 2022). 
Moreover, both approaches incorporate the learn-
ing goal of building a sustainable world based on 
collaboration with society beyond the school. 
However, the literature has shown the difficulties 
of implementing a whole school approach to sus-
tainability in primary and secondary schools and, 
furthermore, provides no examples of a whole 
school approach to sustainability in preschools 
(Gericke, 2022). This indicates that the whole 
school approach to sustainability remains unex-
plored in early childhood education. In this chap-
ter, we argue that preschool in the Nordic context 
could be a promising arena in which to develop a 
whole school approach to sustainability based on 
existing teaching practices that build on tradi-
tions from global citizenship education. Indeed, 
this chapter aims to show and critically reflect on 
how global citizenship education in preschool, 
from a Nordic perspective, can illuminate the 
possibilities and barriers to developing a whole 
school approach to sustainability.

11.2  Global Citizenship in Early 
Childhood Education 
and a Whole School 
Approach to Sustainability

Children live in the here and now. How they 
experience and view the world can differ consid-
erably from how adults experience and view it 
(Sommer et al., 2010). The concept of global citi-
zenship considers the shared and interdependent 
global experience and includes values such as 
diversity, interdependence, and empathy (WEF, 
2021). To find their place in the international 
community, children should be engaged in local 
and global sustainability issues with consider-
ation given to their age and stage of development 
(Borg & Gericke, 2021). Global citizenship is 
closely related to education for sustainability 
(EfS), which is about caring for oneself, for other 
people, and for the world. EfS emphasises the 
importance of local and global issues, stressing 
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that all education should promote vital values, 
necessary knowledge, and required skills that can 
contribute to a sustainable future (United Nations, 
2015). EfS is often described as being a 
 foundation for a whole school approach to sus-
tainability (Henderson & Tilbury, 2004). A whole 
school approach to sustainability has the overall 
aim of transforming the world into a more sus-
tainable place by way of both direct actions, such 
as greening of schools and collaboration with 
society, and indirect actions in teaching, such as 
EfS.

11.3  Linking a Whole School 
Approach to Sustainability 
with Early Childhood 
Education Research

In this chapter, we argue that a whole school 
approach to sustainability embraces many 
approaches to teaching that are similar to those 
described in global citizenship education. The 
whole school approach to sustainability holds a 
holistic and participatory educational philosophy 
that aims to function as an authentic and mean-
ingful place of learning to orient the world in a 
sustainable direction. As pointed out earlier, a 
whole school approach to sustainability generally 
proposes three lines of action: environmental 
management (“greening”) of the school; estab-
lishment of ongoing partnerships with the wider 
local community to address social-environmental 
sustainability; and incorporation of sustainability 
in the curriculum (Gericke, 2022). To some 
extent, these actions overlap because children’s 
learning and the curriculum are often central in 
preschool. In this section of the chapter, we spe-
cifically investigate the ways in which these three 
lines of action can be identified at preschools in 
previous early childhood education research.

When it comes to the first line of action, 
namely greening, literature reviews on preschool 
education indicate that there is a long tradition of 

being in the outdoors to work with greening 
issues (Bascopé et al., 2019; Davis, 2009). In the 
Nordic countries, outdoor education and experi-
ences in nature are embedded in early childhood 
education. The most common activities in pre-
school are gardening, being in nature, and pick-
ing up litter in forests—that is activities closely 
related to greening (Ärlemalm-Hagsér & 
Sundberg, 2016). For example, in Sweden in the 
1980s, the outdoor association Friluftsfrämjandet 
established a chain of preschools called I Ur och 
Skur (“Come Rain or Shine”), a major educa-
tional aim of which was for children to spend the 
whole day outside to become environmentally 
aware and enjoy natural environments (Gericke 
et al., 2020). Based on the eco-school movement, 
there are also two types of eco-certifications 
available in Sweden: one is “Green Flag” by the 
Keep Sweden Tidy Foundation, and the other is 
“Preschool for Sustainable Development” by the 
Swedish National Agency for Education. The 
purpose of these eco-certifications is to promote 
and implement EfS from a holistic perspective as 
suggested in a whole school approach to sustain-
ability. Currently, there are many preschools in 
Sweden and the other Nordic countries that are 
actively engaged in sustainability issues from a 
holistic perspective (Bascopé et al., 2019; Borg, 
2017).

In terms of the second line of action, which is 
about collaboration with society at large, there is 
less advancement, yet there is potential for pre-
schools to develop in this specific area. In the lit-
erature, there is little about studies on 
collaboration between preschools and society at 
large. Preschools need to extend their collabora-
tion with a broader segment of society that is 
more than just about greening issues. From a for-
mal perspective, this shift has already occurred. 
In the new national Swedish curriculum for pre-
school (Lpfö 18), active participation in the soci-
ety of the individual child is emphasised. It gives 
the following learning outcomes for preschool 
children:
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• A growing responsibility for and interest in 
sustainability and active participation in 
society

• An ability to assume responsibility for their 
actions and for the environment in the 
preschool

• An understanding of democratic principles 
and the ability to cooperate and make deci-
sions (Skolverket, 2018)

There are some positive findings from recent 
research that investigated the professional 
 development of preschool teachers in projects 
relating to the implementation of a whole school 
approach to sustainability. As a result of their 
participation in those projects, preschool teachers 
were found to be able to include sustainability 
from a holistic perspective in their teaching. They 
felt confident in their ability to extend their col-
laboration to the local community and parents, as 
well as children and teachers from preschools in 
other countries (Borg, 2019; Borg & Gericke, 
2021).

The third line of action is about the incorpora-
tion of sustainability into the curriculum. 
Preschools in Sweden and the other Nordic coun-
tries have a holistic perspective in which educa-
tion connects to children’s everyday experiences 
from both within the preschool and beyond the 
preschool in their everyday lives. In preschool 
education, play, learning, and care are necessary 
for a wholeness in childhood and all are consid-
ered essential (Broström, 2017; Pramling 
Samuelsson & Asplund Carlsson, 2008). 
Furthermore, preschool teachers commonly col-
laborate with other members of staff, such as 
childcarers, kitchen staff, and caretakers, such as 
is suggested in a whole school approach to sus-
tainability. For example, preschool teachers and 
childcarers often plan their work together with 
the children, and the principal is often involved as 
well. Preschool teachers in Sweden share meal-
times with the children, and the children often 
collect their food themselves from the kitchen 
staff. They are also all active in greening efforts, 
such as composting (Ärlemalm-Hagsér & 
Sundberg, 2016). Many preschools aim to reduce 
food waste and offer more locally produced food 

(Engdahl et al., 2021). It could be argued that the 
preschool is closer to the whole school approach 
to sustainability ideal than schools that differenti-
ate more strictly between teaching and other 
school activities. McKeown and Hopkins (2007) 
identified four educational levels that are impor-
tant in the work towards sustainable schooling. 
These are disciplinary, whole school, educational 
system, and international policy. At the pre-
school, disciplinary boundaries are absent and 
not quite applicable. There are no school subjects 
to consider, and as such, teaching takes place at 
the (whole) school level or the unit level. Because 
of this, preschools do not face the same problems 
of reductionism as are commonly experienced in 
primary and even more so secondary education 
(Gericke et  al., 2020). Instead, the teaching 
approach is holistic and aims to connect new 
knowledge with the children’s life world.

To conclude, preschool teaching is only 
loosely regulated, and at preschool, it is easier to 
work holistically and more flexibly. Furthermore, 
in recent years, the Swedish preschool curricu-
lum (Skolverket, 2018) has become more pre-
scriptive than it once was when it comes to 
teaching, and there has been more emphasis on 
aspects of sustainability (Ohlsson et al., 2022). In 
that sense, the curriculum supports preschools in 
their work to address sustainability issues from 
both an educational and a greening perspective.

11.4  Wholeness in Preschool 
Education

Preschool has a different perspective on educa-
tion compared to compulsory school since it 
aligns more with the whole school approach to 
sustainability. This is because the view on learn-
ing differs in relation to the physical and emo-
tional development of children, which is 
determined by their age. Furthermore, teaching is 
not organised by school subject but rather by 
theme so that children are aware of the relation-
ship between what they are working with and 
their everyday experiences (Pramling & Pramling 
Samuelsson, 2011). In the Nordic countries, pre-
school is well-established and is for children 
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between the ages of one and five. Preschools in 
the Nordic countries are subsidised by the gov-
ernment and the municipalities; they work 
according to a national curriculum; they are regu-
lated by school law; and they employ university- 
educated teachers. Upon a review of policy texts 
and research in the Nordic countries, we were 
able to identify four aspects of existing preschool 
education that each has a basis in the global citi-
zenship tradition of viewing the child and the 
preschool from a wholeness perspective (Wagner, 
2006). Together they form a foundation on which, 
we would argue, it is possible to build when oper-
ationalising a whole school approach to sustain-
ability. We describe these four perspectives on 
wholeness in Nordic preschool education under 
four headings: The greening of the whole pre-
school; The whole child’s learning; Wholeness in 
preschool teaching; and Thematic approach as a 
perspective on a whole preschool.

11.4.1  Greening of the Whole 
Preschool

In Sweden, the issue of greening in preschools 
has increased in importance in recent decades. 
For example, there has been a move to rid build-
ing environments of toxic materials, such as 
harmful plastic, and to make sure that cleaning 
fluids are non-toxic (Borg, 2019). A recent study 
on sustainable preschools showed that many pre-
schools procure eco-food or local produce, serve 
vegetarian food once or twice a week, and grow 
vegetables on school grounds (Engdahl et  al., 
2021). An increasing number of new preschools 
are climate-neutral. It is also common for Nordic 
preschools to have recycling boxes so that chil-
dren learn from an early age to sort things into 
different containers and cupboards where parents 
can leave used toys and clothes for other children 
(Engdahl et  al., 2024). Such examples demon-
strate how the greening aspect of the whole pre-
school approach to sustainability has been 
significantly addressed in preschool education 
practice and research in Sweden. However, as 
mentioned earlier, there is little research on how 
to transfer the greening aspect from the preschool 

into society beyond the preschool. Therefore, 
more developmental work and research are 
needed that can investigate how preschools can 
interact with society on issues of sustainability in 
studies on the whole school approach to 
sustainability.

11.4.2  The Whole Child’s Learning

Traditionally in preschool education, the child is 
the focus, and the importance is on how they 
develop as individuals. The aim of early child-
hood education is to support children to develop 
cognitive, social, and motor skills, as well as—
not least—values and ethics that are central to 
sustainability (Broström, 2017; Pramling & 
Pramling Samuelsson, 2011). These are impor-
tant aspects when talking about a whole (pre)
school approach to sustainability. A learner- 
centred perspective views the child as a whole in 
global citizenship education and is an important 
baseline when addressing a whole school 
approach to sustainability in preschool educa-
tion. It is important for children to develop lan-
guage competence so that they can become 
literate citizens. The journey towards the whole 
child’s learning is important in a whole school 
approach to sustainability because children need 
to be able to use and apply knowledge and make 
decisions according to their validated knowledge. 
This is important for them as citizens and is, con-
sequently, a goal of a whole school approach to 
sustainability. As such, preschool is fundamental 
in terms of the lifelong learning of global 
citizens.

11.4.3  Wholeness in Preschool 
Teaching

All elements of the preschool day provide chil-
dren with an education—that is to say, they are 
being educated even at times when the teacher is 
not teaching explicitly according to the curricu-
lum. This distinction between spontaneous teach-
ing and planned teaching is clear in the new 
Swedish curriculum (Skolverket, 2018), which is 
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very different from teaching in compulsory 
school in which all teaching is steered by the 
teacher. Play, learning, and care are integral com-
ponents of holistic preschool education. Teachers 
can play with children, look out for their well- 
being, and challenge and support their ideas and 
understanding of the world around them. Another 
way to describe preschool education in the 
Nordic countries is to say that its formal educa-
tional components are in essence informal 
(Wagner, 2006). Furthermore, the literature pres-
ents teaching strategies that have been developed 
to help teachers with children’s learning and that 
describe the importance of communication for 
young children (Doverborg et  al., 2019). These 
teaching strategies can be used to further develop 
whole preschool approaches for sustainability 
because they start from the authentic experience 
of the child rather than the prescribed content of 
the curriculum.

When it comes to teaching about and for sus-
tainability, it is important both to recognise the 
interconnectedness of environmental, social, and 
economic perspectives and to link facts, stories, 
and imagination and play with real-life issues 
(Eilam & Trop, 2010). In a preschool setting, 
teaching in line with global citizenship aspira-
tions can be viewed as a shared, interactive expe-
rience, which means that rather than being 
instructional, teaching in the preschool setting is 
more about making somebody aware of some-
thing (Björklund & Pramling Samuelsson, 2020). 
The curriculum should be open and flexible, and 
it must provide opportunity for thought, reflec-
tion, and invention—indeed, opportunity for the 
child to be creative. Preschool education does not 
separate play from learning since the job of the 
preschool is to facilitate children’s learning and 
development in a form of teaching where play is 
central (Pramling & Wallerstedt, 2019). What the 
teacher can do is to point out a direction—to 
engage children in activities. In this way, children 
can be involved in decision-making in preschool 
teaching since they are to perceive themselves as 
having agency so that they can consider them-
selves active citizens, both locally and interna-
tionally (Borg & Gericke, 2021). This is also in 
line with a whole school approach to sustainabil-

ity and differentiates between preschool teaching 
practices and those of compulsory school.

The predominant idea is that no one (the pre-
school teacher in this case) can construct teach-
ing; rather, participants—in this case, the child 
and the preschool teacher—contribute jointly to 
learning. As such, the aspects of preschool teach-
ing strategies that centre on wholeness in educa-
tion are an existing tradition within preschool 
education in Sweden and the other Nordic coun-
tries that can inform the development and initia-
tion of whole preschool approaches (Bascopé 
et al., 2019; Doverborg et al., 2019).

11.4.4  Thematic Approach 
as a Perspective on a Whole 
Preschool

In preschool education in the Nordic countries, 
thematic work has traditionally been central to 
the organisation of the curriculum and teaching. 
Thematic teaching integrates different subject 
areas under one theme and over the years has had 
many synonyms, among them centres of interest 
and projects. The official term in the curriculum 
is thematic work (Doverborg et al., 2020). What 
this means is that learning is not organised by 
school subject such as is the case in formal edu-
cation at school. Thematic work integrates vari-
ous topics: for example, the farm, the forest, 
water, the city, the seasons, and friendship. To 
make children aware of aspects of content areas, 
different subjects are used: for example, mathe-
matics and language are put into a context that 
makes them meaningful. Thematic work in 
Swedish preschools can last from one week to six 
months (if not longer) so that teachers can incor-
porate and combine different subjects while 
focusing on a specific topic or theme. This is 
another aspect of the Nordic early childhood edu-
cation tradition that fits well with the agenda for 
a whole school approach to sustainability.

Since children’s participation and influence 
are important for democracy and relate to citizen-
ship, their voices and opinions are central. This 
relates to the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (1989) as a source in the sustainability 
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work to enable children to develop agency and to 
dare to make decisions and develop civil disobe-
dience instead of simply being followers. 
According to Struthers (2016), children can learn 
about their rights so long as adults afford them 
the opportunity to exercise them by allowing 
them—the children—to be heard and have influ-
ence. Studies show that it is not easy to  implement 
this aspect of global citizenship (Theobald et al., 
2023).

11.5  Lessons Learned from Global 
Citizenship to a Whole 
School Approach 
to Sustainability

In this chapter, we discuss the potential of pre-
school education in Sweden and the other Nordic 
countries in relation to whole school approach to 
sustainability. Based on our analysis of early 
childhood literature, we identified four character-
istics of current preschool education in the Nordic 
countries, mainly Sweden, that can facilitate fur-
ther development of a whole school approach to 
sustainability: The greening of the whole pre-
school; The whole child’s learning; Wholeness in 
preschool teaching; and Thematic approach as a 
perspective on a whole preschool (Gericke, 
2022). We conclude that there is a great opportu-
nity to promote a whole school approach to sus-
tainability in preschool education in Sweden and 
the other Nordic countries today, much due to the 
fact that preschool education in the local context 
has been influenced by global citizenship educa-
tion. We would argue that the current organisa-
tion, practices, and policy documents of the 
Nordic countries provide good incentives for pre-
schools to work from a whole school approach to 
sustainability perspective based on their pre-
school education traditions. There are many pre-
schools that have come a long way when it comes 
to establishing a whole school approach to sus-
tainability without explicitly using the term or 
knowing what the term whole school approach 
means (Borg, 2019). One aspect of a whole 
school approach to sustainability in Nordic pre-
schools that we identified as possibly weak is col-

laboration with society at large: here, there is a 
lack of both good examples and research, which 
calls for more research and development work in 
this area.

A more general conclusion of this chapter is 
that the whole school approach to sustainability 
benefits when consideration is given to the issue 
of globalisation and alignment to global citizen-
ship education with a whole school approach to 
sustainability. If Agenda 2030 is to be achieved 
and preschools are to be agents of change for a 
more sustainable future, partnerships are needed 
not only at the local level but also at the global 
level. We, therefore, suggest that efforts to imple-
ment a whole school approach to sustainability 
must be aligned with efforts to achieve global 
citizenship education. For this to happen more 
systematically in efforts to achieve a whole 
school approach to sustainability in preschools, it 
is not enough to offer professional development. 
We would suggest that perspectives from a whole 
school approach to sustainability be included in 
early childhood teacher training programmes. 
Preschool teachers need to develop their skills 
and competence in this area so that they can work 
with both curriculum issues as well as greening 
and cooperation with society at large since their 
role is crucial for children’s learning of sustain-
ability (see Borg, 2019; Borg & Gericke, 2021). 
In this way, we would argue that the preschool 
has the potential to be both a direct and an indi-
rect agent of change that fosters children’s action 
competence for sustainability (Sass et al., 2021).
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12Activating the Petals in the ‘WSA 
Flower Model’: Critical Factors 
for Sustaining Schools’ Pathways 
Towards a Whole-School Approach

Ingrid Eikeland and Astrid Sinnes

Key Message
Our key message in this chapter is to acknowl-
edge individual schools’ paths towards a WSA to 
sustainability, a journey that will look different 
depending on the local context of each school. 
We therefore recommend future stakeholders—
internal or external to the school—to depart from 
and build on already existing initiatives when 
embarking on a path towards a WSA to sustain-
ability. At the same time, we stress the need 
within schools to activate more petals in the WSA 
flower model to sustain the schools’ sustainabil-
ity focus.

12.1  Introduction

Although working towards a whole school 
approach (WSA) is widely recognised in both 
research and policy as crucial for developing the 
sustainability competences of students and staff, 
there are few examples of schools that have inte-
grated this approach in an extensive way (e.g. 

Wals & Mathie, 2022). Moreover, the examples 
that do exist seem difficult to replicate or scale 
up, since schools are complex entities and closely 
linked to local changing policies and conditions 
(Augenstein et  al., 2020). Trying to identify 
critical factors that cause schools to move from 
‘ordinary’ to  WSA to sustainability  schools is 
therefore complex. Nevertheless, to release the 
full potential of educational institutions’ contri-
butions to sustainable development, the question 
remains crucial within the sustainability educa-
tion discourse.

Research on schools’ development towards 
sustainability often describes processes where 
schools move from individual teachers’ engage-
ment within their subjects to a more integrated 
approach where sustainability increasingly 
becomes part of the school ethos (Scott, 2013). 
The teachers and/or school leaders often seem to 
be crucial actors in developing and institutional-
ising a WSA (Mogren et al., 2019; Scott, 2013).

In this chapter, we describe four Norwegian 
upper secondary schools’ paths towards a WSA. 
Since 2017, these schools have been part of a uni-
versity–school partnership consisting of four 
schools, a school owner and a teacher education. 
The aim of this partnership has been to develop 
the learning institutions’ sustainability education. 
We describe how the four schools took different 
paths towards achieving a WSA. We conclude 
that schools may follow different paths towards 
sustainability, yet the crucial factor seems to be 
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that more than one petal in the WSA flower 
model (Wals & Mathie, 2022) needs to be acti-
vated to sustain a school’s journey towards a 
WSA. We also acknowledge the ‘third space’ 
(Zeichner, 2010) that developed through the uni-
versity–school partnership as being crucial for 
both activating the petals and keeping them alive.

12.2  Background

To understand a school’s path towards a WSA to 
sustainability, several researchers have worked 
with frameworks built around ‘stage responses’, 
whereby some responses are more in line with 
promoting a WSA than others (e.g. Scott, 2013; 
Sterling, 2004). For example, these types of 
frameworks describe weak and strong responses 
to sustainability education, where weak responses 
have more of a ‘bolt-on’ quality, leading to more 
fragmented and sporadic initiatives. A strong 
response to sustainability is described as more 
‘built in’ and transformative, where sustainability 
principles are integrated between the different 
aspects of the school system. These types of 
frameworks are useful tools for schools to reflect 
upon and guide their path towards a WSA to 
sustainability.

To further conceptualise what a WSA to sus-
tainability entails, the WSA flower model identi-
fies overarching levels and initiatives (petals) that 
are important for schools to emphasise and acti-
vate to move towards a WSA. The petals are as 
follows: institutional practices (walking the talk 
and experimenting with and learning from creat-
ing sustainability on location), capacity building 
(continued professional development of all staff), 
pedagogy and learning (new/alternative learning 
processes and learning environments), curricu-
lum (design, content and assessment), commu-
nity connections (school–society interface) and 
vision, ethos, leadership and coordination. These 
petals are described in detail by Wals and Mathie 
(2022) and have been central in this chapter’s 
analysis of the upper secondary schools’ paths 
towards a WSA.

Both the WSA flower model and the stage 
responses can be seen as conceptualisations of a 
WSA that focuses on scaling up, activating and 

connecting several sustainability initiatives in the 
school. However, Augenstein et  al. (2020) 
highlight several challenges—including more 
stakeholders and more initiatives—from simply 
scaling up sustainability initiatives without 
acknowledging and embracing the complexity 
and struggles of being in a change process. Thus, 
the development process needs to be context sen-
sitive and inclusive and involve all actors in the 
process. These perspectives are also emphasised 
by other sustainability education and WSA 
researchers, who argue that nurturing supportive 
relations, both internal and external, is an impor-
tant aspect to bring about change. Moreover, in 
democratic decision-making, ideas should be 
constantly explored and negotiated to create a 
shared and praxis-oriented vision to guide the 
change process (Mogren et al., 2019; Scott, 2013; 
Sterling, 2004; Verhelst et al., 2020).

With these perspectives in mind, we were inter-
ested in exploring four upper secondary schools’ 
journeys towards a WSA to sustainability. These 
schools have all been supported by a university–
school partnership. This partnership formed a third 
space in which the schools, together with a teacher 
education, could mutually explore and develop the 
sustainability activities in the learning institutions. 
Within the field of teacher education, third space 
theory describes a non-hierarchical relationship 
between partners, with the aim of creating new 
learning opportunities for both the teacher educa-
tion and the schools (Robson & Mtika, 2017; 
Taylor et al., 2014; Zeichner, 2010). In these types 
of collaborations, careful attention must be given 
to the needs, perspectives and interests of all par-
ticipants involved (Daza et al., 2021). A third space 
describes a symbolic space where boundary cross-
ing becomes the norm and binary attitudes (such 
as teacher vs. student or theory vs. practice) are 
abandoned (Grudnoff et  al., 2017; Norwegian 
Ministry of Education and Research, 2020). The 
aim of the third space that is described in this 
chapter has been for schools and the teacher edu-
cation to mutually develop a whole institution 
approach to sustainability. Although the partner-
ship is mutual, with the aim of also developing the 
sustainability focus in the teacher education, the 
focus of this chapter is on the four schools that 
were part of the partnership.
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12.3  About the University–School 
Partnership

In 2017, the teacher education, together with the 
county council (school owner), initiated a univer-
sity–school partnership with four upper second-
ary schools in the local area. Establishing 
partnerships between a teacher education and 
schools is part of the national strategy for teacher 
education institutions in Norway, introduced by 
the white paper ‘Teacher Education 2025  – 
National Strategy for Quality and Cooperation in 
Teacher Education’ in 2017 (Norwegian Ministry 
of Education and Research, 2017). With these 
partnerships, the intention is to create a stronger 
connection between the teacher education and 
schools, institutions that often act as independent 
forums, to equally strengthen the teacher educa-
tion and schools’ educational quality, innovation 
and relevance (ibid.). In this specific partnership, 
the aim was to promote and develop a WSA to 
sustainability.

The four upper secondary schools in this uni-
versity–school partnership were chosen in dia-
logue with the teacher education and school 
owner and were based on the schools’ interest to 
promote sustainability education and motivation 
to participate in a collaborative partnership with 
the teacher education. In addition, the selection 
process was also driven by an interest in recruit-
ing different types of schools; one school was 
college preparatory, two schools were a mix of 
college preparatory and vocational school and 
one school was a vocational agriculture school. 
The schools varied in size, spanning from 500 to 
2000 pupils. The initial dialogues with the 
schools went through the principal, followed by 
the establishment of a coordinator position both 
in the schools and in the teacher education to fol-
low up the partnership on a day-to-day basis. 
The coordinators in the schools were either 
teachers, department heads or both. The coordi-
nator in the teacher education (the first author of 
this chapter) was a science educator. A research 
group was also established in the teacher educa-
tion to follow up and support the collaborative 
partnership, led by the second author of this 
chapter.

Among the activities in the partnership has 
been a reference group meeting every half-year 
to discuss the status of and ways forward for the 
partnership and also to discuss how to approach a 
WSA in our different institutions, based on both 
practical and theoretical inputs. In addition, sem-
inars and meetings were carried out with the dif-
ferent participants: seminars and meetings within 
the research group; seminars and study trips with 
the reference group; coordinator meetings; and 
specific research and development projects that 
were initiated between the teacher education and 
the schools. The partnership is equally funded by 
the teacher education and school owner. Although 
the schools were selected as partners based on 
their interest in developing a WSA, the schools 
were still at the initial stages in their sustainabil-
ity work when the project started. The schools 
can all be considered as representative of typical 
Norwegian upper secondary schools.

12.4  Data and Analysis

The empirical data for this chapter are based on 
written material from the partnership: signed 
agreements between the different parties, presen-
tations and minutes from meetings and seminars, 
a midway report in 2020 and school observation 
notes. In addition, a master’s thesis and field 
notes from PhD students carrying out research at 
the schools have been used as data (see a full 
overview of the written material in Table 12.1). 
As both the first and second authors have been 
directly involved in the partnership since the 
beginning as project coordinator and research 
leader, respectively, we also have a unique insight 
into the context behind the written material. The 
described cases in this chapter have been shared 
with the school coordinators for reliability 
assurance.

Wals and Mathie’s (2022) WSA flower model 
has been used as an analytical tool to describe the 
four schools’ paths towards a WSA. We use the 
model to identify what sustainability initiatives 
(petals) were active in the different schools at the 
beginning of the partnership in 2017 and what 
petals were activated as the partnership evolved.
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Table 12.1 An overview of the empirical data for this chapter

When What Empirical data
Autumn 2017 Signed agreement between the teacher education and school 

owner
Written agreements

Spring 2018 Half-year meeting Presentations and minutes
School visits Observation notes

Autumn 2018 Signed agreements between the teacher education and the 
individual schools

Written agreements

Half-year meeting Presentations and minutes
Coordinator meeting Minutes

Spring 2019 Half-year meeting Presentations and minutes
Coordinator meeting 1 Minutes
Principal meeting Presentations and minutes
Coordinator meeting 2 Minutes
Study trip Presentations and observation notes

Autumn 2019 A two-day seminar with representatives from the different 
parties

Presentations and minutes

Coordinator meeting Minutes
Spring 2020 Half-year meeting Presentations and minutes

Coordinator meeting Minutes
School visits Observation notes

Autumn 2020 Half-year meeting Presentations and minutes
Coordinator meeting Minutes

Spring 2021 Half-year meeting Presentations and minutes
Coordinator meeting Minutes

Autumn 2021 Half-year meeting Presentations and minutes
Coordinator meeting Minutes
Continued education workshops for teachers and school 
leaders (part of PhD study)

Presentations and observation notes

Spring 2022 Principal meeting Presentations and minutes
Coordinator meeting Minutes
Continued education workshops for teachers and school 
leaders (part of PhD study)

Presentations and observation notes

We first collected the relevant data to be anal-
ysed. Data consisted of notes written by partici-
pants in the project, minutes of meetings and data 
collected by researchers and students in the proj-
ect (described in Table 12.1). Subsequently, the 
two authors individually went through the data 
critically and marked sustainability initiatives in 
the schools according to what petals in the flower 
model they each represented. We then came 
together and separated the initiatives according to 
how they had developed throughout the different 
phases of the project period. Together, we identi-
fied some central activities from each school that 
we see as representative of the development of 
each school’s WSA journey. After doing this, we 
reread the documents to double check that we 
had not missed out on any central initiatives. We 
then wrote a narrative for each school’s develop-

ment process. It is beyond the scope of this chap-
ter to write extensively about all the activities that 
were carried out by the schools during the project 
period. The cases must therefore be read as 
instrumental case studies (Yin, 2014) that illus-
trate different schools’ journeys towards sustain-
ability, not as complete descriptions of all 
activities in the schools.

12.5  Describing the Cases

12.5.1  School 1

School 1 is a college preparatory school situated 
in a small city 20 minutes out of the capital. The 
school has around 700 students.
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The focus on sustainability at School 1 started 
with a group of three teachers wanting to collabo-
rate to develop the sustainability focus in their 
school. To get inspiration, the teachers went on 
an excursion with a group of researchers from the 
teacher education to Globala Gymnasiet in 
Stockholm. Globala Gymnasiet has a particular 
focus on sustainability and can be considered a 
model school for a WSA to sustainability. The 
trip was inspiring and led to the teachers creating 
a transdisciplinary project on consumption in 
their school. The project became an annual event. 
Initially, it was carried out as a 7-week project 
before being reduced to 5  weeks. The project 
received much attention from policymakers, poli-
ticians and researchers and was ultimately 
awarded the best sustainability project of the year 
from the Teacher Union. With this success, the 
leadership at the school decided that the transdis-
ciplinary project should be carried out for all stu-
dents in their first year of upper secondary school. 
This meant that all teachers had to be involved. 
However, not everyone was happy about being 
forced into working in transdisciplinary teams, 
and the three enthusiastic teachers were dissatis-
fied about having to pull the weight of the teach-
ers who were resistant to be involved. The three 
enthusiastic teachers who had initially started the 
project lost their motivation for the project, and 
the transdisciplinary project ended after being 
carried out for 3 years.

Despite the transdisciplinary project ending at 
School 1, this project inspired two of the other 
university schools (Schools 3 and 4) to start up 
similar initiatives but on a larger scale and span-
ning a whole school year. There will be more on 
this in the description of the other cases.

The story of the rise and fall of this transdisci-
plinary project is probably typical for many sus-
tainability projects in schools. For various 
reasons, enthusiastic teachers who develop excit-
ing projects can burn out after some years. 
However, the sustainability focus at School 1 
blossomed in other areas.

As part of the university–school partnership, 
School 1 was committed to developing a WSA to 
sustainability. Thus, the sustainability focus was 
in many ways manifested in the school’s vision. 

A sustainability coordinator had also been 
appointed at the school, and he continued follow-
ing up the sustainability initiatives. Another fac-
tor contributing to the sustainability focus 
continuing was the new curriculum being imple-
mented in Norway in 2020, requiring more inter-
disciplinarity and a stronger focus on 
sustainability. The school was also in a process of 
being environmentally certified.

All in all, several of the petals in Wals and 
Mathie’s (2022) figure were activated: pedagogy 
and learning, curriculum, institutional practices 
and vision, ethos, leadership and coordination. A 
continued professional development programme 
was initiated from the teacher education, involv-
ing teachers from different disciplines in the 
school. This initiative activated yet another petal, 
capacity building. Currently, teachers involved in 
the course are developing a new transdisciplinary 
study at the school, like the full-year initiatives at 
Schools 3 and 4. The sustainability coordinator 
and the principal have also initiated a project that 
aims to develop a sustainable cantina. A process 
has begun in order to make the cantina the sus-
tainable heart of the school and to develop the 
cantina as a learning arena for exploring and 
developing sustainable food choices (Brox, 
2022).

12.5.2  School 2

School 2 is a vocational preparatory school situ-
ated in the countryside, 50  minutes out of the 
capital of Norway. The school has around 500 
students.

While the sustainability focus of School 1 
started with enthusiastic teachers developing an 
innovative pedagogy initiative, School 2 started 
their focus on sustainability by developing sus-
tainable institutional practices. Being an agricul-
ture school, School 2 had worked to promote and 
implement sustainable and climate-neutral farm-
ing into their farming practice long before this 
partnership started. The school has also been 
environmentally certified for several years. These 
initiatives have to a large degree been initiated 
and run by the leader group at the school. Thus, 
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the sustainability initiatives have mainly revolved 
around changing the institutional practice of the 
school without necessarily affecting the peda-
gogy and learning and teachers and students at 
the school.

Although the leader group of School 2 has had 
a vision for a sustainable school, the leader group 
has struggled to get teachers involved in develop-
ing their pedagogy with a stronger focus on sus-
tainability education and transdisciplinary 
teaching. In addition, the leader group has wanted 
to create a stronger link between the institutional 
practice initiatives and the learning process of 
their students, whereby all the students (not just 
the agriculture students) could be more involved 
in the farming practice. For example, students 
could have been involved in running the farmers’ 
market that exists at the school, where products 
like flowers and vegetables are sold to the local 
community. However, to create good collabora-
tions between the daily practice at the farm with 
the students’ lesson plan demands a high level of 
coordination.

In 2020, a PhD student from the teacher edu-
cation started a collaboration with a teacher at 
School 2 to develop an educational programme 
on the sustainable use of water. From this col-
laboration, they created a student-led project. 
Students would explore how the school could 
use their water resources more sustainably and 
develop prototypes through engaging with the 
technical personnel and farmers at the school 
and local businesses in the area. This initiative 
activated both the petals of pedagogy and learn-
ing, curriculum, institutional practice and com-
munity connections. The project has also sparked 
interest from other teachers, who have been 
inspired to carry out similar projects in their own 
teaching.

Also within the period of the university–
school partnership, the leader group at School 2 
has to a larger degree focused on carrying out 
professional development initiatives for all teach-
ers. The aim has been to create a culture around 
sustainability education among the teaching staff. 
The process is not rushed, and the leaders want to 
take small steps spanning several years. The 
capacity-building petal was also activated 

through the continued professional development 
programme offered from the teacher education to 
teachers in the university schools. Three teachers 
from School 2 spent time evaluating the sustain-
ability focus at the school using the WSA flower 
model as a starting point to develop new sustain-
ability practices. Based on this analysis, the 
teachers developed a transdisciplinary teaching 
plan. The teachers decided to apply for funding to 
buy a pasteurisation machine. The idea was that 
the students should learn to use milk from the 
school’s own cows to develop products that could 
be sold in the school’s cantina. The purchase of 
this equipment generated enthusiasm in the 
school and opened a new perspective on the 
school’s own teaching (for more details, see 
Mathie & Wals, 2022).

A continuing professional development pro-
gramme for the school leaders was also offered 
by the teacher education parallel to the teachers. 
At a joint workshop for school leaders and teach-
ers, the principal at School 2 enthusiastically 
declared that he would change the school’s green-
houses from focusing on growing one type of 
plant for sale to becoming a learning arena for 
sustainable inquiry teaching.

Although both the vision/leadership petal and 
the institutional practice petal had been activated 
for years at School 2, activating the capacity 
building and pedagogy and learning petal in addi-
tion seemed to be crucial to stimulate the rest of 
the petals towards a whole school focus on 
sustainability.

12.5.3  School 3

School 3 is a mixed vocational and college pre-
paratory school, situated 30  minutes out of the 
capi tal. The school has around 600 students.

Before the university–school partnership was 
established, the leader group at School 3 devel-
oped a strategic document stating the vision for 
the school, and one of the main points was for the 
school to contribute to the green shift and sus-
tainable development. Largely with the enthusi-
asm of two teachers, School 3 had already 
established beehives on the school roof in 2016, 
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along with a greenhouse. Since then, despite the 
established vision, School 3 has experienced fre-
quent changes in principals and leadership, a sit-
uation that has interrupted the implementation of 
the sustainable vision at the leadership level. 
However, through the university–school partner-
ship, a sustainability coordinator was hired at the 
school. The sustainability coordinator carried out 
an internship at Globala Gymnasiet, and after 
this, a new transdisciplinary educational pro-
gramme was established at the school, focusing 
on inquiry and sustainability. The new pro-
gramme was popular, and after a year, it expanded 
from one to two classes. In the third year, how-
ever, the number of applicants to this study pro-
gramme decreased. Because of this, the new 
leadership at the school decided to put the 
 programme on hold, a decision that disappointed 
the teachers involved.

In this school, the sustainability focus has 
existed in the pedagogy in several of the educa-
tion programmes. For example, one teacher who 
is also a Ph.D. in the teacher education is work-
ing to develop inquiry-based teaching related to 
renewable energy that aligns with WSA perspec-
tives (for more details, see Mathisen & Johansen, 
2024). The pedagogy initiatives have mainly 
been individual initiatives by various teachers 
without an overall understanding of sustainabil-
ity throughout the school. However, the sustain-
ability coordinator has had an important role as a 
stabilising factor to keep up the continuity of the 
sustainability focus at the school. For example, 
the coordinator led the process of the school 
becoming environmentally certified and estab-
lished a development group of 10 teachers, repre-
senting all departments at the school, to follow up 
the sustainability focus in their daily practice.

In School 3, the main drivers of the sustain-
ability focus seem to be the teachers and the 
coordinator. Although the principals have 
changed, the commitment to the university–
school partnership has also been a stabilising fac-
tor in maintaining the sustainability focus in the 
school. Teachers from School 3 also took part in 
the continuing professional development course 
offered by the teacher education. This course 
seemed to have activated several teachers to com-

mit to and collaborate more on developing the 
sustainability focus at the school.

12.5.4  School 4

School 4 is a mixed college preparatory and 
vocational school, situated 40 minutes out of 
the capital. It has around 1300 students.

For a long time, this school has collaborated 
with the university, particularly through the sci-
ence centre located on campus related to a sus-
tainable food project. This collaboration also 
involves School 3. More specifically, the project 
is organised by and carried out at both the schools 
and the science centre, with the mutual aim of 
increasing students’ awareness about sustainable 
food choices. Through the university–school 
partnership, School 4 has also experimented with 
a transdisciplinary educational programme in one 
class, inspired by Globala Gymnasiet and the ini-
tiatives in the other university schools. However, 
partly due to the significant size of the school in a 
Norwegian context with its 1300 students and a 
large staff, most of the sustainability initiatives at 
this school seem to have existed as initiatives of 
individual teachers and have not necessarily 
influenced the school’s overall sustainability 
practice. Thus, as also seems to be the case for all 
three other university schools, this school has had 
several initiatives focusing on sustainability, par-
ticularly within the pedagogy and learning petal, 
without necessarily being connected and inte-
grated practices as part of a WSA to 
sustainability.

However, in 2021 a new principal was 
appointed at School 4. With a strong interest in 
sustainability, she has focused on bringing the 
group of leaders on board. In the continuing pro-
fessional development programme, the teacher 
education organised for school leaders, School 4 
participated with a team of six leaders. This led to 
School 4 developing an extended plan for the fol-
lowing school year, where it was illustrated how 
the sustainability focus would be part of the 
teaching and school practice throughout the year. 
School 4 has also hired a new chef to cook sus-
tainable food in the cantina. The sustainability 
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coordinator and two other teachers from the 
school also participated in the continuing profes-
sional development course and subsequently 
developed a transdisciplinary teaching module 
on sustainable textiles.

In School 4, it, therefore, seems that the sus-
tainability initiative started with the community 
connection and the curriculum (sustainable 
foods) petals through the collaboration with the 
local science centre. The pedagogy and learning 
petal was activated through the transdisciplinary 
pedagogy being developed in the school and was 
strengthened by the introduction of the new 
national curriculum where the focus on interdis-
ciplinarity was prominent. The continuing pro-
fessional development programme and the new 
principal activated yet two more petals and hence 
brought the school a step further towards the aim 
of a WSA to sustainability.

12.6  Summary

The short descriptions of how the sustainability 
focus has developed in these four schools show 
that they have had different starting points for 
their paths towards developing a WSA to sustain-
ability (see overview in Table  12.2). While the 

work at School 1 mainly started within the peda-
gogy and learning petal by individual teachers 
developing a transdisciplinary sustainability 
module, School 2 started their path through the 
leader group changing the school’s institutional 
practice by developing a sustainable farming 
practice. School 3 started their path towards sus-
tainability with a leader-initiated strategy to pro-
mote sustainability, while the point of departure 
for School 4 was primarily community connec-
tions through teachers collaborating with the 
local science centre.

Even though the schools had different starting 
points on their sustainability journey, all the 
schools have since activated more petals as the 
university–school partnership has evolved (see 
Table 12.3). School 1 has especially activated the 
institutional practice petal, in combination with 
capacity building, through the process of estab-
lishing a sustainable cantina in the school. School 
2 has activated their pedagogy and learning and 
capacity-building petals through competency 
building for all staff and experimenting with new 
pedagogies. School 3 has especially activated the 
pedagogy and learning and capacity-building 
petals by experimenting with transdisciplinary 
classes and following up on their green vision 
with all staff. School 4 has activated the vision/

Table 12.2 A simple overview of the petals that were active in the initial stages of the university–school partnership

Start of the university–school partnership School 1 School 2 School 3 School 4
Institutional practices ✔ ✔

Pedagogy and learning ✔

Curriculum ✔ ✔

Capacity building
Community connections ✔

Vision/ethos/leadership/coordination ✔ ✔

Table 12.3 A simple overview of the petals that were active 5 years into the university–school partnership

5 years later School 1 School 2 School 3 School 4
Institutional practices ✔ ✔ ✔

Pedagogy and learning ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Curriculum ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Capacity building ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Community connections ✔

Vision/ethos/leadership/coordination ✔ ✔ ✔
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ethos/leadership/coordination and pedagogy and 
learning petals through experimenting with trans-
disciplinary classes and the leaders working to 
make sustainability an overarching focus through 
the school year.

From this study, we argue that schools may 
take different approaches to sustainability, yet a 
crucial factor is that more than one petal in the 
WSA flower model (Wals & Mathie, 2022) needs 
to be activated. For example, in School 3, there 
was a rapid change in leadership, a factor that 
could have inhibited the sustainability focus of the 
school. Nonetheless, the ‘green’ vision still 
existed, and the university–school coordinator 
also played an important role in keeping the 
momentum. Furthermore, the school has become 
environmentally certified, and a teacher group has 
been established that follows the sustainability 
focus and pedagogical innovations going on. 
Thus, the leadership petal was not the only acti-
vated petal in the school, making the sustainabil-
ity focus less vulnerable. Still, there were 
initiatives within the capacity-building, pedagogy 
and learning, institutional practices and vision/
ethos/leadership/coordination petals to drive the 
sustainability focus forward. Thus, activating 
more petals will strengthen the response to sus-
tainability (Sterling, 2004; Scott, 2013) by secur-
ing a robust and long-lasting path towards a WSA 
that can handle changing conditions both within 
and out of school. This point seems especially 
crucial in ‘ordinary’ schools like the university 
schools without a specific sustainability focus to 
secure momentum in the development process.

Furthermore, we want to emphasise the value 
of all initiatives, although some of them did not 
last, such as the transdisciplinary initiatives in 
Schools 1 and 3. Initiatives like these have 
inspired new initiatives within the school, across 
the university–school partnership and beyond, as 
both teachers, pupils and others become aware of 
the value of transdisciplinary projects. Such ini-
tiatives should therefore not be seen as failures 
but rather as door openers for future sustainabil-
ity initiatives. This aligns with Augenstein et al. 

(2020), who highlight the importance of sparking 
innovative and experimental processes to contrib-
ute to learning, rather than measuring initiatives 
based on the success of efforts to continue and to 
be ‘scaled up’.

We also want to acknowledge the fact that the 
university–school partnership has provided a crit-
ical third space by connecting individual initia-
tives throughout the schools, thereby stimulating 
more petals to be activated. Through the half- 
year meetings, seminars and daily relational con-
tact and eventually with the continual professional 
development course for teachers and leaders, we 
as a partnership have constantly developed our 
understanding of a WSA, supported each other 
through ups and downs and inspired each other to 
work towards a common goal. We acknowledge 
that the third space ideas of equality between the 
stakeholders, the freedom for participants to 
choose how to act on a local level and the focus 
on supporting local practices, followed by the 
longitudinal nature of the collaboration and pre-
dictable funding, have been successful factors in 
the partnership. Thus, the university–school part-
nership has provided a fruitful third space for 
keeping the petals activated and hence supported 
the development of the four schools’ approach 
towards developing a sustainability focus.

All the schools still have a way to go to be 
described as stage-four responses to sustainabil-
ity (according to Sterling, 2004). During the proj-
ect period, all the schools have lifted the 
sustainability activities from being about indi-
viduals to being more an aim for the entire school. 
Nevertheless, all the schools have a way to go 
before the sustainability focus is integrated fully 
into the ethos of the schools and before they work 
systematically with the community on sustain-
ability. Also, although the schools are more inte-
grated in terms of leadership, they are still 
vulnerable to changing leaders and teachers. We 
do, however, consider the schools, where all petals 
of the flower model to a certain degree are acti-
vated, to have a promising potential for further 
development towards a WSA to sustainability.
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13Piloting a Self-Assessment Tool 
for a Whole School Approach 
to Sustainability in Mongolia

Erdenebayar Shinetsetseg, Genendorj Battsetseg, 
Orsoo Oyuntungalag, Lundaajantsan Temuujin, 
and Mita Nangia Goswami

Key Message
A key message from this chapter is the transfor-
mative role of a WSA self-assessment tool in pro-
moting ESD in Mongolian schools. It highlights 
the development of a tailored checklist that 
equipped 30 schools with essential skills in man-
agement, planning, collaboration, and problem- 
solving. The initiative empowered schools to 
devise specific action plans addressing identified 
challenges, with leadership playing a crucial role. 
Implementing the tool required efforts and time, 
particularly in reorienting the view of the school 
community as fixed and given to a dynamic and 
shapeable one.

13.1  Introduction

Addressing global sustainability challenges 
through achieving Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) is the foremost agenda for many 
governments worldwide. Target 4.7 of SDG 4 on 
Quality Education lays out the knowledge, skills, 
values, and attitudes needed for every citizen to 
live responsibly within the finite boundaries of 

the planet and take an active part in addressing 
local and global challenges through Education 
for Sustainable Development (ESD) and Global 
Citizenship Education (GCED). UNESCO 
(UNESCO, 2015) has urged its member states to 
focus on human rights, peace, gender equality, 
sustainable development, and health while meet-
ing target 4.7. The Government of Mongolia 
(GoM) has put forward the goal of becoming a 
middle-income country while preserving ecolog-
ical balance and stable democracy, as articulated 
in its Sustainable Development Vision-2030 pol-
icy document (GoM, 2016). It reflects the afore-
mentioned global agenda in the national-level 
policies and operations.

Mongolian schools strive to focus on a mean-
ingful contribution to a more sustainable world. 
The questions of how to nurture students as 
global citizens, organize school management, 
and adopt the most effective way of overcoming 
sustainability challenges within the school walls 
are of great importance for schools today. To 
find the answer to the question, we initiated the 
development of the WSA as a self-assessment 
tool to help schools reorient toward sustainable 
development. We piloted the tool in 30 selected 
schools in Mongolia under a donor-funded proj-
ect. This paper describes the initial stage of 
developing and using a WSA self-assessment 
tool, which we believe will be refined and 
amended with usage.
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13.2  Why WSA

WSA integrates sustainability principles into all 
aspects of school life and enables students to live 
what they learn and learn what they live. The 
integration of the WSA in schools is a new 
 concept in Mongolia. WSA is a cohesive and col-
laborative action by a school community aiming 
to raise quality and standards across the entire 
school. Every school has different starting points 
and needs. Using a WSA might help a school 
community find optimal solutions to address 
their needs and challenges. According to 
UNESCO International Bureau of Education 
(UNESCO, 2023), it involves addressing the 
needs of learners, staff, and the wider community 
not only within the curriculum but across the 
whole school and learning environment. On the 
other hand, it promotes a new school manage-
ment culture in Mongolia as a school community 
tends to follow school principals’ decisions 
which are always top-to-down.

The first initiative to pilot the WSA in 
Mongolia was operationalized within the 
Education for Sustainable Development-Phase II 
(ESD-II) project implemented by the GoM in 
partnership with the Swiss Agency for 
Development and Cooperation in 2019–2022. 
This project aimed to transform education poli-
cies and schools toward achieving sustainability 
goals under the SDGs and national development 
goals. The local implementing partner of the 
ESD-II project, the NGO, Information and 
Training Centre for Nature and Environment 
(ITCNE, 2020), coordinated the entire process of 
piloting WSA and introducing the self- assessment 
tool to the 30 pilot schools in Mongolia under 
this project implementation.

Piloting the WSA as a self-assessment tool in 
the selected schools was a timely response in 
contributing to the education reforming process 
in Mongolia. School management and school- 
level planning have been considered among the 
weakest areas in the Mongolian education system 
since its transition to democracy in the 1990s. 
This has been due to the weak capacity of the 
schools to plan their activities as per their needs 
and situation and the lack of a systemic approach 
in school planning by school leaders. The gov-

ernment has been paying more attention to this 
area by revising its policy directions. The WSA 
self-assessment tool development and piloting 
intended to address this school-level planning 
capacity deficit since school governance is one of 
the salient pillars of the WSA.

13.3  How We Have Started

The GoM formed a project consulting team com-
prising leading education researchers from 
national education research institutions and spe-
cialists with school planning and management 
background. The team reviewed the government 
rules and related policy direction, such as the 
Ministry of Education’s (MES) criteria for school 
performance assessment and the State Inspection 
Agency’s criteria for school inspection. However, 
these criteria were only related to monitoring 
school activities and did not investigate the issue 
of a holistic approach to school management 
mentioned earlier. Schools had never conducted a 
self-assessment of their management. The WSA, 
for the first time, ushered in a school-level plan-
ning tool through the self-assessment exercise 
involving everyone inside and outside the school: 
teachers, the school’s administrative and other 
staff, students, local communities, and parents 
while harnessing local wisdom.

A prominent aspect of rolling out the WSA in 
Mongolia started with selecting schools that 
would become pilots of the approach. The GoM, 
the MES, and the Ministry of Environment and 
Tourism (MET), both partners in the ESD proj-
ect, nominated a number of Mongolian second-
ary schools from various geographical locations 
through an open announcement. The aimag/dis-
trict local education departments administered 
the school selection process.

The expression of interest to participate in the 
WSA tool piloting activity was delivered to all 
nominated schools to submit their short proposal 
explaining why they need to adopt a WSA. On 
receiving proposals from the interested schools, 
the local education departments reviewed them, 
assessing them against the prepared criteria. The 
school selection criteria prepared by the consult-
ing team included the school’s willingness to par-
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ticipate in the pilot and their expectations, the 
school’s previous activities in ESD, and the 
school’s motivation to look at their present situa-
tion for further improvement.

Based on the review results, the local educa-
tion departments selected the 30 schools (24 
rural and six urban schools) in six aimags and 
two districts of Ulaanbaatar. The reason for 
picking up the locations is that SDC’s project 
activities were implemented before in those 
places, so WSA tool piloting would comple-
ment the already invested areas to maximize the 
project impact there.

The next step was to formulate the actual 
WSA self-assessment tool suitable for Mongolian 
school conditions considering their specifics and 
needs. The project consulting team and ITCNE 
worked on this demanding task. They used 
UNESCO’s (2014) conceptual framework as the 
foundation for the design of the self-assessment 
tool. According to UNESCO (2014), the WSA is 
an approach that covers all aspects of school gov-
ernance, organizational structure, operations, 
research, human resource development, curricu-
lum, school infrastructure, students’ participa-
tion, partnership with parents and public relations, 
organizational culture, and school values. In 
Mongolia, the WSA was considered an appropri-
ate framework for assessing what exists, creating 
a plan to address gaps, and identifying measures 
of progress as it includes:

• An overarching supportive, safe, and inclusive 
school culture

• School-based programs in and out of the 
classroom that focus on social-emotional 
learning and respect for differences

• School policy that prioritizes, monitors, and 
reports on progress for all students, with a 
focus on eliminating disparities

• School partnerships to bring community pro-
grams and resources into the school setting to 
augment school capacity and address fami-
lies’ needs beyond the classroom

In addition, the consulting team examined and 
reviewed the national school inspection criteria 
and standards and the experience of schools using 

the WSA in countries such as Canada, the United 
States, the United Kingdom, and India. Besides, 
the documents on key outputs and the experience 
of previous donor-funded projects in Mongolia 
related to supporting school management 
approaches (“Rural school” project by DANIDA, 
“Open school” project by Open Society 
Foundation, and “Eco school” project by Swiss 
Development Cooperation) have been reviewed.

After reviewing the existing documents and 
international experiences, the consulting team 
created a draft version of the WSA tool applica-
ble to Mongolian schools. The tool has 10 hand-
books designed to support schools in adapting 
the tool to their activities.

13.4  The WSA 
Self-Assessment Tool

The WSA self-assessment tool was developed 
and described in detail in the following segments. 
The WSA Self-assessment tool is a series of 
handbooks for schools. A compendium of 10 
handbooks was developed, unpacking each 
domain of the WSA, ensuring that they were 
understandable for schools and easy to use for 
everyone, as the schools were expected to go 
through the handbooks by themselves.

WSA tool integrates all aspects of school life, 
focusing more on sustainability challenges. 
Schools are supposed to review their current sta-
tus in various aspects of school development and 
identify the right solutions to address their chal-
lenges. The core principle is to involve the entire 
school community in the school development 
planning process. The whole school is supposed 
to learn how to plan together by themselves 
instead of hanging around a plan prepared by 
their school administrators only.

The Mongolian WSA self-assessment tool is a 
comprehensive model that encompasses all 
aspects of school life:

 1. 5 domains and 24 subdomains
 2. 4 core themes related to ESD
 3. 5 maturity levels of each domain
 4. Principles for each domain
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13.4.1  Five Domains and 24 
Subdomains of the WSA 
Self-Assessment Tool

The first component of the WSA Self-assessment 
tool has five domains or the different strands of 
the WSA and subdomains. Domains are expected 
to cover all aspects of school life. It has the fol-
lowing five domains, encompassing every aspect 
of a school: (i) governance; (ii) capacity building 
and human resource development; (iii) curricu-
lum, teaching, and learning; (iv) school and its 
surrounding environment; and (v) partnership 
and collaboration. Each of these five domains is 
unpacked into 24 subdomains. Table 13.1 pres-
ents the five domains and the corresponding 24 
subdomains.

13.4.2  Four Core Themes of the WSA 
Self-Assessment Tool

The second component of the WSA Self- 
Assessment tool has transversal core themes. 
These are as follows: (i) sustainable develop-
ment; (ii) human rights; (iii) gender equity, and 
(iv) global citizenship. These have been adapted 
from UNESCO’s Global Education Monitoring 
Report (2016), where countries were reviewed 
for the implementation of target 4.7 of SDG 4. It 
states:

By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the 
knowledge and skills needed to promote sustain-
able development, including, among others, 
through education for sustainable development and 
sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equal-
ity, promotion of a culture of peace and nonvio-
lence, global citizenship and appreciation of 
cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to 
sustainable development (UNESCO, 2020). 

13.4.3  Five Levels of Maturity of Each 
Domain

A third component of the tool is the maturity 
level which presents the level at which a school is 
in. We assume that during each round of using the 
WSA Self-Assessment tool by schools, the matu-
rity level of the domains will change as per the 
school’s needs and efforts. It will also aid the 
school in tracking and monitoring its progress. 
The five levels of maturity for each domain are 
explained in Table 13.2.

13.4.4  Principles for Each Domain

Bringing the principles related to each domain 
and subdomain would be pertinent here. The 
principles for each domain have been identified 
by the consulting team based on the review of 
existing literature. Each domain’s principles 
required proper justifications as follows:

 (i) The principles for the domain of “gover-
nance” were adapted from the Handbook 
Governance Approach by SDC (2017).

Table 13.1 Five domains and 24 subdomains of the 
WSA Self-assessment tool

Domains Subdomains
Governance (a) policy, planning, (b) budgeting, 

(c) implementation, (d) 
performance, (e) leadership

Capacity 
building and 
human 
resource 
development

(a) organizational structure, 
operational setting, (b) leadership, 
(c) knowledge, (d) follow-up 
responsibility

Curriculum, 
teaching, and 
learning

(a) curriculum, (b) teaching, (c) 
learning, (d) learning support 
actions, (e) evaluation

School and its 
surrounding 
environment

(a) outdoor landscaping, safety, 
security (b) interior furniture, 
equipment supply, safety, hygiene, 
(c) use of materials and resources, 
waste management, (d) building, 
use of land and protection, e) health, 
communication, and attitude, 
quality of social service, 
accessibility

Partnership and 
collaboration

(a) social issues: child protection, 
(b) economic issues: decent 
employment for youth, (c) 
environmental issues: ecological 
education and maturity of youth and 
children, (d) tradition and culture: 
nomadic culture, the global 
Mongolian with heritage, (e) 
integration of the three pillars of 
sustainable development
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Table 13.2 Meaning of maturity levels for each domain

Five domains
Maturity level meaning
1st level 2nd level 3rd level 4th level 5th level

School governance No changes Start 
changing

Some 
progress 
observed

Clear progress 
achieved in real life

Reaching the 
objectives of 
sustainability

Capacity building 
and human 
resource 
development

Collection of 
data

Data coding 
and 
recording

Data 
processing

Data storage and 
application

Changes in 
attitudes and 
behavior

Curriculum, 
teaching, and 
learning

Nonstructured Start up Application Integrating Transforming

School and its 
surrounding 
environment

No changes Sensing the 
need for 
changes

Making 
efforts for 
progress

Accomplishing and 
achieving results and 
conditions improved

Meeting certain 
requirements and 
standards

Partnership Inform Consult Involve Collaborate Partnership

 (ii) The principles for the domain of “capacity 
building and human resource development” 
were selected to ensure their alignment with 
the ESD core competencies.

 (iii) The principles for the domain of “curricu-
lum, teaching, and learning” were taken 
from the core principles and teaching meth-
ods for ESD identified globally.

 (iv) The principles for the domain of “school 
and its surrounding environment” were 
aligned with the standards of ISO 41001 on 
“facility management”.

 (v) The principles for the domain of “partner-
ship” were aligned with the principles of the 
Global Humanitarian Platform prepared by 
the International Volunteers’ Association 
(Platform, 2007).

As each domain has different principles 
applied, let us present one example using the 
domain of “governance.” For the domain of “gov-
ernance,” the following six principles have been 
identified (see Table 13.3). These principles were 
taken from handbook Governance Approach by 
SDC prepared under the donor-funded project, 
and also these principles were previously defined 
by SDC recommendations (SDC, 2017).

Table 13.3 shows that the domain of “gover-
nance” should be aligned with the following six 
principles: (i) effectiveness; (ii) participation 
level; (iii) transparency; (iv) accountability; (v) 

equality; and (vi) response to legal requirements. 
These principles are supposed to be used by 
school staff when they identify the current school 
governance challenges. It would give us more 
information, for example, on whether school 
activities involve everyone and whether the 
school’s budget is transparent for everyone. In 
other words, this domain will disclose whether 
the school activities administered by the princi-
pal meet the principles. On the other hand, this 
study evaluates the six principles in the school 
context. The school handbooks have described 
these principles in detail to make them 
understandable.

13.5  How Schools Learned to Use 
the Tool

The ITCNE designed a comprehensive and step- 
by- step training plan to reach everyone at the tar-
geted schools. Training modules covered the 
content of 10 handbooks on the WSA. The train-
ing plan was a cascading model preparing the 
first six representatives from each school as the 
master trainers through Training of Trainers 
(ToT). At the beginning of the first ToT, a pretest 
was carried out among the participants to gauge 
their understanding of ESD concepts and their 
willingness to introduce the WSA at the school 
level. At the end of the project in 2023, these 
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 participants will be asked to write a posttest 
report to document the changes that have 
occurred. The ToT was conducted during the 
COVID pandemic, so the training content was 
prepared and transacted using EdTech solutions. 
The training package included video lectures, 
reading materials, and workbooks.

The second step in the cascade training was 
the training of the other participants of schools by 
the master trainers. The ITCNE recently inter-
viewed a few school principals of targeted 
schools who were a part of the WSA piloting pro-
cess. They highlighted that delivering informa-
tion or making every teacher understand the 
sense of WSA in the Mongolian context was 
challenging. Delivering important messages to 
all teachers usually takes on a face-to-face mode 
in Mongolia. Especially for bigger-sized urban 
schools, it was not easy to convene all the teach-
ers and make everyone understand what was 
expected to be done. Because it is a self- 
assessment to be done for the first time involving 
the entire school community at the school, every-
one’s participation was important. As a school 
principal mentioned, for a smaller rural school, it 
was much easier to reach every teacher. Also, 
participants mentioned that a general understand-
ing of the importance of ESD and SD was weak 
at the project’s beginning stage, but now this 
understanding has been enormously improved 
during the process of piloting the WSA tool. 
After reviewing the WSA handbooks and receiv-
ing a series of training, the target schools admin-
istered the first round of self-assessment. Each 
school’s entire community gathered and gave 
scores to each WSA domain. The scores for each 
domain were entered into an Excel worksheet 
that ITCNE developed. This Excel worksheet 
provided them with the maturity level of each 
domain automatically. The use of the tool 
empowered the school community with a clear 
understanding of their school’s strengths and 
drawbacks.

The actual process of administering the first 
round of WSA Self-Assessment went through the 
following stages:

• Analyzing the current situation of school life 
and identifying the challenges.

• Identifying the solutions to address the current 
problems.

• Determining the actions to be taken to meet 
the expectation.

The assessment process required the partici-
pation of not only the school teachers and stu-
dents but also parents and local communities, 
including local government administrators. 
Additionally, it was a new exercise to conduct 
school-level self-assessments by themselves 
because, in Mongolia, external parties or upper- 
level authorities usually do assessments. During 
the first round, a total of 14,000 participants from 
selected target 30 schools participated in the 
assessment exercise. 14.9% were from local 
communities who are sub-national-level admin-
istrators, local education authorities, and local 
service providers in education and health sectors. 
84.7% were beneficiaries of the education sector, 
such as school students, their parents, school 
teachers, school support staff, and school 
administrators.

13.5.1  Challenges

There have been some challenges identified. The 
biggest challenge was the issue of how to involve 
everyone. A recent interview with a few school 
principals (one urban school and three rural 
schools) who were a part of the first round high-
lighted that it was not easy to invite everyone into 
this process because some people did not under-
stand why they were doing it. Moreover, the pro-
cess seemed overwhelming for them, initially 
covering all aspects of their life.

After the first round, it became simpler, and 
the second time round, they were able to do the 
exercise much more confidently and easily. 
They were also motivated now because they 
were able to find the solution to the difficult 
question of how to plan school life and how to 
make their schools more welcoming and rele-
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vant for the learners. Another important lesson 
was to learn to identify their problems. Schools 
became aware that they were using a “magnify-
ing glass lens” to assess where they were, what 
their issues were, and how they would best be 
able to nurture their teachers and students to 
become active contributors to sustainable 
development.

The participants understood that it was an 
exercise to involve everyone at the school level 
toward the next step of addressing their problems 
based on the self-assessment findings. It was a 
new and challenging goal for schools. It was a 
whole process of changing the attitude and minds 
of people at the school, asking them to participate 
in school-related decision-making, which was a 
completely new culture in the case of Mongolia. 
Earlier, school decisions were usually made by 
only one person, namely the school principal. 
With the introduction of WSA, a new culture of 
everyone’s participation in decision-making was 
created and piloted. It was time-consuming and 
an entirely new way and intimidated the schools 
in the beginning.

Some schools assessed lower in the gover-
nance domain tried to introduce student-led gov-
ernance involving students in all school affairs. 
Now, the whole school enjoys this culture. But 
they shared that it was not easy to change the stu-
dents’ minds. They always waited for their 
teacher to lead their actions. They learned in this 
culture gradually.

Having completed the self-assessment check-
list, the majority of schools reported in their 
annual reports to ITCNE that this exercise opened 
opportunities for further improvement of the 
school situation, addressing their drawbacks 
while identifying the causes of the difficulties 
they encountered. It was an exercise to fully 
understand the importance of collaboratively 
planning and monitoring school affairs toward 
integrating ESD principles. It was, without a 
doubt, time-consuming and demanding, but it got 
the whole school to come together and work as a 
team and ushered in a cultural shift in the way the 
schools functioned.

13.6  Analysis of the Findings 
from the First Round 
of Assessment

The 30 target schools under the project piloted 
the first round of the WSA Self-Assessment using 
the newly developed 10 handbooks as the begin-
ning stage of introducing WSA. Schools entered 
their scores for each domain and subdomains into 
the Excel worksheet. The ITCNE compiled all 
the school data into one database for a thorough 
analysis to see the general trend of the schools 
across five domains.

To analyze all schools’ data on five domains, 
the Leadership Practices Inventory methodology 
(LPI) (Kouzes and Posner, 2013) was used in the 
discrepancies in the level of maturity among 
schools. This method highlights the voices of 
stakeholders and indicates key focus areas and 
underlying conditions rather than simply ranking 
the end results into poor and good ones.

All school data for each domain and subdo-
main have been aggregated, producing the 
national-level average points taken by schools. It 
can present the facts about where the domains are 
(see Fig. 13.1).

The highest score schools are supposed to get 
is five. Figure  13.1 illustrates the average score 
schools assessed themselves on each of the 24 
subdomains, and five domains ranged from 2.31 
to 2.75. This may conclude that schools assessed 
themselves below the medium level in all domains. 
In terms of maturity levels, this score is at the sec-
ond level of the five levels of maturity. The aver-
age score for the governance domain was 2.31, 
the youth employment of partnership domain was 
2.41, and the organizational structure and opera-
tional mechanism of the human resource develop-
ment domain scored 2.75. The school campus, 
security, and sanitation of the school and learning 
environment scored 2.73, whereas the average for 
the school building, land use, and protection was 
2.71. Importantly, these findings can provide rich 
data for the school community for evidence-based 
planning and serve as a baseline to measure the 
outcome of the follow- up Action Plans.
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Fig. 13.1 Average maturity level by five domains and their components

13.7  Observations so far

Based on the findings of the Self-Assessment 
Checklist, schools could identify their weak areas 
and problems of further attention. During the 
recent interviews, a few school principals (one 
urban and three rural schools were invited) said 
that this beginning stage of planning was not easy 
in terms of making everyone toward one goal and 
one activity. Because school-level planning took 
place differently, by only a few people or the 
principal alone, all schools could face this chal-
lenge. No collaboration in planning any school- 
related activity became a culture that significantly 
impacted the introduction of the WSA tool in 
school activities.

Schools prepared the Action Plan to adapt the 
WSA tool in their activities considering the find-
ings of the Self-Assessment exercise. During the 
project implementation period, the project sup-
ported schools with small grant funding to imple-
ment their Action Plan activities. Funding was 
provided due to the gap in the government budget 
allocations to schools. Schools always face a 
funding gap to implement quality-related activi-
ties according to their needs and specifics.

The project team paid monitoring visits to 
schools twice a year in cooperation with the local 

support teams to provide mentoring guidance and 
assistance. Schools also sent progress reports 
presenting their results of the WSA tool adapta-
tion. The project team reviewed the school prog-
ress reports and reached the following 
conclusions:

 (i) Principles of good governance were embed-
ded in school-level planning. The process of 
involving joint efforts and collective 
decision- making to arrive at solutions was a 
step-by-step process and not easy. But now, 
many schools reported that collaborative 
decision-making has become school culture. 
They especially enjoy when students take an 
active part in this process. This whole 
approach improved effectiveness in school 
governance, as they told.

 (ii) Each school’s plan of action reflected their 
pressing needs incorporating various ESD 
elements into the teaching and learning pro-
cess. This has taken the learning process 
beyond the cognitive area and has put more 
focus on social and behavioral competen-
cies, creating a learning environment that 
connects classroom learning to life and 
practice. Many schools focused on the 
domain of school surrounding to provide a 
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favorable learning environment. They cre-
ated school outside gardens to be used for 
science experiments. The school’s outdoor 
and indoor environments were transformed 
into eco-labs for testing ESD-integrated les-
sons. Some schools introduced waste recy-
cling and collecting culture at the school 
level and family and soum levels.

 (iii) The ESD themes have penetrated well into 
school activities. The examples are the 
schools where the entire school community 
was bringing down its ecological footprint 
by saving water and electricity and through 
better waste management. Schools learned 
to identify a solution to save energy and 
recycle. But the challenge was that soums 
and aimags do not have facilities to collect 
recycling goods and waste. No proper sys-
tem is there. However, schools learned to 
recycle and manage waste.

 (iv) An innovative partnership model was cre-
ated between schools, local authorities, and 
communities. Schools tried to involve local 
communities in addressing their problems 
by seeking support from them. A local men-
toring team called Sub-TACG has been 
formed to support schools in ESD imple-
mentation. Besides, some schools tried to do 
advocacy activities on themes like waste 
management to influence local administra-
tion and communities.

In summary, the results of the inception stage 
of the WSA adoption in 30 Mongolian schools 
show that the schools have made progress in 
strengthening their leadership role in ESD by 
introducing a new management culture and by 
upholding common human values despite the 
various challenges mentioned earlier. The key 
activities observed in target schools can be sum-
marized below by each WSA tool domain:

 1. Governance: Improved leadership of school 
principals and managers was witnessed; they 
learned how to change school management 
according to the principles of WSA and were 
able to influence the community, change atti-
tudes, unite for a common goal, and gradually 

become a model school for ESD. To become 
an ESD school, the whole school was involved 
in decision-making in accordance with the 
principle of cooperation and partnership and 
democratization of school management. One 
of the 30 ESD pilot schools (School Number 
28  in Ulaanbaatar) encouraged student par-
ticipation in the decision-making process by 
making students members of the school’s pro-
curement committee. This school is now 
named the “School Governed by Students,” a 
first in Mongolia.

This study is in line with the review results 
of the study by Henderson and Tilbury (2004). 
The review results demonstrated that a com-
mittee/working group (with management, 
staff, students, and stakeholder participation) 
should be formed to decide on actions and 
review the school planning and operation 
progress. Plus, it shows that democratic 
decision- making and meaningful participa-
tion of all stakeholders are at the center of 
WSA.

 2. Capacity building and human resource devel-
opment: Schools learned how to integrate the 
ESD pillars into all school activities by pilot-
ing unique approaches to building their capac-
ity. All school staff, including school cooks, 
learned in their work areas. The cooks became 
proficient in preparing nutritious and healthy 
food for children. At the same time, students 
from the eco-clubs of a school in Arkhangai 
province trained the support staff about the 
ecological footprint. They supported them in 
improving the energy efficiency of their 
school.

ESD-integrated lessons were prepared by 
teachers of different subjects per the “Mutual 
Learning” principle. As stated earlier, tradi-
tionally, cooperation is weak among the 
teachers, but their attitude changed, and they 
supported each other, sharing their experi-
ences and planning lessons together. Many 
schools piloted “ESD Integrated Project- 
based Lessons,” which is a step toward bring-
ing training closer to reality, saving teachers’ 
time, and using available resources to improve 
the quality of education.
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 3. Curriculum, teaching, and learning: “School- 
based curricula” has been a new approach 
toward making learning closer to real-life 
practices integrating SD pillars. Schools con-
tinue testing various approaches and method-
ologies supported by the national expert team. 
Its results can feed the process of the new 
national curriculum cycle to be started in 2024 
as best practice examples. To date, over 10 
schools have developed and tested school- 
based curriculum models. This approach 
helps schools to introduce innovations such as 
EdTech while using place-based learning. To 
continue learning under challenging condi-
tions, such as during the COVID pandemic, 
and promote blended and online teaching 
methods in the future, 30 percent of the tar-
geted schools have tested the curricula creat-
ing a modern blended learning classroom.

 4. School and its surrounding environment: 
Schools have made enormous efforts to create 
a favorable learning environment for students 
through learning new principles of sustainable 
use, such as saving water and electricity, 
growing vegetables in greenhouses, segregat-
ing and managing waste, and converting 
unused spaces into study spaces for the stu-
dents, popularly known as “corridor librar-
ies.” Some schools became model schools of 
sustainable consumers by creating new habits 
and activities to recycle and reuse. Forty per-
cent of the pilot schools initiated a new waste 
management culture not only at the school 
level but also at the community level. 
Recycling and collecting waste have become 
an everyday habit for many people as a result 
of the school initiative. Another new activity 
that some schools could promote was creating 
an eco-environment. One of the pilot schools 
(School Number 15  in Orkhon province) 
could create a new garden with plenty of 
plants where students now do science experi-
ments and plant trees. In addition, this school 
built a winter greenhouse to provide vegeta-
bles for its students (primarily children of 
nomadic herders) living in the dormitory.

Our findings show some similarities to 
Ireland’s Green School research (O’Mahony 
& Fitzgerald, 2001). It indicates that students 
are less likely to drop less garbage while being 
more likely to conserve water and energy and 
think about the environment.

 5. Partnership: The birth of a local coordinating 
mechanism comprising the local authorities, 
community members, and members of the 
local media to support the ESD schools was 
an unexpected result for the ESD-II project. 
These local coordination groups have emerged 
as champions of ESD.  Thus, an innovative 
partnership model has been created between 
schools and local organizations, and schools 
are learning advocacy activities to influence 
local administration and communities. This 
partnership has proved effective in many 
areas: (i) many schools could raise extra fund-
ing from local governments, a new initiative 
in the case of Mongolia. The school in 
Khyalganat of Bulgan province created a new 
summer camp where students can explore sci-
ence experiments and vegetable planting. This 
school could raise funding of USD 140,000 
from the local government and communities. 
The governor of the Khovd province has ear-
marked a budget of USD 90,000 for the fur-
ther development of ESD in the schools of his 
province; (ii) schools piloted various activi-
ties to introduce sustainable consumption like 
the waste management system in their locali-
ties and promoted initiatives to revitalize the 
local heritage considering that the local com-
munity is a live carrier of cultural heritage and 
a source of learning. Our study findings are 
supported by the study by Henderson and 
Tilbury (2004) (p.39), which highlights the 
importance of the WSA process to create and 
strengthen links and partnerships with the 
community. Examples of the par”ners’ip 
include active participation in projects outside 
the school boundaries and equal and recipro-
cal partnerships.
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13.8  Summing Up

This pilot of utilizing a WSA self-assessment tool 
in school activities in Mongolia has shown to be 
an example to be scaled up in the future. It was a 
learning process to improve everyday schooling 
adding more new insights related to school-based 
ESD development. Implementing the Self- 
Assessment Checklist also gave schools new 
knowledge, insights, and skills in school manage-
ment, school development planning, identifica-
tion of the challenges in collaboration, and finding 
solutions in a partnership covering all areas of 
school practices. This has ushered in a new pro-
gressive culture in Mongolian schools and will 
inspire more schools to follow their example. 
Moreover, the GoM is keen to scale up the WSA 
model to all schools in Mongolia. Through this 
project, schools could develop school-specific 
action plans to take concrete actions to address the 
challenges identified from the checklist, and each 
school’s plan was specific to its unique context. 
Leadership by school administrators was a critical 
aspect of the successful experiment with the tool. 
The whole process in 30 schools was not easy to 
implement right away. It took some time and 
effort from everyone. Reorienting the entire 
school community toward collaborating for the 
school development using the new tool called the 
WSA self-assessment tool was a key challenge 
for project implementers and school administra-
tors. Change of attitude and understanding of the 
school community, from something that is fixed 
and a given, to something that is dynamic and can 
be shaped, was the biggest challenge in this pro-
cess. The new culture of involving everyone in 
school management and the decision-making pro-
cess has been a steep and long learning curve for 
everyone.
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14Critical Events in the Systematic 
Work at an Organizational Level 
Towards a Whole School Approach 
to Sustainability in a Swedish 
Municipality

Annika Manni, Eva Knekta, and Erika Åberg

Key Message
When a whole school approach on ESD is aimed 
for in practice, we recommend:

• A reflective and systematic work process
• Daily dialogue about how we can jointly con-

tribute to ESD
• A shift in focus from the individual to the 

organizational level
• To include the ESD work in the ordinary edu-

cational systematic quality work
• Surveys for teachers and principals in combi-

nation with a follow-up dialogue to get an 
overview of ESD in practice, and as a means 
for inclusive developmental work

14.1  Introduction

The issue of sustainability is no longer seen as a 
matter of individual interest, but rather an 
unavoidable issue at all societal levels striving for 

a common future (Bokova, 2015; UNESCO, 
2021). A general understanding of the urgency 
and importance of sustainable transformations is 
established, and therefore also included in the 
Swedish national curricula, which clearly states 
that education for sustainable development 
(ESD) is not only a single subject matter but 
should permeate all education in compulsory 
school. The concept of sustainability/sustainable 
development is, however, also interdisciplinary, 
complex and an object of interpretations (cf. 
Jickling & Wals, 2012) and therefore neither easy 
to operationalize in a subject-oriented school 
context nor systematically evaluate.

In Sweden, the state governs the school via 
aims and guidelines in national curricula, while 
the municipalities are the main organizers for 
compulsory basic school, upper secondary school 
and municipal adult education. As such, the 
municipality is responsible for implementing the 
curricula and plays a crucial role in organizing 
and evaluating education for sustainable develop-
ment. Municipalities are often organized hierar-
chically, with a top-down chain of steering, with 
educational politicians at the top and teachers at 
the bottom. Although municipalities have an 
important role in the Swedish educational sys-
tem, educational research at the municipal level 
is rare, both in general (Alvunger, 2022) and in 
the context of ESD.
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There is a history of individual teaching efforts 
within environmental and sustainability educa-
tion in Swedish schools, and many previous stud-
ies on ESD have focused on teaching approaches 
and educational outcomes, as well as the com-
plexity of classroom teaching and learning (cf. 
Manni, 2018; Sandell et  al., 2005; Sund & 
Gericke, 2020; Wickenberg, 2004). Over the 
years, researchers have argued that, beyond indi-
vidual teaching efforts, there is a need for a holis-
tic and systematic approach to successfully 
implement ESD into all education (Mathie & 
Wals, 2022; Rieckmann, 2018; Sterling, 2004). 
Despite the need for a widened perspective, stud-
ies on ESD have only in recent years started to 
integrate the specific characteristics of sustain-
ability within whole school organization theories 
(cf. Holst et  al., 2020; Mogren et  al., 2019). 
Furthermore, a recent study shows that trans-
forming educational work on sustainability issues 
from individual teaching efforts to include a 
whole school has proven to be a crucial, but not 
easy, task (Mathie & Wals, 2022).

Thus, due to ESD being an ambiguous cur-
ricular goal and at the same time a complex 
concept, with a lack of knowledge about orga-
nizational methods or tools, local school lead-
ers at a municipality level might feel they have 
been left alone to perform the urgent, but some-
what vague, task.

In the study underlying this chapter, we have 
analysed the comprehensive processes of evalu-
ating and improving the work with ESD in one 
Swedish municipality. The municipality had 
identified that, despite several good examples of 
individual work with ESD, it was hard to get it 
permeated within all school units. As a first step 
towards developing their work with ESD in the 
whole municipal school organization, they 
decided to systematically evaluate their ongoing 
work and to build a basis for further improve-
ments. Critical events during the process, and 
unexpected dimensions within a school devel-
opment model, are here described and analysed 
with the hope of contributing to others wanting 
to implement ESD in a whole school 
organization.

14.1.1  Aim of This Study

The aim of the study was to gain a rich under-
standing of the work in practice with ESD at a 
school organizational level. The questions we 
seek to answer are:

• What role do different aspects of a school 
organization play in a successful implementa-
tion of ESD in a whole school organization?

• What events can be critical in the process of 
implementing ESD in a whole school 
organization?

14.2  School Developmental Work

In Sweden, school developmental work is gener-
ally understood and referred to as ‘School 
improvement cycles’ (Swedish National Agency 
for Education, 2022), describing transformative 
processes as circular and systematic, where 
action, experience and reflection interact in the 
ongoing developmental work. The understanding 
of developmental processes stems from experien-
tial learning theories, where learning continu-
ously includes experiences from external events, 
reflections (as internal events) and actions in a 
transformative process for an individual or a 
group (Dewey, 1966; Kolb, 1984). When analys-
ing the characteristics of such processes, critical 
events within the phases of the process are key to 
a deeper understanding of why and how things 
are entangled.

In practice, school developmental cycles of 
work start with the question ‘Where do we 
stand?’, followed by ‘Where do we want to go?’ 
and ‘How do we go there?’, ending with a reflec-
tive question on the activities of choice, ‘How did 
it work out?’. It is common for practitioners to 
structure and manage their professional tasks this 
way, often referred to as systematic qualitative 
work. Furthermore, these circular processes at a 
school organization level emphasize a dialogic 
and collaborative approach between all actors in 
practice, like the idea of professional learning 
communities (cf. Stoll et al., 2006).
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In other words, there is a common understand-
ing of developmental processes continuously 
going on at individual as well as collective levels 
in all areas of education. In this study, we focus 
mainly on the collective level; educational actors 
in a whole municipality, and in their work with 
ESD, which will be further described below.

14.2.1  The Whole School Approach 
and Education for Sustainable 
Development

In our study, we acknowledge the importance that 
all staff, all students and all activities are involved 
in the work with ESD. This is also how we under-
stand the concept of a whole school approach 
(WSA). Scherp and Scherp’s (2007) model for 
school development in general, also called the 
whole school approach model, is here used as an 
analytical framework to understand important 
areas involved in a school organization. Their 
model includes four dimensions of a school orga-
nization that influence student outcomes. The 
dimensions are: Holistic idea, Routines and 
structures, Professional knowledge creations and 
Pedagogical practice. The four dimensions rep-
resent a school organization’s everyday practice, 
jointly considered as driving forces of school 
improvement on a general level (2007).

Mogren et  al. (2019) have worked with the 
Scherps’ whole school approach model in an 
ESD context. They define that the holistic idea 
refers to ‘the degree that schools have an articu-
lated, holistic vision of their aims concerning stu-
dent outcomes, and the pedagogic methods and 
perspectives that should be applied to realize the 
vision’ (p. 511). Routines and structures refer to 
the degree to which there are established routines 
and structures at the school that create stability 
and facilitate teachers’ teaching (ibid). 
Professional knowledge creations refer to 
whether there is an openness to changes and 
innovation that stimulates teachers’ professional 
development (ibid). Lastly, Pedagogical practice 
concerns what happens in the classroom, the 
teaching and the learning (ibid).

The results from the Mogren et  al. (2019) 
study showed that the holistic idea is the most 
essential element as it influences the three other 
dimensions and ‘thus is the primary connection 
between the Scherp model and the ESD whole 
school approach’ (Mogren et al., 2019, p. 513). 
Furthermore, the character of the holistic idea 
of ESD differs from other areas of education in 
the sense that ESD explicitly aims for the com-
mon good (Lotz-Sisitka, 2017; UNESCO, 
2021), while education in subject-specific areas 
aims for the individual’s increased learning. 
This is an important aspect to consider when 
working with ESD in a whole school 
organization.

In summary, we examine critical aspects in the 
work towards a whole school approach to ESD 
within a municipality school organization by 
considering school developmental work as circu-
lar and systematic processes (Dewey, 1966; Kolb, 
1984; Swedish National Agency for Education, 
2022), including educational dimensions defined 
in Scherp and Scherp’s (2007) model for school 
development.

14.3  Method—Narrative Case 
Study

This case study reports from 4 years of school 
developmental work in one municipality involv-
ing about 100 preschools and 50 schools, includ-
ing their leisure-time centres. As a case study 
with qualitative features, it seeks to reach deeper 
understanding of a specific case through thick 
descriptions of the situated context (Flyvbjerg, 
2011; Yin, 1994). The data material gathered 
and analysed is comprehensive, including for-
mal documents, meeting notes, field notes, sur-
veys, interviews, photos, etc. In total, more than 
2000 teachers, and 100 school leaders partici-
pated through surveys, seminars and interviews. 
Meeting notes (n = 40) with school leaders on a 
monthly basis, and multiple field notes orga-
nized in chronological order, are also part of the 
data we have gathered and used for this case 
study.
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Considering the long-term process of the 
developmental work of this case, we have chosen 
to analyse and report it as a narrative case study, 
following the principles of narrative methodol-
ogy (Webster & Mertova, 2007). Within such an 
approach, participants’ stories are considered to 
contribute to valuable and relevant knowledge, 
forming a narrative case study over time. In par-
ticular, the analytical work and structure of 
reporting the results have been led by a narrative 
approach (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Sonday 
et al., 2020), which for this case study includes 
the following stages:

 1. Setting the scene—data describing the specific 
context of this case were gathered and anal-
ysed in order to present a rich contextual 
background.

 2. Telling the story—based on comprehensive 
data material, the 4-year story of the school 
developmental process was summed up in 
chronological order and critical events trans-
forming the process in different ways were 
identified. Critical events are categorized as 
external events, reflections and actions 
according to experiential learning theories 
(Kolb, 1984).

 3. Analysing the plot—finally, the story and its 
critical events were analysed and interpreted 
in relation to the dimensions in Scherp and 
Scherp’s (2007) model for school 
development.

14.3.1  Ethical Considerations

Research participation in the school developmen-
tal process has undertaken ethical vetting with 
approval (Swedish Ethical Review Authority, 
Dnr: 2019–03239). Participants in the surveys, 
interviews and meetings have been informed in 
both oral and written form and agreed to be part 
of a research study. Ethical guidelines have been 
followed, paying respect to participants’ integrity 
and security, although no personal or sensitive 
data have been handled (Swedish Research 
Council, 2017).

14.4  Setting the Scene 
of this Case

During the last 4 years, one municipality in 
Sweden has been engaged in a continuous school 
development process, involving school leaders, 
teachers and researchers, to systematically 
strengthen the ongoing work and achieve a whole 
school approach to sustainability. A municipality 
is a geographical and administrational district, in 
charge of organizing public preschools, schools 
and leisure-time centres in accordance with 
national guidelines and curricula. This municipal-
ity’s developmental work stems back to many 
years of intense and engaged educational work 
regarding environmental and sustainability issues. 
Through the so-called Nature school, competence 
development in various forms has been offered, 
and a network of representatives from all pre-
schools and schools has met four times a year. At 
an earlier stage, the academic year also began 
with joint conferences focusing on ESD for edu-
cators and principals. Furthermore, there was also 
a decision in the political mission plan of 2013 
that activities should be developed in accordance 
with the National Agency for Education’s award 
‘School for sustainable development’, and here, 
the municipality was at the forefront, nationally. 
Although the municipality had worked intensively 
with ESD, including many successful individual 
examples, a general implementation in all schools 
and preschools had not yet been achieved, which 
was the driving force of the developmental work 
underlying this case.

14.4.1  The Story 
of the Developmental Process 
for Implementing ESD 
as a WSA

14.4.1.1  Year 1
The stepping stone for the developmental work 
that began in January 2019 was a decision by the 
Municipal Educational Board that resulted in a 
mission plan that aimed to implement ESD in all 
preschools and schools between grades 1 and 9. 
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The intention was that ESD should reach all 
pupils, regardless of individually engaged teach-
ers. From this political goal, a more detailed 
action plan was developed and signed by the head 
of the municipal school department, guiding the 
work for 4 years (2019–2022). The Nature school 
together with a reference group on ESD consist-
ing of school leaders were assigned as supporting 
actors and in charge of the implementation work. 
Through network structures, organized by the 
Nature school, a variety of activities were offered 
to teachers and individual schools on an annual 
basis. Two researchers were engaged in the proj-
ect to follow, study and support the implementa-
tion. In the beginning, the project work was 
organized in a top-down network approach, with 
school leaders and teachers who were interested 
in supporting network activities (Fig. 14.1).

One of the major critical events in the initial 
process was the decision to start the developmen-
tal work with a survey mapping the current work 
across the whole municipality, not just including 
those who had previously chosen to engage in 
ESD activities. During the first months of the 
project, the survey was developed in cooperation 
with researchers, school leaders and teachers. 
The survey construction was theoretically based 
on, and structured according to, the general 
didactic principles asking why, what and how 
(Uljens, 1997), and were related to descriptions 
of ESD in national and international steering 
documents (Swedish National Agency for 

Education, 2016, 2018, 2019; UN General 
Assembly, 2015; UNESCO, 2014). The survey 
consisted of 40 Likert scale items and seven 
open-ended items and took about 20 minutes to 
complete. The purpose of the closed questions 
was to get an overall picture of the teachers’ per-
ceptions of current aims (I work with ESD 
because I personally find it important), content (I 
work with the social goals), methods (In my 
teaching, I use learning environments in the local 
community), and perceived needs (I need more 
knowledge about the content of the global goals) 
related to ESD in their daily teaching practice. 
Although the closed questions were grouped into 
three different main areas (why, what and how), 
the purpose was not to measure three underlying 
constructs; instead, each question was considered 
to have an individual value. The purpose of the 
free-response questions was to gain a deeper 
understanding of the educators’ perspectives, 
especially with regard to the need for competence 
development and support, and to capture aspects 
that may not have been included in the closed 
questions. For a detailed description of the sur-
vey, see Manni and Knekta (2022). The reasons 
for focusing on teachers in the survey were to 
map what kind of ESD teaching was offered to all 
students and children in the municipality in terms 
of equal ESD education, as well as aiming to 
direct the ESD seminars and activities towards 
the needs or desired content that would increase 
relevance for the teachers.

Fig. 14.1 Initial ESD 
organization (illustration 
by Matz Glatz). 
Top-down structure with 
supporting actors acting 
in parallel with the 
ordinary steering chain
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The survey was distributed and analysed for 
the first time in Year 1 (September 2019). Analysis 
of the data showed that most teachers found ESD 
important, but fewer regularly prioritized this in 
their teaching. A comparative analysis between 
the different educational actors, that is pre-
schools, leisure-time centres, grades 0–6 and 7–9 
showed ESD was dealt with differently by the 
different actors and age groups of the children. 
The results indicated a need for individual in- 
service training and a lack of routines and struc-
tures for ESD work at the individual school level. 
The open-ended items confirmed and nuanced 
the need for in-service training. They also gave a 
rich description of organizational obstacles. Time 
constraints and a lack of common understanding 
were two prominent examples of organizational 
obstacles. Furthermore, the overall organiza-
tional structure for ESD was questioned since it 
implicated a linear top-down structure and not a 
process-based structure that invited dialogue and 
feedback. Thus, the obstacles related to ESD 
were found in the organizational structures and 
support, not only in the individual needs concern-
ing teachers’ knowledge and teaching skills 
within ESD (as had been anticipated by the 
Educational Board when planning the survey). 
Analysing these results was the major critical 
event derived from the survey, and reflecting on 
this event within the reference group resulted in 
several important actions. The main change 
involved dialogue and feedback between the 
teachers and the supporting actors (the Nature 
school and the reference group), which had not 
explicitly been done before. One action in prac-
tice was a change of activities offered to teachers 
at the ESD network seminars to meet the needs 
reported in the survey. Another action was a 
change in the character of network seminars, 
from lectures to discussions and collegial dia-
logues. The Nature school and the reference 
group remained as the responsible supporting 
actors, continuing to operate in parallel with the 
ordinary steering chain (Fig. 14.2).

14.4.1.2  Year 2
As a result of the reflected results from the sur-
vey, one part of which regarded teachers asking 

for new ideas on how to work with ESD, docu-
mentation of ongoing activities in school prac-
tices was sampled. Besides more traditional 
outdoor environmental activities and artwork 
with recycled material, new ideas such as a 
second- hand market and a co-creative playing 
room were displayed (Manni, 2023). The exam-
ples were intended to serve as inspirational 
examples and to give credit to existing work. 
Special focus was placed on providing activities 
adjusted to different target groups to include and 
empower all actors. The network seminars during 
the spring of 2020 were organized in the same 
vein, to meet the needs of the teachers as 
expressed in the survey.

In the survey, teachers in leisure-time centres 
reported a greater need for professional develop-
ment compared to the other teacher categories. 
This finding led to an in-depth research study 
focusing on teachers’ work with ESD. This exter-
nal event, which was reported back to the munici-
pality, contributed to shift in focus from routines 
and structures to also include the holistic idea of 
ESD (Manni & Knekta, 2022). It became clear 
that although many understood and valued sus-
tainability as part of teaching and learning, they 
did not have a common understanding of ESD, 
and therefore could not really place it within the 
traditional teaching structures. Furthermore, 
comparing the results from teachers in leisure- 
time centres with other groups of teachers, many 
schoolteachers reported that lack of time to add 
sustainability to their subject-specific schedules 
was why they did not teach it. That might indicate 
a misunderstanding about ESD as a new subject 
or yet another content to cover in their already 
full curriculum, rather than an approach and a 
perspective within all subjects. This finding 
reflects Johnston’s (2009) article about the need 
to step out of the curriculum box when working 
with environmental and sustainability issues. In 
other words, the expressions regarding lack of 
time to work with ESD also indicate a lack of 
understanding of the holistic idea behind ESD.

One critical external event in our case that 
affected not only this developmental work but the 
entire world was the coronavirus that spread in 
the spring of 2020. Due to the pandemic restric-
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Fig. 14.2 Revised ESD 
organization model 
(illustration by Matz 
Glantz). Top-down 
structure. Increased 
focus on dialogue 
between supporting 
actors and teachers

tions, all planned activities within the ESD net-
work were put on hold for one semester. Despite 
the obvious reasons for this pause, it was most 
unfortunate for the continuous process and dia-
logue with the participants. During this period of 
pandemic restrictions, a reflective report on the 
results from the survey and the follow-up activi-
ties was written. One major finding from the 
report was that the teachers needed more struc-
tural support in their ESD work. Further, the 
report pointed at some disadvantages in assign-
ing two groups outside the ordinary steering 
chain (i.e. the Nature school and the reference 
group), responsibility for implementation and 
support. Being parallel organizations gave them 
less authority and less opportunity to push 
through changes within the organization. This 
event was critical and worked as a turning point 
for a more conscious process to revise and incor-
porate ESD within the ordinary steering chain of 
the whole municipality (Fig. 14.2).

In the autumn of 2020, the pandemic still 
restricted staff from meeting and working as 
usual, and new digital forms of meetings and 
seminars were established, providing space for 
joint reflective analyses between researchers, the 
reference group and teachers. At this point, the 
developmental work was explicitly articulated as 
a systematic circular process (cf. Swedish 
National Agency for Education, 2022), not as a 
linear top-down project. This internal reflection 
and transformation of how the work was framed 
and communicated was another of the major crit-

ical events in our case, as the new communication 
process opened doors to communicate with 
school leaders in general, not only within the 
established ‘ESD-family’. One might say that 
this critical event was a game changer to address-
ing ESD as a whole school approach within the 
general educational organization of this 
municipality.

At the end of year two, as part of the shift of 
focus from individual teachers’ work to the whole 
school organization, we decided to develop a new 
survey directed at school leaders, with the same 
areas of questioning as in the teacher survey. We 
will return to the results of this activity as an 
event in the developmental process.

14.4.1.3  Year 3
After 2 years of developmental work, where the 
survey mapping had played a significant part in 
understanding the ongoing work among teachers 
and the existing school structures, an additional 
focus was set. This entailed using the survey as a 
tool not only to provide informative overviews at 
a municipality level but also for inclusive devel-
opmental work at each school unit. Through col-
laborative work between researchers and the 
ESD reference group, a ‘Support for ESD dia-
logue’ tool for teachers and school leaders was 
developed. The dialogue tool mirrors the struc-
ture of the surveys and provides a simple guide 
for analysing the survey results and identifying 
future ESD development.
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The developmental processes hence moved 
between micro and macro levels within the 
municipality, showing how to pay attention to all 
levels in an inclusive whole school approach, but 
also how these levels are aligned. Finally, after 
some delays due to the pandemic, in May 2021, 
the ‘Support for ESD dialogue’ tool was used for 
the first time in schools with guidance from a 
researcher and the head of Nature school. This 
event was critical, as the municipality work was 
now finally reaching individual schools in the 
implementation work, i.e. increased agency in 
the processes, shifting the ownership down from 
the top (Stoll et al., 2006).

In the autumn of 2021, a new leader in the 
municipality educational organization, with 
responsibility for assessing quality, was hired. 
This turned out to be a door-opener for the school 
development process, bringing increased engage-
ment from an actor representing the top of the 
municipality educational organization, who also 
began to join the ESD reference group meetings.

14.4.1.4  Year 4
At the start of year 4, the developmental process 
had revealed and resolved several critical aspects 
in striving for a whole school approach to ESD; 
the educational organization had improved, and 
teachers’ in-service training was more tuned to 
their needs, as well as emphasizing dialogue.

But more improvements were yet to come; the 
results from the survey of the school leaders, 
developed in late 2020, were analysed and 
showed that the leaders also needed support in 
ESD work. The kind of support asked for was on 
an organizational level but also regarding how to 
understand the very idea of ESD as a whole 
school approach. Intensified collaboration and 
dialogue between the school leaders and support-
ing actors, an acknowledgement of ESD as 
important for all, and a need for organizational 
support were agreed. This event involved discus-
sions regarding supporting school structures, 
including an emphasis on ESD as a mandatory 
educational task, instead of optional as before. 
This change of view was seen in practice when 
ESD was put on the monthly agendas for princi-
pals and ESD seminars to raise competence, spe-

cifically among the main school leaders, were 
asked for. In this situation, the top-down approach 
was helpful and necessary to engage all levels of 
the school organization in ESD, not only 
teachers.

Furthermore, this awareness among the main 
school leaders included a reorganizational pro-
posal for ESD, now as a task within the ordinary 
steering chain and not merely reliant on support 
from external actors (Fig. 14.3). This new struc-
ture thus included a shift of responsibility for 
ESD from the head of the Nature school to the 
school leaders of the four educational areas 
within the municipality, that is a shift from a vol-
untary task to mandatory and participatory-led 
work. Moreover, the school leaders were also 
introduced to how to work with ESD as a circu-
lar, systematic and dialogic approach to school 
development (Stoll et al., 2006), with them taking 

Fig. 14.3 Current ESD organization structure, after 4 
years of work (illustration by Matz Glantz). Top-down 
structure is replaced with dialogue between all actors in 
the educational organization, and supporting actors are 
included in the ordinary steering chain

A. Manni et al.



209

responsibility for the implementation of ESD as a 
whole school approach.

In this process of change, one critical event 
proved to be the continuous discussions with the 
municipal heads of education, school leaders and 
the supporting actors from the Nature school on 
what ESD implies as a holistic idea. The opportu-
nity to discuss this issue with colleagues at the 
same organizational level and other school 
 leaders, as preparation before leading teachers 
and staff in the ongoing work, was appreciated.

Besides the developmental processes at the 
school organizational level, seminars and work-
shops with teachers were also held during this 
period, mainly with preschools, asking for new 
ideas and perspectives on ESD and outdoor 
teaching, and with staff from leisure-time centres 
wanting to meet colleagues and share ideas about 
how to work with ESD in their specific practice.

At the end of our 4-year story of ESD devel-
opment, we conclude that the work in practice 
has not ended but re-started on a new cycle of 
improvement. A new survey to teachers and 
school leaders was administered during late 
spring of 2022. The tentative results suggest con-
tinuous work to deepen the understanding of 
ESD as a holistic idea and what that might mean 
as a whole school approach, for teachers as well 
as for school leaders. Results from the survey 
will be brought back into the new organizational 
structure and be part of the future ESD work. 
School leaders and teachers will also take a more 
active part in analysing and reflecting on their 
own results to strengthen the ownership of their 
developmental work. The next step of further 
improvements will also include the pupils and 
their opinions on ESD, in accordance with the 
initial political mission plan.

14.5  Analysing the Plot and Its 
Critical Events Using Scherp’s 
Model of School 
Improvement

In order to analyse the story of this case, we com-
bined its critical events with the dimensions of 
Scherp’s model of school improvement: Holistic 

idea, Routines and structures, Professional 
knowledge creation and Pedagogical practice 
(Mogren et  al., 2019; Scherp & Scherp, 2007). 
We differentiated the critical events as either 
external events, reflections or actions, in line with 
experiential learning theories (cf. Kolb, 1984). 
Figure 14.4 displays the critical events in chrono-
logical order and how different dimensions of the 
Scherp model have been uncovered in different 
stages of the process of our case. Below, we will 
sum up Fig. 14.4 in words.

When the task of implementing ESD was 
given in the mission plan issued by the municipal 
politicians, the formulation in the document had 
a clear whole school approach as a holistic idea—
that all units should contribute to all pupils’ 
learning and meaning-making within ESD, 
although this was not established as a concrete 
concept. The critical event following the plan was 
to distribute the survey. Although all areas of the 
school development model were represented in 
the survey, the focus came to be on teachers’ cur-
rent work with ESD as well as their need for sup-
port or in-service training. Further, as it was only 
the teachers who were asked to answer the sur-
vey, this indicated that they were responsible for 
conducting ESD. Thus, although the holistic idea 
was prominent in the mission plan, aspects of 
professional knowledge creation and pedagogi-
cal practice were unconsciously focused on in 
the beginning of the school developmental pro-
cess. After analysing the results from the survey, 
a shift in understanding important factors for suc-
cessfully reaching a WSA on ESD was seen. The 
results put focus on professional knowledge cre-
ation and pedagogical practice of professionals, 
but also on routines and structures. The teachers 
found ESD important but mentioned a lack of 
routines and structures as a main obstacle to its 
implementation, a result that changed the game 
of the developmental processes. A new organiza-
tion model was implemented, and professional 
development organizations were restructured. In 
the process of improving professional develop-
ment for teachers, and in particular for teachers 
in leisure-time centres, the focus turned back to 
the holistic idea. A holistic idea of what ESD is 
and how it can be implemented, shared by teach-
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Fig. 14.4 Schematic 
illustration of the critical 
events (external event, 
reflections and actions) 
in chronological order 
during the school 
developmental process 
(left side), combined 
with theoretical analysis 
based on dimensions of 
Scherp’s model of 
school improvement: 
holistic idea, routines 
and structures, 
professional knowledge 
creation and pedagogical 
practice (right side). 
Filled forms indicate 
where the focus was at 
the moment

ers and school leaders, was found to be funda-
mental to successfully working with the three 
other WSA dimensions. At this stage of the pro-
cess, we also put the spotlight on the linearity of 
the process and how the supporting structures 
were operating outside of the main organization. 

These two aspects of routines and structures 
seemed to hamper the possibility of developing a 
common holistic idea and again showed the 
interconnectedness of the four dimensions of the 
WSA. Implementation of ESD instead became 
communicated as a circular process, and the first 
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step towards including ESD in the ordinary qual-
ity work in the municipality was taken. The sup-
port for dialogue for school leaders and teachers 
was developed as a tool to include all actors in the 
development work. It aimed to serve as a means 
for professional knowledge creation as well as 
creating a shared holistic idea. This (we believe) 
will in turn, together with changed routines and 
structures, lay a solid foundation for future peda-
gogical practices of ESD.

14.6  Concluding Remarks

The aim of this study was to gain a rich under-
standing of the work in practice with ESD at a 
school organizational level. We searched for 
knowledge about what role different aspects of a 
school organization play in a successful imple-
mentation of ESD in a whole school organization 
and what events can be critical in the process of 
implementing ESD.  What might be unique for 
our case within the context of a whole school 
approach on ESD, is that the ‘whole school’ not 
only includes one school unit but one municipal-
ity (the administrational district in Sweden in 
charge of organizing public preschools, schools 
and leisure centres), with all its schools, leaders 
and teachers. Our case should then be seen and 
understood as an example on a macrolevel. 
Summarizing the experiences from our case 
study of the school development work, we finally 
conclude on some vital and critical aspects that 
we think are more general, and of interest to oth-
ers wanting to develop and transform their ESD 
work by taking a WSA. The first two conclusions 
regard the process of implementing ESD, while 
the last one regards dimensions of a WSA to 
ESD.

14.6.1  The Systematic and Reflective 
Process of Research-Led 
Developmental Work for ESD

The characteristics of the process as dialogic, 
reflective and systematic (cf. Kolb, 1984) have 
proved to be important for the changes and school 

development overall. Looking back, we conclude 
that our work can be viewed as a ‘transdisci-
plinary professional learning community’ (cf. 
Stoll et al., 2006), since we have worked together 
as researchers, school leaders, principals and 
teachers. Within the reference group, our differ-
ent experiences and professional knowledge have 
been useful in reflecting on the critical events and 
actions taken in the developmental work, and 
have given more strength and stability to the 
whole process, and in learning from each other’s 
different professional points of views. We would 
also emphasize the involvement and participation 
of teachers in each school practice, forming their 
respective learning communities and strengthen-
ing their ESD work. From our experience, this is 
crucial in a holistic approach to ESD, or as a 
whole school approach, and in opposition to lin-
ear or top-down project-based developmental 
work (cf. Rieckmann, 2018).

14.6.2  The Development and Use 
of the Surveys, 
and the Support for ESD 
Dialogue

The development and use of the surveys, and the 
support for ESD dialogue have been most valu-
able. Despite the history and examples of good 
work with ESD in this municipality, the surveys 
provided both an overview and new knowledge 
beyond the established understandings of ESD in 
general. The comprehensive information in the 
teacher and principal surveys provided opportu-
nities to analyse different dimensions of ESD in 
practice on a municipal level. We found educa-
tional dimensions (routines and structures) and 
actors (teachers in leisure-time centres, as well as 
principles and school leaders) that were some-
what invisible and forgotten in the previous ESD 
work (Manni & Knekta, 2022), which helped to 
direct support and change to those actors in need 
of improvement.
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14.6.3  The Importance 
of Organizational Support

Another main conclusion from our work is the 
importance of the shift in focus from individual 
teachers to the organizational level to develop 
ESD as a whole school approach, engaging the 
entire ‘education system’ (Mathie & Wals, 2022). 
From a school organizational point of view, the 
results from the surveys, in combination with the 
analytical lens of the Scherp model (Scherp & 
Scherp, 2007), were crucial in transforming and 
communicating important aspects of the develop-
mental work with all actors. We found that with-
out the supporting structures from the very top of 
the organization, no lasting progress or transfor-
mation could happen. We dare to conclude this 
based on many years of individual engagement 
on ESD in this municipality without having 
reached a general acknowledgement of its impor-
tance. Not until ESD was properly included in 
the ordinary steering chain, in formal quality 
assessments, and in school leader agendas, was 
there a hope of successfully achieving the task.

14.6.4  The Holistic Understanding 
of ESD

This dimension of the school development model 
(Scherp & Scherp, 2007) has shown to be more 
important than we thought (even though previous 
research pointed in that direction [Mogren et al., 
2019]). Scratching the surface, we have learnt 
that many teachers and school leaders have a 
shallow understanding of ESD, even less as a 
whole school approach with aims for the com-
mon good (UNESCO, 2021). Many are trapped 
in the traditional understandings of teaching and 
educational curricula (Johnston, 2009), where 
ESD is seen as something ‘extra’ and not ‘within’; 
furthermore, current school organizations seem 
to support those traditions, complicating the nec-
essary changes to reach a whole school approach 
on ESD (Holst et al., 2020).

We finally conclude that it has been most valu-
able to follow ongoing work over a long period of 
time, providing opportunities for sharing 

thoughts, systematically reviewing critical events 
and, with help of the school organization model, 
identify dimensions of importance for successful 
and inclusive ESD work.
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15Weaving Curriculum, Assessment, 
and Pedagogy: Global Citizenship 
Experience Lab School’s 
Whole- School Approach 
to Sustainability and Global 
Citizenship Education

Stephanie Leite

Key Message
This case study suggests that weaving curricu-
lum, assessment, and pedagogy together may act 
as a fulcrum around which other school dimen-
sions can be reoriented toward whole-school 
transformation. The case demonstrates that tran-
sitioning to such an integrated, student-centered, 
and project-based learning model can be initially 
disorienting for both students and teachers. To 
overcome this challenge, the chapter argues that 
scaffolds are needed to support and prepare new 
school members for such a learning model.

15.1  Introduction

Education is widely recognized as playing an 
important role in sustainability transitions and 
climate change adaptation and mitigation 
(Kwauk, 2020; MECCE and NAAEE, 2022; 
Wals & Benavot, 2017). To leverage the potential 
of education in imagining and enacting more sus-
tainable futures, mainstream approaches to 
schooling must expand beyond their current 
focus on test-driven cognitive learning to include 
social-emotional learning and action competen-

cies that prepare learners to transform unsustain-
able behaviors, attitudes, and systems (MECCE 
and NAAEE, 2022; UNESCO, 2021).

Theoretical contributions to the field of educa-
tion for sustainable development (ESD) and cli-
mate change education (CCE) recommend 
learning approaches that are project-based, expe-
riential, localized, and grounded in real-world 
contexts (Demssie et  al., 2020; Kwauk, 2020). 
Implementing these recommendations and reori-
enting schools toward a greater focus on sustain-
ability requires more than making additions to 
curriculum; many ESD scholars advocate for a 
“whole system redesign” to rethink the underly-
ing values and assumptions that influence school 
structures (Sterling, 2004; Wals & Benavot, 
2017).

Schools that take such a whole-school 
approach (WSA) to sustainability education posi-
tion sustainability not as a discrete disciplinary 
subject, but as a core purpose of schooling. WSAs 
explore sustainability in a relational way, embed-
ding it in all aspects of the school’s systems, from 
curriculum and pedagogy to school vision and 
leadership (Wals & Mathie, 2022). Support for 
WSAs as an effective and necessary way to 
implement environmental and sustainability edu-
cation is backed by stakeholders at international, 
regional, and local levels (Hargreaves, 2008; 
UNESCO, 2016). Despite the wide theoretical 
support for WSAs, examples of schools that prac-
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tice such a model are still not mainstream. Aside 
from the challenges of implementing a WSA at 
the school level—such as rethinking school 
schedules, staff and teacher training, grading sys-
tems, school infrastructure, and teacher evalua-
tion standards—transitioning schools to a WSA 
to sustainability is further complicated by the 
wider systems in which schools are embedded.

A whole-system redesign at the school level is 
therefore difficult because our educational sys-
tems have yet to undergo a similar redesign pro-
cess; these ingrained systems in turn limit the 
extent of innovation that can take place at any 
individual school. For example, in their redesign 
process, schools will likely confront policies and 
practices that restrict innovation at: the district 
level (how funding is allocated and the types of 
professional development offered); state or pro-
vincial level (how curriculum standards are writ-
ten and teacher certification requirements are 
designed); and national level (how grades are 
communicated and college admissions require-
ments are set). Any changes made at the school 
level must therefore consider the school’s embed-
dedness within these systems, which may enable 
or constrain desired changes. The entangled rela-
tionships at different levels highlight the need to 
simultaneously engage stakeholders across the 
web to make any significant change (Ferreira & 
Ryan, 2013).

15.1.1  GCE Lab School in the Context 
of Sustainability Education 
in the United States

In the United States, there is no national mandate 
to teach about sustainability or climate change. 
The onus therefore falls on states, NGOs, schools, 
and individual teachers to integrate content into 
their programming (Feinstein & Carlton, 2013). 
Such efforts usually focus on curriculum reform, 
as it is the most feasible way of ensuring students 
build sustainability literacy. While an important 
first step, a sole focus on curricular reform is 
widely acknowledged as insufficient in preparing 
learners with the knowledge, skills, values, and 
agency needed to cultivate more sustainable and 

just futures (Kwauk, 2020; Sterling et al., 2018; 
Stevenson et  al., 2017; UNESCO, 2018). 
However, when curriculum is designed around 
ESD themes and pedagogies, it necessarily acts 
as a fulcrum that connects other school structures 
and practices (Sterling, 2013).

One school that has served as a laboratory for 
imagining and testing alternatives to entrenched 
educational conventions is Global Citizenship 
Experience Lab School (GCELS), an indepen-
dent upper secondary school in Chicago, Illinois, 
USA.  A private nonprofit school, GCELS was 
founded in 2010 on the belief that, in order to 
“cultivate responsible global citizens in the 21st 
century, the traditional transmissive models of 
education” must be “rethought from the ground 
up” (Leite & Moring-D’Angier, 2022, p.  24). 
GCELS holds that students should graduate high 
school with the practical experience, empathy, 
and agency needed for careers that are both ful-
filling and meaningful for fostering a sustainable 
world.

Built around an approach similar to the “head, 
hands, and heart” model (Sipos et  al., 2008), 
GCELS’s program aims to instill in students the 
knowledge, skills, and values of global citizen-
ship. Over the 4-year program, students develop 
ESD competencies (see Redman & Wiek, 2021) 
including systems thinking, futures thinking, and 
inter- and intrapersonal competencies. There is 
also a special focus on building action compe-
tence, which entails a combination of: strength-
ening conceptual knowledge of action 
possibilities; developing a willingness to take 
action; and growing confidence that one has both 
the abilities to make change and that actions 
taken will make a positive contribution to sus-
tainable development (Sass et  al., 2022). As an 
independent school, GCELS is not mandated to 
follow the Illinois State Board of Education stan-
dards, nor does it have to follow the state assess-
ment schedule, which gives the school more 
freedom to experiment with innovative and inte-
grated approaches to curriculum, assessment, and 
pedagogy.

This chapter presents a case study of GCELS’s 
approach to sustainability by examining artifacts 
from two Grade 9 courses as a way of exploring 

S. Leite



217

the interconnections between the school’s cur-
riculum, assessment, and pedagogy—as well as 
how connecting these three dimensions 
 reverberates throughout the entire school model 
and beyond. In addition, this case study high-
lights the obstacles encountered when attempting 
to implement a WSA to sustainability and identi-
fies some of the wider systemic changes that 
must be made to amplify innovation at the school 
level.

15.1.2  Theoretical Underpinnings

GCELS’s learning model is influenced by the 
rich tradition of progressive education in Chicago, 
where the impact of educators like John Dewey 
and Jane Addams still resonates. The Progressive 
Era of education, focused on real-world problem- 
solving, social interaction, and personal reflec-
tion, has many pedagogical similarities with 
sustainability education and can be seen as a pre-
cursor to ESD (Armstrong, 2011). Progressive 
and ESD educators similarly embrace construc-
tivist learning theory, where teachers act as facili-
tators of student-centered environments that 
allow learners to construct their own meaning 
and knowledge (ibid.).

The collaborative learning approach and 
instructional support embedded in GCELS’s cur-
riculum—to be discussed throughout this chap-
ter—can be analyzed through the lens of 
Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural learning theory. 
Central to Vygotsky’s theory is his conceptual-
ization of the zone of proximal development 
(ZPD), or the difference between what a learner 
can do without versus what a learner can do with 
assistance. Such assistance is provided through 
scaffolding, a concept introduced by Vygotsky 
(1978) and elaborated upon by Bruner (1986) for 
its instructional applications (De León, 2012). 
Scaffolding—or breaking learning into digestible 
chunks that assist with the learning process—
might include a variety of strategies, including 
the use of tools that are appropriate to a learner’s 
interests and knowledge level, or modeling 
behaviors and processes to support learners in 
digesting new concepts or developing new skills 

(Armstrong, 2015). Scaffolding is especially 
helpful in ESD, due to the complex and values- 
laden nature of the content (ibid.). While Bruner 
(1986) developed scaffolding for use with school- 
aged children, the technique is equally applicable 
to learners of any age (De León, 2012). At 
GCELS, scaffolding is built into both the student 
and teacher learning experiences. GCELS’s pro-
cess in identifying the need for such scaffolds 
and building them into their learning model may 
offer useful insights for other learning institu-
tions transitioning from a WSA to sustainability.

15.1.3  Methodology

Considering the need for examples of how to 
transition schools to more student-centered and 
WSAs to sustainability, this case study builds on 
personal practitioner insights from 8  years of 
working at GCELS as a teacher, curriculum 
designer, and trainer between 2012 and 2020. 
While GCELS offers a full educational program 
for students in Grades 9–12, this chapter analyzes 
courses from the first term of Grade 9 and the 
program elements specifically designed to ease 
the transition of students and teachers into the 
GCELS learning community. Examining and 
analyzing publicly-available online student port-
folios and course-related documents from the 
two Grade 9 courses featured was the main data 
source.

15.2  The GCELS Model

15.2.1  Curriculum

Curriculum is perhaps the most approachable 
starting point for integrating sustainability into 
school programming. Focusing on curriculum 
draws immediate attention to what is being 
taught, with less attention given to how it is 
taught, or why. At GCELS, an early commitment 
to the three keywords in the school name—
global, citizenship, and experience—brought the 
why and how under scrutiny as part of the cur-
riculum design process. A commitment to global 
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awareness led to alignment with the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals; dedication to 
active citizenship manifested in thematic, inquiry- 
and project-based curriculum; and a commitment 
to practical experience gave rise to real-world 
experiential learning. In this way, curriculum 
became fundamental to the development of the 
school model, as structures, policies, and training 
had to be designed to support such learning 
approaches. In the following section, I discuss 
GCELS’s learning model, which combines 
inquiry- and project-based learning through 
investigations that cycle from guiding questions 
to action projects.

15.2.1.1  Real-World, Inquiry- 
and Project-Based Learning

What are the biggest challenges facing humanity, 
and how do we address them? Students begin 
their first term at GCELS by grappling with this 
guiding question. The prompt is the first in a 
series of questions that guide students’ initial 
integrated Humanities course, titled SDGs and 
You: Mission 2030. The SDGs and You course 
introduces students to the 17 UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and connects them 
to the city of Chicago, thereby locally contextual-
izing the global goals. Each step of the learning 
unit is initiated with a guiding question (GQ) to 
stimulate curiosity and critical thinking. The 
sequence of questions moves from exploring 
broad global issues to thinking about local and 
individual reflections and actions (see Table 15.1). 
These questions are posed by the teacher as 
model guiding questions, introducing students to 
the inquiry-based learning environment. As stu-
dents progress through the 4-year program, they 
become more adept at generating their own guid-
ing questions and designing corresponding 
investigations.

The SDGs and You course is structured as 
three cyclical investigations (or Units), each 
unfolding in three, often overlapping, stages: an 
internal investigation (I), which introduces core 
vocabulary, formulas, concepts, and academic 
skills needed to pursue the guiding question; an 
external investigation (E), which connects class-
room concepts to real-life scenarios through city- 

wide field experiences; and an action project (A), 
whereby students synthesize and demonstrate 
learning from the unit through a hands-on, multi-
media project. The action project balances cogni-
tive, psychomotor, and affective learning domains 
(see Sipos et al., 2008) and builds action compe-
tence. All GCELS courses include these “IEA” 
phases, though delineations between the stages 
are not fixed.

Prompted by the guiding questions, students 
taking the SDGs and You course learn world 
geography, write comparative case studies, draw 
and analyze resource maps of Chicago neighbor-
hoods, and interpret global statistics through the 
lenses of human rights and equity. Through these 
hands-on activities, they build core academic 
skills, including reading, writing, and social stud-
ies competencies that are aligned with the United 
States Common Core State Standards (CCSS) 
and the College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) 
Framework for Social Studies State Standards.

In addition to aligning with CCSS and C3 
standards, GCELS interprets the SDGs as a set of 
global “standards” that drive a pragmatic defini-
tion of global citizenship education (Leite, 2021). 
While the SDG connections are evident in SDGs 
and You, every other core GCELS course also 
aligns with at least one SDG and indicator. If 
aligning curriculum with academic standards 
steers students toward literacy recommended at 
the national level, aligning with the SDGs 
 contextualizes learning in both local and global 
settings.

Table 15.1 Unit 1 guiding questions for the SDGs and 
You course (2021 iteration)

Course GQ What are the biggest challenges 
facing humanity, and how do we 
address them?

   Unit 1 GQ How can everyone have access 
to resources that meet basic 
human needs?

     Internal 
investigation 
GQ

How do you know when basic 
needs are met?

     External 
investigation 
GQ

How accessible are resources to 
satisfy your basic human needs?

     Action project 
GQ

When do basic human needs 
become basic human rights?
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During the first term of the school year, the 
SDGs and You Humanities course is paired with 
the Water STEAM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering, Arts, Mathematics) course, which 
takes a deep dive into SDG 6. Pursuing the ques-
tion, How is our understanding of water reflected 
in our interactions with it?, students learn alge-
bra, functions, and Earth and life sciences. Using 
data from sources ranging from local municipali-
ties to the UN, the course explores the paradox of 
water as a resource that is at the same time abun-
dant and rare. STEAM skills are developed 
within a sociological context, using timely real- 
world examples that are updated each year during 
an annual process of course revision. Offering the 
SDGs and You and Water courses during the same 
term allows teachers to collaborate and plan les-
sons that encourage students to draw connections 
between social and ecological sustainability.

GCELS’s approach to project-based learning 
(PBL) covers the seven “gold standard” princi-
ples identified by the Buck Institute for Education, 
a leader in PBL since the 1980s. These principles 
include the following: a challenging problem or 
question; sustained inquiry; authenticity; student 
voice and choice; reflection; critique and revi-
sion; and a public product (Larmer et al., 2015). 
GCELS’s curriculum departs from common 
interpretations of PBL—which foreground the 
student voice and choice principle—by including 
a recommended, pre-written course outline that 
can be used directly by teachers. Having a pre-
written curriculum provides scaffolding for 
teachers who are new to facilitating PBL and 
may need the extra structure as they transition to 
a more student-centered classroom (Barron et al., 
1998; Larmer et al., 2015). Additional scaffolds 
will be discussed in the following section on 
pedagogy.

15.2.2  Pedagogy

Sustainability education is as much about peda-
gogy as it is about curriculum (Evans & Ferreira, 
2020). Teaching through real-world, inquiry- and 
project-based learning calls for “unlearning” 
ingrained habits and assumptions that both stu-

dents and teachers bring to the school setting 
(Lozano et  al., 2022). Some of these habits 
include siloed disciplinary thinking, expected 
student-teacher roles, and favored test-based 
measures of achievement.

By the time students reach Grade 9, they have 
had almost a decade of experiences that influence 
what they expect to do, feel, and learn in school. 
Likewise, teachers who join GCELS directly 
from other schools or teacher-training institutes 
have little practice in how to foster and facilitate 
an inquiry- and project-based environment. 
Despite broad support for the use of active, 
student- centered pedagogies in sustainability 
learning, “a lack of clear guidelines for ‘how to’ 
is off-putting” for many teachers (Evans & 
Ferreira, 2020, p. 29). An awareness of these res-
ervations has influenced the onboarding and pro-
fessional development processes at GCELS and 
led to the Model the Learning course, which asks 
teachers to complete course action projects as an 
example for the students, thereby shifting class-
room power dynamics and opening a dialog 
between students and teacher on process and 
assessment criteria.

15.2.2.1  Modeling the Learning
When introducing a new action project, GCELS 
teachers share their own sample and ask students 
to evaluate it using the project rubric. An exam-
ple of one such teacher project is shared in 
Fig. 15.1, which was posted on a GCELS teach-
er’s public blog. This project asks learners to 
design an infographic for use on Chicago public 
transportation that raises awareness about water 
usage (see Table 15.2 for the project rubric). The 
infographic includes calculations on personal 
water usage and comparisons to national and 
international statistics. Students demonstrate a 
range of competencies in producing the info-
graphic, including: math calculations and graph-
ing; visual communication and graphic design; 
and global and intrapersonal awareness. All 
action projects are posted publicly on the stu-
dent’s blog, along with a personal reflection 
about the process and lessons learned.

Having teachers complete the action project 
and present it to students positions teachers as 
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Fig. 15.1 Sample action project from the Water course by a STEAM teacher at GCELS (AMD, 2014)

students and students as teachers, promoting a 
power shift with various and far-reaching impli-
cations. First, it gives teachers credibility for hav-
ing gone through the process students will go 
through. At the same time, teachers gain insights 
into the learning process that they would not oth-
erwise have (for example, teachers may share 
what the experience was like, or how long it took 
them to complete each step). When teachers open 
their work up to critique from students, this 
builds transparency and understanding about the 
assessment criteria; students now understand the 
project from the perspective of teachers. Overall, 
this mutual shift helps transition the classroom to 
a more horizontal power dynamic; oftentimes, 
both teachers and students will offer improve-
ments to a rubric based on their role shifting.

The added scaffolding in GCELS’s curricu-
lum is a response to several years of observing 
students and teachers struggle to adjust to the 
school’s learning model. Aspiring to the “gold 
standard” of PBL requires significant time and 
energy from teachers as they not only design 

course content and structure but also undergo a 
process of letting go of the perceived needs to 
“control” their classroom and to be the sole con-
tent expert that disseminates information to 
students.

For these reasons, part of GCELS’s onboard-
ing process for new teachers is to complete a 
Model the Learning professional development 
course. Model the Learning is designed for teach-
ers to experience the student perspective before 
teaching a new course. Teachers receive the writ-
ten course curriculum and then actually take the 
course by reading embedded materials, complet-
ing formative assessments, conducting external 
investigations, and completing the unit action 
projects. While moving through the course, they 
write reflections on the flow of questions, swap 
out content, update case studies, plan field expe-
riences, invite guest speakers, and revise the 
action project rubric and scaffolding based on 
their own learning experiences.

For teachers new to PBL, the Model the 
Learning process removes some of the unpredict-
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ability associated with action projects and affords 
them time to build their own reflexive practice. 
As teachers become more comfortable with their 
courses and the GCELS model in general, they 
rely less on the prescribed curriculum and 
become more confident in increasing student 
voice and choice. Having teachers complete 
Model the Learning requires a significant time 
commitment but making space for this experi-
ence early in their GCELS career alleviates some 
of the burnout that teachers experience as they 
adjust to being immersed in GCELS’s learning 
environment. While only teachers undergo the 
Model the Learning process, everyone who 
works at GCELS participates in a professional 
development course called Inquiry- and Project- 
Based Learning 101. The course introduces the 
GCELS model and helps build a culture based on 
the understanding that learning takes place any-
where, with anyone.

15.2.3  Assessment

Assessments are notoriously challenging in 
learning environments designed around sustain-
ability pedagogies. In contrast to knowledge- 
based learning, which focuses on what students 
know, ESD environments favor competency- 
based learning, which focuses on what students 
can do (Olema et al., 2021). While there is high 
agreement about what sustainability competen-
cies entail (see Wiek & Redman, 2022), there is 
less consensus about how to assess these compe-
tencies in students (Cebrián et al., 2020; Wiek & 
Redman, 2022). Evaluating a student’s action 
competence—which, as discussed previously, 
includes a combination of knowledge and skills, 
willingness to act, and confidence in one’s ability 
to influence change (Sass et al., 2020)—poses a 
challenge for teachers.

For K-12 schools in the United States, which 
are tasked with preparing students for post- 
secondary education, assessment also involves 

Table 15.2 GCELS action project rubric from the Water 
course (2021 iteration)

Water Action Project #1
Guiding Question: How does water usage compare 
around the world?

Yes Partially No
Calculations
   Did you track at least 4 

categories of water usage in 
your home?

   Did you correctly calculate the 
percentage of each type of 
water usage as part of the whole 
quantity?

   Did you present your data in an 
appropriate graph type of your 
choosing?

Global Connections
   Did you compare your personal 

water consumption to the U.S. 
average, as well as another 
country of your choosing (in 
gallons, liters, and pounds)?

   Did you explain how you 
calculated the time it would 
take to carry your daily water 
usage from a nearby water 
source to your home or school 
(based on your field experience 
data)?

Infographic
   Is your infographic neat and 

legible, with a creative title?
   Does your infographic include 

at least 2 relevant images 
(graphs, photos, etc.)?

   Do you communicate the main 
idea and motivation for this 
infographic—including a “call 
to action” for an interested 
reader?

Blog
   Did you introduce the project in 

300 words, summarizing and 
reflecting on everything from 
your Prep Worksheet?

   Did you emphasize your “call to 
action”—including ways 
readers can reduce their water 
consumption?

   Has your infographic and 
project been uploaded to your 
blog in accordance with the 
blog posting rubric?
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the problem of how to communicate student per-
formance in a way that colleges and universities 
understand. Schools that use PBL describe this 
challenge as having “a foot in both worlds,” bal-
ancing the evaluation of student work with state 
and national test score reporting conventions 
(Boss, 2012, p. 48). This testing culture is embed-
ded in all levels of the U.S. school system, and 
scholars argue that the “discourse of achievement 
and test-based accountability works against the 
goals” of sustainability education (Pizmony- 
Levy & Gan, 2021, p. 4).

The challenge of how to communicate student 
performance has influenced how grade tran-
scripts are designed at GCELS. Transcript design 
in turn determines how students are evaluated at 
the classroom level. After several years of experi-
menting with alternative systems, GCELS cur-
rently uses a 100-point scale to evaluate action 
projects and communicate grades. Using the 
common language of grading scales and grade 
point averages (GPA) facilitates communication 
with colleges and universities, who already 
request additional explanations to interpret stu-
dents’ unfamiliar thematic course sequence. In 
the next section, I analyze GCELS’s rubric design 
using an example from the Water course.

15.2.3.1  Rubric Design
Each summer before the new school year starts, 
GCELS teachers update their courses and partici-
pate in several weeks of professional develop-
ment. In these annual cycles of curriculum 
revision, rubrics and assessments are the most 
scrutinized dimension of the GCELS learning 
model.

Rubrics that are used to evaluate action proj-
ects are based on a competency-based model. 
Competency-based assessments seek to capture a 
student’s ability to, for example, transfer knowl-
edge, apply skills to complex situations, solve 
problems, and make decisions in different con-
texts (Gallardo, 2020). Many competency-based 
rubrics are designed as charts, including an 
explanation of a desired competency, a rating 
scale of performance levels, and a description of 
achievement at each level. GCELS experimented 
with rubrics designed in this way, but they proved 

to be visually overwhelming for both teachers 
and students; the former did not find the rubrics 
any more helpful for grading, and the latter did 
not actively use them as a guide in developing 
their projects.

To make rubrics more student-friendly, 
GCELS’s current approach draws from a single- 
point rubric design. Single-point rubrics are eas-
ier to read, leave more room for feedback, and 
facilitate student self-assessments (Fluckiger, 
2010). At GCELS, rubrics are more than evalua-
tive tools. From a sociocultural perspective, they 
are also pedagogical and dialogical, being used to 
introduce a project, ground the conversation 
around reasonable assessment criteria, and, ulti-
mately, foster common understanding and 
accountability. GCELS structures rubrics as a 
series of questions intended to initiate dialog 
between teacher and student. A sample rubric 
from the first Water course action project is 
shown in Table 15.2.

Regarding action competence, the sample 
rubric in Table 15.2 asks students to demonstrate 
specific knowledge and skills, including mathe-
matical calculations and graphing, comparisons, 
and data communication. Student reflections on 
the infographic action project, posted on their 
public blogs, provide anecdotal evidence of their 
willingness to act:

I am enlightened by the fact that not everyone has 
the same privileges that I have, not everyone has 
the same education, the same quality of water 
(Student DAB, 2021).

I have really enjoyed this unit regardless of how 
physically taxing it was to carry 7.5 gallons of 
water .3 miles, I’m thankful for the perspective it 
has offered me regarding water consumption 
(Student ER, 2021).

This project made me realize just how important 
water is, and how not everyone is as lucky as I am 
to have easy access to it (Student 1126, 2022).

I think that we can all do a better job at preserving 
water. Earth is a shared planet and we all as global 
citizens have to pitch in to take care of our planet 
(Student 1117, 2022).

Students submit the infographic action project 
approximately 4 weeks into their GCELS experi-
ence. At that early stage, it is difficult to measure 
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any growth in confidence, but the 4-year program 
aims to build confidence in their ability to effect 
change and further strengthen their action 
competence.

In an effort to address some of the issues 
related to assessment, in 2019, GCELS joined the 
Mastery Transcript Consortium (MTC), a net-
work of schools working to design, test, and 
mainstream a digital transcript that communi-
cates student competencies without using grades 
or GPAs. Instead of a quantitative transcript that 
“reinforces outdated modes of education, con-
strains innovation, limits learning to single sub-
jects, and impedes the pursuit of educational 
equity and excellence” (MTC, 2019), the Mastery 
Transcript offers an alternative. The MTC relieves 
some of the work of GCELS’s school counselor, 
who spends hours each year explaining the 
GCELS model and translating the thematic 
courses to various college admissions officers. 
MTC works actively with K-12 schools, colleges, 
and universities to “promote sustainable change 
in higher education admissions” (ibid., 2021), but 
mainstreaming changes requires capacity build-
ing in both schools and higher ed. admissions 
officers, as well as a major cultural shift in how 
and why students are evaluated.

15.3  Conclusion

The artifacts examined in this chapter represent a 
snapshot in time of the GCELS learning model, 
and how it has sought to bridge some of the divi-
sions that underpin mainstream schooling. With a 
focus on scaffolding, the chapter gives some 
practical examples of how schools taking a WSA 
to sustainability can face challenges posed by try-
ing to imagine, test, and scale alternatives to the 
education system to which they are beholden. 
Approaching school redesign as a process of 
simultaneously rethinking curriculum, assess-
ment, and pedagogy attempts to instill a more 
relational way of thinking, which is essential if 
we are to transcend and transform the social and 
ecological crises of today (Lange et  al., 2021; 
Wals & Mathie, 2022).

By approaching education from an ecological 
perspective, connections between disciplines, 
people, and communities may be reestablished 
and strengthened. At GCELS, how to make these 
connections most effectively is an ongoing pro-
cess of discovery. The school’s learning model is 
at the same time constantly evolving and deeply 
rooted in commitments to global, citizenship, and 
experience. Ensuring there is transparency and 
self-reflection on this continuous process of 
change is one way in which schools can endeavor 
to prepare students for futures that are unpredict-
able, complex, and as of yet, unimagined.

15.4  Postscript

After this chapter was written, GCELS’s board of 
directors abruptly made the decision to close the 
school. Citing low enrollment numbers, the board 
did not foresee a financial path for keeping the 
school open.

This chapter highlighted some of the chal-
lenges GCELS faced as it experimented with a 
whole-school approach to global citizenship and 
sustainability education. While these challenges 
proved insurmountable for the school, they 
served as provocations for innovative thought 
and practice. The fate of GCELS, thus, leaves 
several questions:

How to fund schools like GCELS? In the U.S. 
context, GCELS required, on the one hand, pri-
vate independent status (to have greater freedom 
in curricular and programming design), but, on 
the other hand, a tuition-based model. How is this 
type of education made accessible to all students, 
then? In the absence of an endowment, schools 
must operate through a combination of tuition 
funds, partnerships with scholarship organiza-
tions, corporate backers, private donations, gov-
ernment grants, and continuous fundraising. 
These sources can be inconsistent, short-term, 
and may come with strings attached. In the case 
of GCELS, an over-reliance on a small base of 
private donors became untenable as the school 
moved past its first decade.
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How to support schools to serve as laboratories 
for transformation? Vaughter (2016) advocates 
for schools to act as living laboratories that test 
and model learning for sustainability and climate 
education. Though there is no single model for 
Vaughter’s ideal, “lab school” in North America 
generally means a partnership between a school 
and a university: University-backed research 
informs pedagogical and curricular decisions 
within the school and, in turn, the school pro-
vides a real-world setting to carry out academic 
research. Such partnerships ensure teachers have 
access to cutting-edge research and professional 
development. Without university backing, 
GCELS still called itself a laboratory school 
based on its dedication to innovation and itera-
tion but needed support for longitudinal studies 
that could have documented the iterations of its 
learning model—including any failures and pro-
cesses for addressing them.

How should schools like GCELS promote their 
learning model to prospective students? Despite 
the increasing intensity of climate change and 
related social issues, the primary measure for 
secondary school performance remains focused 
on academic measures. Real-world, project- 
based learning motivated by the SDGs is attrac-
tive for many families, but may not, alone, fulfill 
the desire for students to be well-prepared for 
university entrance exams and competitive actors 
in the global economy. How, then, to balance 
authentic, purpose-driven, student-led learning 
with test prep, ICT (information, communica-
tions, and technology) literacy, and other twenty- 
first- century learning competencies? In the case 
of GCELS, perhaps a different conjuncture and 
more institutional support were needed to serve a 
student body that was disillusioned by, yet 
beholden to, grade point average as a primary 
measure of achievement.

For schools working to influence systemic 
shifts in education, more investment is needed so 
they have the time and resources to imagine and 
test alternatives. GCELS’s community believed 
in education as a powerful tool for transforma-

tive, systemic change toward sustainability. How 
much are we willing to invest in this belief?
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16Students’ Deliberation 
on ‘Greening’ the School’s Energy 
Supply: A Case Discussed 
from a Whole School Approach 
Perspective

Øyvind Mathisen and Gerd Johansen

Key Message We propose that a culture of 
deliberative communication is one key aspect of 
strengthening a whole school approach (WSA) 
for sustainability. Inquiring the school energy 
technology regarding its sustainability may 
strengthen the students’ energy awareness. 
Additionally, scrutinising the energy technology 
by dealing with concretes, such as technology, 
can support the students’ oral deliberative prac-
tices. Through argumentative and respectful dis-
cussions, potentially leading to mutual consensus 
about the school’s energy technology, can create 
school cultures that endorse WSA for 
sustainability.

16.1  Introduction

This chapter explores an in situ inquiry project in 
which students investigated and deliberated on 
how to make their school more environmentally 
friendly by using renewal energy sources in an 
effort to reduce energy consumption. We use this 
exploration as a starting point to discuss the proj-
ect from a whole school approach (WSA) 
perspective.

What can a project like this contribute to making 
the whole school more sustainable? How can a 
technologically oriented ‘green transition’ provide 
students with opportunities to deliberate on 
technology?

Green transitions have become a political 
buzzword (Affolderbach & Schulz, 2018); how-
ever, what green transitions entail in an educa-
tional setting is less clear. We propose that 
students working with an inquiry project on local 
and renewable energy sources may exemplify 
such transitions and that the project can be a pos-
sibility for promoting the school’s sustainability. 
Moreover, student participation and planning of 
school strategies through group work and discus-
sions can strengthen students’ perceptions of citi-
zenship (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). The 
utilisation of renewable energy technology can 
be used as a foundation for a potential green tran-
sition. Here, Levinson (2010) argues the impor-
tance of engaging students in deliberative 
discourses concerning technoscientific issues 
(Levinson, 2010). Hence, participation through a 
deliberative discourse regarding technology that 
can make the school more sustainable may 
enhance the goal of making students into active 
citizens. Moreover, Mogren (2019) claims that 
more research on the organisational characteris-
tics of schools in which students engage with 
real-life environmental challenges is needed 
(Mogren, 2019).
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The students in this study engaged in an 
inquiry project on the school’s renewable energy 
technology to allow for a deliberative discourse. 
The inquiry project was given as a commission 
by the county municipality. The local janitor ser-
vice provided vital information that the students 
used to solve the commission, and the students 
handed in their proposals to the local leadership. 
We suggest that inviting several stakeholders can 
make students’ inquiries more relevant and pro-
mote WSA because this project can create a mul-
tistakeholder discourse about the school’s energy 
system. Discourses, such as deliberative commu-
nication (Englund, 2000, 2006, 2015, 2016; 
Englund et al., 2008), can strengthen oral prac-
tices among students, which is a central aspect of 
the school culture (Gan & Alkaher, 2021; Mathar, 
2015; Mathie & Wals, 2022). School culture is 
one of several important features within WSA 
(Hunt & King, 2015; Mathar, 2015; Mathie & 
Wals, 2022). Hence, this inquiry project will be 
used as a point of departure to argue that certain 
characteristics within school culture, such as oral 
practices, can promote and support a potential 
WSA for sustainability.

16.2  Theoretical Perspectives

16.2.1  WSA That Supports 
Sustainability 
and Strengthens the Students’ 
Citizenship

There are several ways of conceptualising a 
WSA. For instance, Mathie and Wals (2022) state 
that one can view a WSA more holistically from 
an education of sustainable development per-
spective, in which a WSA is ‘meant to be used as 
a thinking tool to initiate and guide an ongoing 
multistakeholder dialogue about how sustainabil-
ity can best unfold in a school setting’ (Mathie & 
Wals, 2022, p.  6). From another perspective, a 
WSA can assess a single school regarding the 
current practices, difficulties, cooperation, sup-
port of interdisciplinary activities and assistance 
in creating new practices and actions on the route 

to enhancing more sustainable activities in the 
school (Mathar, 2015, p.  24). Furthermore, 
according to Hunt and King (2015), a WSA to 
citizenship education can be built on factors such 
as policy improvements, school cultures, teach-
ing and learning and allowing students to voice 
their opinions (Hunt & King, 2015). Although 
these conceptualisations all bring valuable per-
spectives on a WSA, in this chapter, we predomi-
nantly focus on creating new practices (Mathar, 
2013, 2015) and school culture (Hunt & King, 
2015) to attain the aim of a WSA that supports 
schools for sustainability.

School culture consists of features such as 
rules, rituals, beliefs, values, traditions and norms 
(Deal & Peterson, 1990). These features influ-
ence how people perform and communicate. 
Research indicates that the successful implemen-
tation of education for sustainability (EFS) 
involves altering the school culture into a more 
sustainable everyday practice (Gan & Alkaher, 
2021; Henderson & Tilbury, 2004). Thus, dia-
logues can play a central role in a school culture 
or ethos (Mathie & Wals, 2022); the culture can 
be developed by having the students participate 
in democratic discussions concerning sustain-
ability issues, for instance, by examining the 
energy consumption at their school (Mathar, 
2013, 2015). It is important to give students the 
opportunity to state their opinions and be listened 
to in accordance with what the students want to 
change in terms of the school’s sustainability, 
though ‘it will take time to cultivate another 
mindset in relation to education and learning’ 
(Mathie & Wals, 2022, p.  57). Enabling these 
democratic discussions on sustainability issues 
and green transitions may strengthen the stu-
dents’ oral practices, which can be viewed as an 
important characteristic of school culture.

Through a WSA, EFS can change the school 
culture and practices, and this can, in turn, pro-
mote various student practices, in addition to 
stimulating student participation in decision- 
making (Gan & Alkaher, 2021). Therefore, we 
have chosen to see democratic discussions among 
the students as a practice and base of the cultiva-
tion of the students’ mindset towards sustainabil-
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ity issues. Furthermore, our assumption is that 
such cultivation can take place through delibera-
tive communication while working with renew-
able energy technology. In addition, the 
scrutinisation of a school’s energy system 
 corresponds well to a WSA that supports schools 
for sustainability (Mathar, 2013, 2015).

16.2.2  Participatory Citizenship 
and Deliberative 
Communication

Westheimer and Kahne (2004) state that a par-
ticipatory citizen focuses on the participation and 
planning, for example, of school strategies and 
that this will require collective endeavours or 
efforts such as, for instance, how to participate 
during group discussions (Westheimer & Kahne, 
2004). We suggest that this endeavour can be 
deliberative communication. The concept of 
deliberation is tightly connected to communica-
tion in a democracy (Englund, 2000, 2006; 
Englund et al., 2008). Deliberative democracy—
or participatory democracy—‘especially empha-
sizes responsibility and consequences, implying 
that socialisation into citizenship and the exercise 
of citizenship must be in focus’ (Englund, 2006, 
p. 511). Ideally, the aim of deliberative communi-
cation is to reach a joint consensus or at least 
agree to disagree.

There are five distinct elements of deliberative 
communication in a school setting (Englund, 
2006, 2015). Here, the participants:

 (a) Are given space and time to present and chal-
lenge different views via argumentation.

 (b) Listen to, tolerate and respect each other’s 
argumentation.

 (c) Reach a shared will formation, such as a joint 
consensus, or are aware of different views or 
at least agree to disagree.

 (d) Do not accept everything as the ‘truth’, even 
if uttered by a teacher/authority and there are 
openings of challenging one’s own beliefs 
and practices.

 (e) Essentially fulfil elements a–d without 
teacher control. For instance, having students 
discuss challenges to solve or illuminate 
them from different perspectives.

These elements (a–c) make up the core parts 
of deliberative communication (Englund, 2006; 
Englund et  al., 2008). Element (d) is about 
schools being an integrated part of the public 
sphere and, therefore, making up an arena where 
different views and values learned through 
socialisation will potentially be challenged by 
fellow students and teachers (Englund et  al., 
2008). Furthermore, deliberative communication 
may assist students in both shedding light and 
challenging those views that are nondemocratic/
offensive or authoritarian because schools are a 
part of the public sphere. Element (e) is relevant 
because of group projects or plenary discussions, 
and element (e) is a communicative process, 
where meaning is established among equals 
without the presence of a teacher (Englund, 2006; 
Englund et al., 2008). Achieving these elements 
(a–e) may involve handling a specific theme to 
assess, and practising deliberation without 
teacher control may motivate the students ‘to 
reconstruct and continue the theme initiated in 
institutionalised deliberative communication’ 
(Englund et al., 2008, p. 43). Therefore, a school 
culture containing elements of deliberative com-
munication related to themes such as renewable 
energy consumption can promote a WSA to a 
sustainable school.

16.2.3  The Use of Technology 
to Promote Deliberative 
Communication

A citizen may feel the responsibility of keeping 
up on technological development. Levinson 
(2010) argues that this will most likely occur 
through the process of deliberative discussions 
(Levinson, 2010, p. 82). According to Mitcham’s 
Thinking through Technology (1994), one can 
conceptualise technology in four dimensions:
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 (a) Objects in technology can be tools, machines, 
other types of physical artefacts or techno-
logical processes (Custer, 1995). 
Technological objects have a ‘social side’, 
they have a purpose (Mitcham, 1994), and 
they are to be used for something by some-
one. Moreover, this applicability is also an 
important aspect of the design or redesign of 
technological objects (de Vries, 2016).

 (b) Knowledge can be defined as a justified legit-
imate belief (Mitcham, 1994). Legitimate 
beliefs regarding the craftmanship and utili-
sation of an artefact can be validated by 
adjuring to theories, laws, rules, maxims or 
skills ‘thus yielding different kinds of tech-
nology as knowledge’ (Mitcham, 1994, 
p.  194). Declarative (factual), procedural 
(‘know how’), conceptual (‘know that’) and 
metacognitive knowledge are different 
knowledge types that are codependent on 
each other and can develop symbiotically 
when handling technology (Barak, 2013).

 (c) Activities in technology can include main-
taining, operating, working, manufacturing, 
designing, inventing and crafting (Mitcham, 
1994, p. 210). These activities rely on proce-
dural and conceptual knowledge in the pro-
cesses of creating technological objects, 
using and judging and assessing artefacts, 
hence taking place while students solve tasks 
and disclose their findings with fellow stu-
dents (Pirttimaa et al., 2017).

 (d) Volition is connected to choices, intentions, 
ambitions, motives and will (Mitcham, 1994, 
p. 247). Therefore, volition demands reflec-
tions and considerations regarding the design 
and use of technology. Moral and ethical 
considerations towards technology and soci-
ety are at the centre of attention and can be 
linked to the perception of what is deemed 
‘good’ (Ravanbakhsh & Taqavi, 2020).

These four dimensions are all present when 
dealing with technology. However, seen in light 
of sustainability, we draw attention to volition, 
especially those considerations that are con-
nected to designing, using and assessing technol-

ogy. Sandin (2013) states that the relationship 
between environment and technology is compli-
cated. He further argues that there can be posi-
tions of admiration and deep scepticism towards 
the same technological object (Sandin, 2013). 
Stables (2015) takes the critique of technology a 
step further by claiming that environmental chal-
lenges are caused by technology—or rather that 
there were some side effects of the technology 
not deliberated upon (Stables, 2015).

We have used Englund’s five elements (a–e) in 
combination with these four dimensions of tech-
nology (A–D) to investigate how they might 
interact.

16.3  Research Methodology

16.3.1  Research Design, Data 
Collection and Analysis

The findings reported here stem from a design- 
based research (DBR) project. One of the main 
objectives and advantages of DBR is to initiate 
changes and improvements in existing educa-
tional practices (Wang & Hannafin, 2005, p. 6). 
This particular inquiry project was initiated by 
the first author in close collaboration with teach-
ers; it was part of a physics course in which stu-
dents aged 17 took part (ISCED 3). Juuti and 
Lavonen (2006) state that one of the characteris-
tics that make up DBR ‘is to develop an artefact 
to help teachers and pupils to act … more intel-
ligible’ (Juuti & Lavonen, 2006, p.  59). In our 
case, these artefacts are mainly booklets concern-
ing renewable energy technology. The booklets 
structured the students’ inquiry of renewable 
energy technology. Our main data sources were 
video observations of two students collaborating 
over four lessons, in addition to a plenary discus-
sion in which 12 students participated. Student 
dialogues from all lessons and the plenary dis-
cussions were fully transcribed.

The research design used a naturalistic 
approach to deliberative communication. This 
means that the students were not informed about 
the concept of deliberative communication or 
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what it entailed before or during the inquiry proj-
ect. As an analytical perspective, deliberative 
communication was incorporated after the empir-
ical part of the research project has been con-
ducted. Our analytical framework is based on 
Englund’s view of deliberative communication 
(elements a–e) and Mitcham’s dimensions of 
technology (a–d). The unit of analysis in a dia-
logue is student utterances. The data analysis is 
based on content analysis (Krippendorff, 2018) 
and involves both interpretations and measure-
ments of the frequency of dialogue excerpts. We 
used the NVivo programme deductively, coding 
utterances by using the framework. The same 
excerpt could be attributed to technology dimen-
sions and deliberative elements.

16.3.2  The Inquiry Project and Its 
Stakeholders

The task that was given to the students to delin-
eate the inquiry project had many elements built 
into it. During the inquiries, the students were 
meant to take account of the economic, environ-
mental, social and political aspects related to the 
design of a theoretical upscaled renewable energy 
system installed at their school.

The student inquiries in this study were based 
on inquiry teaching and learning methods/strate-
gies (Bybee et al., 2006). Conducting an inquiry 
project requires some amount of scaffolding 
(Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007). The main scaffolding 
that helped the students with their inquiry was 
laboratory manuals, booklets with tasks and 
worksheets to guide the students in designing a 
renewable energy technology system. The scaf-
folding of the inquiry was to prevent students 
from stagnation during laboratory work and sup-
port their communication.

The municipality provided the students with 
the following mission:

What kind of opportunities do renewable solar 
energy sources offer our local school regarding 
energy efficiency and sustainability, and what are 
the positive/negative aspects of these alternative 
energy sources? What can we/the students do, at 
our local Upper secondary school to promote and 
enhance energy efficiency in school building using 
solar technolody?

In return, the municipality received the stu-
dents’ solutions regarding the potential use of 
renewable energy technology within its building 
portfolio. The local janitor service was consider-
ably involved in designing the booklets that the 
students worked on in each lesson. The booklets 
contained detailed information about the school’s 
former and current energy consumption present 
through graphs, tables and diagrams. The janitor 
service also provided important information 
about the school’s heat pump, which could not be 
neglected in an energy account. The cooperation 
with the janitor service made the student inquiry 
closer to reality and made it more likely that the 
results of the inquiry would be relevant for the 
school and municipality to implement.

The inquiry project consisted of four 4-hour 
lessons in which the students made inquiries con-
cerning the technology to prepare for a well- 
informed plenary discussion.

• Lesson 1: (1a) A presentation of the mission 
from the municipality. Preliminary inquiry 
regarding renewable energy technology and 
current energy supply at the school. (1b) 
Experimentation and collection of data from a 
solar collector with the aim of calculating its 
efficiency to be used in a theoretical upscaling 
(see lesson 3).

• Lesson 2: Further scrutiny of renewable 
energy technology and the carrying out of an 
experiment concerning solar cells. 
Experimentation and collection of data from a 
solar cell with the aim of calculating its effi-
ciency to be used in a theoretical upscaling 
(see lesson 3).

• Lesson 3: Student groups worked on various 
energy calculations. These calculations con-
cerned the energy outputs from lessons 1 and 
2, and the students investigated the school’s 
energy consumption, including the school’s 
heat pump. Based on this information, the stu-
dents designed a theoretical large-scale energy 
system for the school.

• Lesson 4: Based on the inquiries the students 
had carried out during lessons 1–3, the groups 
argued for a solution to the mission. The 
teacher and researcher staged a plenary dis-
cussion that challenged the groups to make 
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arguments about the different technoscientific 
issues they had been working on. Three groups 
presented their suggestions in class; the local 
leadership was present.

16.4  Research Results

16.4.1  Occurrence of Deliberative 
Communication 
and Dimensions 
of Technology in the Inquiry 
Project

The NVivo results show that the student dialogues 
contained elements of deliberative communication 
(a–e) in all four lessons and in the plenary discus-
sion. The four dimensions of technology (knowl-
edge, object, activity and volition) were also 
represented in each lesson. Lesson (1a) was domi-
nated by knowledge, lessons (1b) and 2 were dom-
inated by activities, lessons 3 and 4 were dominated 
by objects, and the plenary discussion was domi-
nated by both objects and (talk of) activities.

The results indicate that working with renew-
able energy technology can, to varying degrees, 
mediate the elements of deliberative communica-
tion both in group settings and plenary discus-
sions. The plenary discussion contained the 
highest level of deliberative communication 
throughout the project, here as dominated by ele-
ments a (participants present argumentation) and 
c (participants reach a joint consensus or are 
aware of different views). Elements a and c 
occurred most frequently when the students 
deliberated on issues concerning the objects and 
actions related to technology.

16.4.2  Excerpts of Student 
Discussions That Contain 
Deliberative Features While 
Working on Technology

Example 1 (the Use of Energy)
In lesson 1a, the inquiry triggered the students to 
reflect on energy consumption within the school.

 1. G1: Those loudspeakers are on, [looks in the 
direction of the loudspeakers] That uses 
electricity!

 2. J1: But, it’s not up to … thus we need the 
loudspeakers in order … [interrupted].

 3. G1: Need a loudspeaker, but it does not have 
to be switched on all the time!

 4. J1: No, but it is not up to the school to … 
thus, more up to the teacher,

 5. G1: Indeed, we can have … [G1 stops 
talking].

 6. J1: Yes, sustainable courses! [laughing].
 7. G1: Yes, then we can train all the employees 

at the school, [smiles].
 8. J1: Yes,
 9. G1: The light is on over there, [the science 

preparation room] And no one is there!
 10. J1: No, [looks at G1 and nods affirmative].
 11. G1: Unnecessary. Unnecessary use of energy,
 12. J1: Yes,

This excerpt can be interpreted as the students 
deliberating on issues regarding the energy con-
sumption at their school in terms of objects (light 
sources), action (sustainability courses and turning 
off the light) and volition (unnecessary use of 
energy). In terms of deliberative communication, 
the students presented different scenarios (element 
a in lines 3 and 9); element b was present because 
the students listened to each other and followed up 
on each other’s suggestions for improvements and 
measurements (lines 4, 6, 7 and 11), and the stu-
dents agreed (element c in lines 8, 10 and 12), 
though quite hasty and without substantial counter-
arguments. Therefore, we argue that this excerpt 
shows that the two students agreed that the school 
should be more aware of its energy consumption 
related to the school’s energy technology.

Example 2 (Renewable Energy Efficiency)
In lesson 4, during the plenary discussion, the stu-
dents discussed different factors that could influ-
ence their choice to use renewable technology.

 1. Teacher: If you want to do it [continue using 
solar cells after down payment] forever, then 
it would pay off! [Teacher withdraws].
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 2. E4: Yes, but it depends on how long the solar 
cells, like, really function, if they …?

 3. E3: … about how long they [solar cells] will 
last.

 4. E4: If there will be much better solar technol-
ogy that has much better efficiency? That is 
also an issue to explore!

 5. E2: Yes, most likely that will be the case!
 6. E3/E4: Yes. [Speak simultaneously].
 7. E3: But we do not know that!
 8. E2: Anything else is idiotic.
 9. E3: We do not know that.

In this excerpt, the students were found to 
engage in a discussion on economic issues con-
cerning solar cells, their cost, efficiency and life 
expectancy. The discussion was initiated by the 
teacher, who withdrew and left the students to 
deliberate among themselves. The discussion can 
be interpreted as two different views of technol-
ogy. Student E2 was far more optimistic about 
the technological development of solar cells, 
whereas student E3 seemed to be more nega-
tive—or perhaps more sceptical. In other words, 
their approach to technology as objects and 
knowledge differed in this case, and they, quite 
amicably, agreed to disagree.

Example 3 (Heat Pump)
In lesson 4, during the plenary discussion, the 
teacher presented the students with the dilemma 
of rejecting the already installed heat pump and 
only focusing on the use of solar power.

 1. E1: I think that we can first consider the issue 
with sun … or the heat pump’s efficiency 
factor. Eh, because the heat pump has a very 
high efficiency factor. An efficiency factor of 
2.9. That means that the energy we get from 
the heat pump is 2.9 times more than the 
energy amount we need to run the heat pump. 
So we are taking about a great energy 
output!

 2. Teacher: In other words, not reject the heat 
pump?

 3. E1: Yes.
 4. Researcher: Do anyone here disagree with 

research group 1?

 5. E3: Eh yes. No!
 6. Researcher: But we might say that the heat 

pump uses electricity from the grid?
 7. E3/E4: Yes. [simultaneously].
 8. E4: We have thought about that. We thought 

that it would be unreasonable to reject a 
facility [heat pump system with several 
wells] that have already been constructed. A 
huge facility that the school has invested a lot 
of money. Eh, rather one ought to replace the 
electric energy that the heat pump requires to 
function with, for instance, solar energy.

 9. E3: Yes.
 10. Researcher: So, you would also not reject the 

heat pump?
 11. E3/E4: No. [Simultaneously].

This excerpt can be interpreted as the students 
deliberating on issues regarding the heat pump at 
their school in terms of objects (heat pump) and 
volition (keeping the heat pump or rejecting it). 
The teacher and researcher scaffolded the plenary 
discussion to maintain deliberation among the 
students. The students presented different argu-
ments (element a, lines 1 and 8) for keeping the 
heat pump, and there was a consensus for keep-
ing it (element c, lines 3, 5, 9 and 11). Hence, 
they agreed on the role of the heat pump as an 
important part of the school’s energy system.

16.5  Discussion and Conclusion

We have used Englund’s definition of delibera-
tive communication, here combined with 
Mitcham’s understanding of how to view tech-
nology as our analytical framework, to identify 
elements of deliberative communication during 
the discussions of technology. Our research 
results indicate that there were a vast number of 
technology-related discussions not containing 
elements of deliberative communication. 
However, our empirical evidence suggests that 
the students engaged in deliberative communica-
tion while working with technology in group 
 settings (lessons 1–4) but to a limited degree. The 
plenary discussion generated the highest degree 
of deliberative communication while discussing 
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technology-related issues. However, in both the 
group settings and plenary discussion, technol-
ogy as volition was almost totally absent.

The technological dimension of volition (the 
ethical and moral dilemmas) was not made 
explicit in the inquiry design. Research has indi-
cated that participation does not automatically 
enhance students’ analytical skills to criticise the 
causal effects of social challenges (Westheimer 
& Kahne, 2004, p. 264), such as technoscientific 
issues. For instance, one aspect related to social 
challenges is the question of who should have 
access to ‘cheap’ renewable energy technology, 
especially during an energy deficit. We believe 
that, if this challenge had also been implemented 
in our inquiry project, the dimension of volition 
during the entire inquiry project would have been 
strengthened; see also Stables (2015).

If a school chooses to emphasise deliberative 
communication, then this may influence the 
school culture in terms of the general practice of 
communication among students both in public 
and private domains (Englund, 2016). Tasks that 
stimulate deliberative communication can impact 
how students communicate in general, as well as 
their communication in class. In this research 
project, the students were not made aware of how 
to communicate in a deliberate way; even so, 
there were several instances where such commu-
nication occurred. If citizenship is seen as a vital 
part of WSA, then we would perhaps recommend 
a more explicit approach to deliberate communi-
cation. For instance, norms such as respect and 
tolerance are important both within deliberative 
communication and in a WSA culture (Englund, 
2006; Raihani., 2011). Thus, deliberate commu-
nication can act as a way of concretising the 
norms of respect and tolerance, which also holds 
true when the topic is sustainable energy tech-
nologies. In the excerpts shown here, the students 
agree and disagree when they argue their case. 
Hence, when students are presented with the 
opportunity to investigate and deliberate in an 
inquiry project, it may strengthen their role as 
citizens.

Deliberative communication initiated by 
inquiry projects that focus on ‘green transitions’ 
may support a WSA by fostering schools for sus-

tainability. This can be related to the scrutiny of 
the schools’ energy system, which enables the 
students to critically investigate sustainable 
resources and renewable technologies (Mathar, 
2015). For instance, the students’ energy aware-
ness concerning the school’s ability to reduce its 
energy consumption can be activated and stimu-
lated while deliberating on technology from a 
sustainable perspective (Example 1). 
Furthermore, student deliberation on maintaining 
existing renewable energy technology because of 
its energy efficiency and, therefore, its potential 
sustainability can also strengthen the students’ 
energy awareness (example 3). In this project, 
this could have led to scrutiny of the school’s 
energy consumption. Sustainable energy con-
sumption could be confronted with practical 
obstacles and/or organisational constraints 
because of the integration of a student design 
(Mathar, 2015).

We suggest that the involvement of several 
stakeholders in the development of an inquiry 
project can strengthen the project because of the 
complexity of a school’s energy system. The 
inquiry project can be strengthened by providing 
the objective (a mission) and essential informa-
tion that acts as a starting point for the students’ 
inquiry and deliberations. This promotes a 
student- made design of the school’s energy tech-
nology that is ‘closer’ to reality. Also, the partici-
pation of several stakeholders can create the 
necessary dialogue between decision-making 
authorities, which can increase the probability of 
implementing changes at an organisational level 
(Henderson & Tilbury, 2004; Mathie & Wals, 
2022). Additionally, an inquiry project with a 
multistakeholder dialogue can bring students 
closer to having decision-making powers (Gan & 
Alkaher, 2021). Students can investigate sustain-
able technology and discuss their findings with 
stakeholders inside and outside school to make 
the school more sustainable (Mathar, 2015), thus 
contributing to a green transition. According to 
Jasmi et  al. (2019), green technologies may be 
utilised in issues concerning sustainability 
because they entail the use of an object to protect 
and conserve the ecosystem (Jasmi et al., 2019). 
Renewable energy technology may be regarded 
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as a potential green technology that can possibly 
enable this ‘green transition’ at an organisational 
level. Nevertheless, renewable energy technology 
does not necessarily have to be a sustainable 
technology (Owusu & Asumadu-Sarkodie, 2016; 
Stables, 2015). An inquiry project related to 
energy technology can reveal the tensions 
between renewability and sustainability. These 
tensions may, for instance, amount to techno pos-
itive/negative opinions towards technology 
(Sandin, 2013). This can be confronted and chal-
lenged through deliberative communication 
(example 2), and we believe this can foster stu-
dents’ energy awareness when handling a poten-
tial ‘green’ transition.

The exploration and discussion presented in 
this chapter have led to the conjecture that delib-
erative communication can strengthen the stu-
dents’ citizenship. Participation is a fundamental 
democratic value because it gives everyone a 
voice, and in this case, deliberative communica-
tion is one way of cultivating the students’ mind-
set and ‘giving’ them a voice. Even if there are 
indications in the presented material that the stu-
dents use their voices to form opinions on the 
schools’ energy system and green transition, our 
findings have suggested that further investigation 
is needed. There is a need to investigate how each 
dimension of technology influences the elements 
of deliberative communication and how this, in 
turn, influences the school culture, which is an 
important aspect within WSA. The application of 
deliberative communication combined with the 
conceptualisation of technology has turned out to 
be a fruitful approach and a great starting point 
for discussing the WSA supporting schools for 
sustainability.
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Sustainability: Assessing 
the Implementation of a School 
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Cero” (Zero Waste Break Time)
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Enzo Rainiero Ferrari Lagos, Miriam Leirós, 
Carmen Gloder, and Camilo Ruiz

Key Message
Due to its holistic nature, assessing the imple-
mentation of Whole School Approaches is chal-
lenging. In this study, we combine quantitative 
and qualitative methods to evaluate the effective-
ness of the implementation of a WSA approach 
towards waste management and sustainability. 
Our results highlight that the introduction of 
data-driven assessment tools to assess the effec-
tiveness of WSA is a valuable contribution to the 
field.

17.1  Introduction

How we live, work, and act has a significant 
impact on the health of our planet (UNEP, 2021). 
Increased human activity and exploitation of 
resources are pushing our planet towards, and 
beyond, its boundaries (Galaz et  al., 2012; 
Rockström et al., 2009). Pollution, land degrada-
tion, and climate change are only some of the 
issues that are posing a significant threat to our 
present and future well-being (UNEP, 2021). To 
ensure that human activity does not exceed the 
aforementioned boundaries, we need to live in a 
sustainable manner. There is an increasing num-
ber of references in the literature that underscore 
the urgent need to integrate sustainability in our 
education and training systems if we want to be 
successful in the transition towards a fairer and 
greener society (Molderez & Ceulemans, 2018; 
Wals, 2015; Wals & Benavot, 2017). In Spain, 
sustainability is an interdisciplinary topic that has 
become more visible during the latest national 
curriculum renewal (Real Decreto 157/2022, 
2022; Real Decreto 217/2022, 2022) and the pro-
posal of the Green Competence framework by 
the European Union (Bianchi et al., 2022). The 
Whole School Approach (WSA) is a holistic 
approach that integrates sustainability in all 
aspects of the learning environment (Buckler & 
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Creech, 2014; Hargreaves, 2018; Henderson & 
Tilbury, 2004; Rieckmann, 2017). The WSA 
approach is growing in popularity (Mathie & 
Wals, 2022 and references therein), and has made 
its way into policy discourse around education 
for sustainability (European Commission, 2022; 
UNECE, 2021; UNESCO, 2021). Despite the 
growing popularity, previous research alerts that 
the number of schools that can systematically 
follow a WSA is still scarce (Hargreaves, 2018; 
Holst, 2022; Wals, 2012). The holistic nature of 
the WSA makes its implementation and assess-
ment more complex as education is integrated 
into the students’ everyday activities, not only at 
school but also in their community (Gericke, 
2022). Initial teacher education, lack of resources 
and expertise, and working as a team across the 
school have been identified as the key challenges 
in WSA implementation (Tilbury & Galvin., 
2022). In this study, we use different instruments 
to evaluate the impact of a WSA approach 
towards waste management and sustainability in 
Spanish schools. A WSA approach focused on 
waste management is not new; the most relevant 
example is the Waste Wise School program 
implemented in Australia and reported on by 
Cutter-Mackenzie (2007, 2010) and Armstrong 
et al. (2004). In the current study, we have used a 
program of the collective “Teachers for Future” 
Spain that focuses on reducing waste during 
break time (“Recreos Residuos Cero” RR0 pro-
gram). We discuss the alignment of the program 
with the theoretical framework of the WSA, 
examples of how different schools implement the 
program, and the benefits and difficulties of 
quantifying the results of the RR0 program.

17.2  Teachers for Future 
and the RR0 Program

In the year 2019, in different parts of the world, a 
growing concern on the current climate crisis 
gave rise to several social movements, such as 
“Fridays for Future,” initiated by Greta Thunberg. 
Simultaneously, a network of teachers concerned 
with the climate crisis and environmental degra-
dation created the organization “Teachers for 

Future”. Schools and/or individual teachers have 
joined the organization voluntarily because they 
want to stimulate their students and peers to live 
and act in a sustainable manner. The organization 
Teachers for Future Spain has launched several 
programs to incorporate issues related to the 
environment in the school, for example 
“Colecaminos” focuses on more sustainable 
ways of transport to the schools, “ecoadutiorias” 
aims to improve the energy efficiency in the 
schools. These programs aim to involve all mem-
bers of the school community and try to bring 
sustainability closer to the life of the students.

In this study, we will analyze one of the most 
important programs of Teachers for Future Spain: 
“Recreos Residuos Cero” (zero waste break time) 
or RR0, as we will call it (Teachers for Future 
Spain, n.d.). The RR0 programme aims to reduce 
the full and avoidable waste produced during 
break time in the school, addressing not only the 
need to reduce but also to understand the links 
between food and waste and how our eating hab-
its can protect our health and the health of our 
planet. This programme uses an everyday activ-
ity, break time, to teach sustainability. Even 
though the programme initially focuses on reduc-
ing solid waste, one of the aims of the programme 
is to link sustainability with healthy eating habits. 
This programme is well accepted among students 
and parents as the link between nutrition and 
health is profoundly embedded in society. Health 
and nutrition are important to all parents and the 
RR0 programme motivates families to be more 
aware of what their children eat at school.

17.3  The RR0 Programme: 
A Whole School Approach 
to Sustainability

17.3.1  Theoretical Framework

RR0 was designed as a framework for teachers 
and schools to review and adapt their vision on 
solid-waste management at schools. In the frame-
work used by Vare and Scott (2007), the RR0 
programme could be classified as Education for 
Sustainable Development (ESD) level 1 learning 
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as it provides guidance in shifting behaviour- 
related waste and food and provides a framework 
to discuss with students about how we live has an 
impact on the planet. The pedagogical environ-
ment created through the RR0 programme 
encourages collaboration and participation 
between schools, students, and families and pro-
vides a route to ESD level 2 learning: It builds 
capacity in the community to think critically 
about their impact on the planet and the conve-
nience and difficulties to create sustainable com-
munal practices. The RR0 programme is an 
opportunity for schools to put into practice the 
WSA. Waste management is key in the ecologi-
cal footprint of schools and how students and 
staff look at waste can make an enormous differ-
ence. There are several theoretical models (and 
adaptations) for implementing the WSA approach 
published in the literature (Chopin et  al., 2018; 
Henderson & Tilbury, 2004; Hunt & King, 2015; 
Mathar, 2015; Mathie & Wals, 2022; Scott, 2005; 
Shallcross & Robinson, 2008). We have adopted 
the WSA flower model (Mathie & Wals, 2022) 
(Fig. 17.1) as the theoretical model to implement 
the RR0 programme from a Whole School per-
spective. The flower model is an adaptation of the 
basic model of WSA proposed by Henderson and 
Tilbury (2004). The reason why we adopted the 
flower model is because its centrepiece is the 
school’s vision, ethos, leadership, and coordina-

tion. Based on the experience of the teachers 
involved in the RR0 programme, school vision 
and coordination were put forward as crucial fac-
tors for a successful implementation of the RR0 
programme. In the WSA flower model, the cen-
trepiece is surrounded by 5 additional features 
that have been identified as key features for 
implementing the RR0 programme from a whole 
school perspective: the school curriculum, peda-
gogical environment, institutional practices, 
community connection, and professional devel-
opment and capacity building. The school cur-
riculum is a cornerstone of formal education and 
is important both to the teachers and parents. The 
national curriculum in Spain includes “education 
towards responsible consumption and sustainable 
development” as one of the six pedagogical prin-
ciples (Real Decreto 157/2022, 2022; Real 
Decreto 217/2022, 2022). The RR0 programme 
can be used to complement the school curricu-
lum. The programme offers an opportunity to 
connect items of the standardized curriculum 
(waste management, sustainability, and healthy 
eating) with an everyday activity. The RR0 pro-
gramme draws the students’ attention to interdis-
ciplinary themes such as sustainable waste 
management and sustainable eating habits. The 
WSA approach aims to create a pedagogical 
environment that allows participation, communi-
cation, reflection, and discussion about things 

Fig. 17.1 Adaptation of the Whole School Approach flower model (Mathie & Wals, 2022) for the RR0 programme
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that matter in the life of the students. The RR0 
programme was created to open a conversation 
among the entire school community on how 
much waste is produced during break time and 
how this has a negative impact not only on the 
health of our planet but also on our own health.

17.3.2  The WSA Principles Put into 
Practice Through the RR0 
Programme

The schools that have joined the programme have 
initiated an active collaboration between teach-
ers, students, and parents to aim for a more sus-
tainable attitude towards waste. Moreover, the 
RR0 programme takes sustainability outside the 
classroom and into everyday life. Based on the 
experiences of the participating teachers, we 
describe some examples of how the key princi-
ples of the WSA are put into action during the 
RR0 programme:

Vision, Ethos, Leadership, and Coordination

• Certain schools have incorporated the RR0 
programme in the overall vision and mission 
of the school. The RR0 programme is 
announced on their website and when new 
students or staff members join the school, they 
are informed about the RR0 programme and 
are urged to use reusable water bottles and 
bring rubbish-free lunches. The school pro-
vides information and ideas on how to prepare 
healthy and sustainable lunches.

School Curriculum

• Some teachers have included the RR0 pro-
gramme in their art classes: students organize 
exhibitions that visualize the waste generated 
during break time.

• Math teachers use the waste collected at the 
school grounds to teach students about vol-
ume, weight, and how to make graphs.

• Music teachers have used the programme to 
record a song on waste management and 
recycling.

Pedagogical Environment

• Many schools have introduced the figure of 
“ecodelegados” to implement the RR0 pro-
gramme. The “ecodelegados” are students that 
are responsible for informing about the pro-
gramme and they also collect data on how 
much and which type of waste is produced 
during break time. This strategy enables stu-
dents to actively participate in the 
programme.

Institutional Practices

• Some schools have decided to remove the bins 
from the playground to encourage students to 
produce less waste. One of the schools drove 
this even further as they told their students that 
they had to take their waste back home.

• Some schools have installed a composting 
container on the school grounds to dispose of 
and recycle the organic waste produced during 
break time. Some teachers commented that 
they had trouble convincing the direction of 
the school as composting containers often are 
perceived as “dirty”. Teachers that were able 
to install a composting unit confirm that this 
has been beneficial for waste management at 
school and that students from all educational 
levels show great interest in the process of 
composting.

• Many participating schools have organized 
different types of competitions on who is able 
to produce less waste during a certain period. 
Teachers confirm that this “healthy” competi-
tion is very motivating for the students. Most 
schools opt to award students with an outdoor 
experience. Other schools have partnered with 
local businesses that provide reusable water 
bottles or sandwich boxes as a reward. One 
school has organized a healthy breakfast for 
the winning class.

Community Connections

• One school has connected with local farmers. 
Students that have not produced any waste 
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during the whole week get rewarded on Friday 
with fresh fruit donated by local farmers.

• Some schools have contacted the local health 
care center and invited health professionals to 
talk to students about the importance and ben-
efits of healthy eating.

• Some schools have teamed up with parents to 
organize workshops where they make reus-
able sandwich bags for the kids.

• One school collaborates with a non-profit 
organization that makes reusable sandwich 
bags that are sold at the school. The money 
raised goes entirely to the non-profit organiza-
tion. Students and parents are more inclined to 
buy these bags knowing that the money is 
used for a good cause.

Professional Development and Capacity 
Building

• Currently, the programme does not offer spe-
cific training for teachers, but the regular 
meetings connect all participating and inter-
ested teachers and staff, creating a network 
where experiences are shared and suggestions 
on improvement are made.

17.4  Evaluation of the RR0 
Programme

In this study, we propose two complementary 
strategies to evaluate the WSA principles. This 
approach aims to respond to the challenge of 
evaluating several aspects of a holistic approach 
simultaneously.

17.4.1  Web App

The first strategy is based on an app that was 
designed by our group to track the waste gener-
ated in different classrooms (Lozano Murciego 
et  al., 2021), informing us on the efficiency of 
the programme in terms of waste reduction. The 
app divides the waste of each participating stu-
dent into three categories: full waste, avoidable 
waste, and zero waste. Every day the teacher or 

“ecodelegado” collects data on the type of waste 
produced in the class. The app was launched in 
2020, and this study includes data collected dur-
ing the school terms 2020–21 and 2021–22. The 
data collected with the app are stored in a data-
base that includes the name of the school, the 
name of the classroom, the age of the students, 
and the number of students in each category per 
day. The database has been used to determine the 
amount of waste generated and to verify if par-
ticipation in the programme translates in a reduc-
tion of waste. The latter one is an indication of 
the overall performance of the programme; it 
allows us to demonstrate if the goal of the pro-
gramme (to reduce waste) is met. Statistical 
analysis reveals a weak negative correlation 
(r  = −0.11; p  <  0.05; N  =  1058) between the 
amount of waste (full waste + avoidable waste) 
and the date, indicating that there has been an 
overall reduction of waste in schools in 2021. In 
2022, no significant correlation was found (r = − 
0.04; p > 0.05; N = 323).

In addition, the information about educational 
level and the age of the students allows correla-
tion between age and the type and amount of 
waste generated. Our data reveal that the RR0 
programme is more popular in primary education 
(63.6% of the students). Data show that participa-
tion of classrooms in the highest levels is low 
(22.5% for secondary education and 0.5% for 
baccalaureate) (Table 17.1).

Moreover, there is a significant correlation 
between the type of waste and the age. Our data 
show a positive correlation between the age of 
the students and the amount of full waste 
(r = 0.29; p < 0.05; N = 2149) and a negative cor-
relation with the amount of avoidable and zero 
waste (r  = −0.20 and r  = −0.21, respectively; 
p < 0.05; N = 2149).

While this approach provides quantitative data 
on the amount of waste, it falls short of assessing 
other elements that are important for the pro-
gramme such as the involvement of the commu-
nity, institutional practices, school curriculum, 
and the attitude and behaviour of the students. To 
assess these additional elements, we used an addi-
tional instrument of assessment. We surveyed par-
ticipating teachers on how they implement the 
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Table 17.1 Percentage of participating students accord-
ing to the school level and age

School level Ages
% of participating 
students

Kindergarten 0–5 13.3
Primary education 6–11 63.6
Secondary 
education

12–15 22.5

Baccalaureate 15–17 0.5

Table 17.2 Listing of the items of the questionnaire and 
their relation with the WSA principles

WSA principle Item
Community 
connection

Item 9: What is the role of the school 
and the students´ families in 
promoting healthy eating habits?
Item 14: What factors influence the 
eating habits of your students (the 
school, friends, family, the media, 
social networks)?
Item 17: Do you believe that 
participating in the programme will 
result in a waste reduction in the 
community outside school (at the 
homes of the students)?
Item 25: Do you believe that there 
will be a general (not only food 
packaging) waste reduction at the 
homes of the students?

Pedagogical 
environment

Item 10: Do you think that the fact 
that the RR0 programme uses an 
everyday activity for learning is 
beneficial for students?
Item 16: What topics do students 
learn through the programme?
Item 21: Do you believe that the 
programme is a better approach to 
learn about waste management in 
comparison with what is included in 
the curriculum?

School 
curriculum

Item 22: How often do you use the 
programme as a complement to the 
contents of the curriculum?
Item 23: Do you think that waste 
management should be more 
embedded in the curriculum?
Item 24: What would you include in 
the curriculum to teach students about 
waste management (practical 
activities, transversal contents, 
complementary activities, or others)?

programme and the perceived benefits for the 
school and students.

17.4.2  Teachers Survey

To assess the implementation of the RR0 pro-
gramme, a questionnaire was made available to 
participating teachers. The questionnaire was 
elaborated with the platform of Google Forms 
and was distributed among teachers by the orga-
nization Teachers for Future. To evaluate the 
implementation of the WSA principles, we have 
used 10 of the 25 items (Table 17.2). The ques-
tionnaire was answered by 81 teachers.

Data from our survey reveal that 94% of the 
teachers believe that schools and families should 
work together to achieve improvement in the eat-
ing habits of the students (item 9) and 73% of the 
teachers consider that the family is very impor-
tant in determining the eating habits of the stu-
dents (item 14). Moreover, 21% of the teachers 
think that there will be a reduction in food pack-
aging at the homes of the participating students, 
while 47% think that there will be a general 
reduction of waste at home (items 17 and 25).

Three items of the questionnaire are related to 
the pedagogical environment created through the 
RR0 programme. About 97% of the teachers con-
sider the learning experience associated with the 
programme beneficial for students (Item 10). 
Interestingly, 38% of teachers answered yes and 
41% answered in most cases to the question of 
whether the RR0 offers a better approach to waste 
management compared to the current contents of 
the school curriculum (item 21). Teachers believe 
that through the programme, students learn about 

a number of interdisciplinary topics such as: 
reducing contamination, healthy eating, recy-
cling, and responsible consumption (item 16).

The last three items included in this study are 
related to the school curriculum. Our data reveal 
that 99% of the teachers use the RR0 programme 
to complement the curriculum (item 22). 
Moreover, 90% of the teachers surveyed consider 
that the school curriculum should include more 
items related to waste management and healthy 
eating (item 23). When asked what teachers 
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would like to see included, 64% think it is very 
important to include more practical content, 44% 
would like to include more complementary activ-
ities, and 40% would like to include more trans-
versal content (item 24).

17.5  Critical Discussion: Strengths 
and Challenges

A whole school approach is a holistic, systemic, 
and reflexive approach that involves all members 
from and around schools. Different key aspects 
of the education system need to be addressed 
simultaneously, creating difficulties for evalua-
tion and assessment. We have proposed two com-
plementary instruments as indicators of the 
results of the RR0 programme. The applied 
methodology allows us to assess the WSA prin-
ciples proposed by Wals and Mathie (2020): The 
web app tracks the amount of waste that was cre-
ated to evaluate institutional practices, and teach-
ers were surveyed to evaluate the community 
connection, the pedagogical environments, and 
the school curriculum. In addition, we use the 
experiences of the participating schools and 
teachers to reflect upon the WSA principles 
applied during the RR0 programme. We have 
identified the strengths and challenges for each of 
the WSA principles.

17.5.1  Vision, Ethos, Leadership 
and Coordination

Strengths
Schools that have incorporated the RR0 pro-
gramme into their school project and have 
involved the whole educative community have 
been able to change the habits of their staff and 
students. Some of the schools that have joined the 
RR0 programme report that the programme has 
provided a springboard to other sustainability ini-
tiatives. This is a positive outcome that also has 
been described by Cutter-Mackenzie et al. (2010) 
during the Australian Waste-Wise School project, 

another example of applying a Whole School 
approach towards waste management at school.

Challenges
The RR0 programme is offered to individual 
teachers and schools. There are many individual 
teachers that join the programme individually 
with their classes. These teachers comment that 
they are struggling to integrate the whole com-
munity and in many cases are not able to put into 
practice all aspects of the theoretically proposed 
WSA model. Nevertheless, it is fair to say that 
the programme could be used to create a bridge 
between the isolated effort of one teacher to a 
group of teachers that can steer the school in the 
right direction. As the school’s leadership is so 
important for the WSA, this programme provides 
an opportunity to forge such leadership.

17.5.2  School Curriculum

Strengths
Teachers that participate in the RR0 programme 
use the programme to complement contents from 
their curriculum. The programme creates a space 
to address interdisciplinary challenges such as 
waste management and responsible consumption 
and allows teachers to connect items of the cur-
riculum with an everyday activity outside the 
classroom. Teachers use this “new” space to put 
into practice alternative forms of learning. The 
programme puts into practice what has been 
described as essential for Education for 
Sustainable Development: cross-curricular teach-
ing (Gericke, 2022; MCKeown & Hopkins, 2007; 
Sund et al., 2020).

Challenges
Teachers use the programme to teach items 
related to waste management and sustainability 
but consider that sustainability should be more 
embedded in the curriculum. The survey reveals 
that teachers would like to see more complemen-
tary activities and transversal content as part of 
the school curriculum.
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17.5.3  Pedagogical Environment

Strengths
Learning about waste management and sustain-
ability is transferred from the classroom to the 
school grounds and the homes of the students. 
This educational innovation is perceived by 
teachers as beneficial for learning. Moreover, 
teachers can teach interdisciplinary items such as 
recycling and responsible consumption through 
the activities of the programme. The teachers sur-
vey reveals that the RR0 programme facilitates 
interdisciplinary learning. Moreover, including 
the students in the management and implementa-
tion of the programme through the figure of 
“ecodelegado” has proven to be very effective. 
Students take ownership of the programme and 
receive a sense of empowerment.

Challenges
The data collected through the web app reveal 
that participation is lower in the higher educa-
tional levels. The quantitative data agree with the 
perception of the teachers; it remains difficult to 
engage the older students and teachers are look-
ing for new strategies to motivate the older 
students.

17.5.4  Institutional Practices

Strengths
A strategy that, according to the participating 
schools, has had a positive impact is a healthy 
competition between classes where students are 
rewarded when they reduce the amount of waste. 
It gives the students a common purpose. Another 
approach that is well received by the school com-
munity and has a positive impact in reducing the 
waste produced on the playground is the installa-
tion of a composting container.

Challenges
Data from the web application is a quantitative 
measure of how many and which types of waste 
are produced by the students. Our data reveal a 

small reduction in waste in 2021 and no signifi-
cant reduction in 2022. These results call for 
reflection as the goal of the programme is to 
reduce waste. Participating teachers comment 
that most schools start the programme with a 
short but intense campaign on waste reduction. 
This in most cases has positive results but after 
some time, students fall back into their old habits. 
Moreover, our data highlight something that is 
often discussed in meetings of the programme: it 
remains difficult to engage teachers and students 
from higher educational levels. The unequal par-
ticipation forms a barrier to making a systemic 
change in the waste management of schools.

17.5.5  Community Connection

Strengths
In the WSA, the school is seen as part of a broader 
community that can enhance learning. Our sur-
vey confirms the importance of families in this 
learning experience. The RR0 creates a connec-
tion between schools, students, and families. This 
connection improves the relationship with the 
parents and the result of our survey suggests that 
the RR0 has the potential to promote sustainabil-
ity in the homes of the students. This form of 
intergenerational learning was also observed as a 
result of previous studies (Armstrong et al., 2004; 
Cutter-Mackenzie, 2010).

Challenges
The participating teachers agree that families 
readily get involved in the programme, this is not 
the case for organizations or businesses surround-
ing the school. Establishing links with the com-
munity is one of the aspects of the WSA flower 
model that can, and should, be improved in the 
RR0 programme. As already mentioned, the 
holistic nature of the WSA challenges its imple-
mentation and based on empirical studies, com-
bining the internal and external organization is 
problematic (Gericke, 2022).
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17.5.6  Professional Development 
and Capacity Building

Strengths
The organization of Teachers for Future has dif-
ferent ways to support the participating schools 
and teachers. Their website offers numerous 
resources and ideas on how to implement the pro-
gramme and involve the entire community. They 
have a blog where they publish experiences and 
share ideas. Moreover, they host regular meetings 
where teachers share their personal experiences 
and discuss ways to improve the implementation 
and success of the programme.

Challenges
Despite the resources and support offered by the 
organization Teachers for Future, some students 
have commented that they want their school to 
join the programme but are insecure about where 
to start. A more well-defined action plan for the 
programme would be beneficial for a more wide-
spread implementation of the programme.

17.6  Conclusions

In conclusion, the RR0 programme is an opportu-
nity to put into action the WSA approach and for 
many schools the programme is a first step 
towards a more sustainable school. The usage of 
the web app helps teachers to evaluate their prog-
ress and enables them to visualize the state of 
waste management at their school. The teachers 
survey exposes the perceived benefits and short-
comings of the programme and allows the direc-
tion to evaluate and redesign the structure and 
functioning of their school.
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18Practicing Climate Action in a K-12 
School Using a Whole Institution 
Approach

Kristen Hargis

Key Message
A whole institution approach for climate change 
education and research can be a useful frame-
work for shifting the focus from individual learn-
ers to collective practices. This is especially true 
when this approach is paired with a practice the-
ory theoretical framework. Focusing on the ele-
ments of practice that currently exist at a school 
(and surrounding community) enables a 
strengths-based approach that works with not 
against established practices.

18.1  Introduction

Climate change is one of the most pressing sus-
tainability issues, with social, economic, and 
environmental implications (such as potential 
loss of land and livelihood, displacement and 
migration, eco-anxiety, grief, and climate jus-
tice–related issues) (Eriksen et  al., 2011; Yohe 
et  al., 2007). Education has been identified as 
crucial to address climate change (UNESCO, 
2017). The majority of climate change education 
(CCE) and research to date has focused on instill-
ing individual scientific cognitive clarity instead 
of also learning how to take climate actions 
together (Cook, 2019; Brownlee et  al., 2013; 

González-Gaudiano & Meira-Cartea, 2010; 
MECCE Project and NAAEE, 2022; Monroe 
et  al., 2017). Understanding climate science, 
however, does not guarantee belief in or action on 
climate change (Kahan et  al., 2012; Hornsey 
et al., 2016). It is becoming increasingly evident 
that the challenges associated with climate 
change necessitate a paradigmatically different 
type of education to bolster the agency and 
empowerment of citizens necessary to address 
climate change (Brownlee et al., 2013; UNESCO, 
2010; Wibeck, 2014).

Approaching CCE and research from a prac-
tice perspective and a whole institution approach 
may present such an opportunity. Utilizing a 
practice lens means educators and scholars adjust 
conceptual focus away from the knowledge of 
individual learners to the practices they collec-
tively “carry,” (un)equally share, and mutually 
shape, wherein understandings, meanings, and 
purposes are irreducible to personal attributes 
(Reckwitz, 2002; Shove et al., 2012). This means 
emphasis is placed on communal educational 
activities, not individual learners (Nicolini, 
2013). Such a shift in analytical focus enables a 
reconceptualization of learning as occurring “in 
the middle of everyday practical experience,” 
wherein social milieus create the contextual con-
ditions within which learning occurs (McKenzie 
& Bieler, 2016, p. 16, also see Lave & Wenger, 
1991; Nicolini, 2013). This readjustment aligns 
with the broader turn within the social sciences 
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towards practice (Schatzki et al., 2001) and may 
hold potential for education and research to 
engender the large-scale transformation required 
by recent climate change. For the purposes of this 
study, a whole institution approach means that 
CCE is integrated within and across each of the 
domains of Overall Governance, Teaching and 
Learning, Community Partnerships, and Facilities 
and Operations. That is, within a whole institu-
tion approach, the focus of CCE is not only 
placed on individual learners, teachers, school 
staff, or administrators but also includes the 
activities of those in the entire school and local 
community.

This case study utilized Shove and colleagues’ 
(2012) conceptualization of practices to critically 
describe climate action practices occurring at a 
Kindergarten to Grade 12 (K-12) school in 
Canada using a whole institution approach to 
CCE within and across whole institution domains. 
In the sections that follow, the version of practice 
theory utilized for this research is briefly over-
viewed, including why it was selected for the cur-
rent research, before discussing what is known 
about quality CCE, including in relation to a 
whole institution approach. The methods used for 
this research and key findings are then summa-
rized before ending with concluding thoughts for 
discussion.

18.2  Practice Theory

Lave and Wenger’s (1991) conceptualization of 
learning as occurring within communities of 
practice is a common reference point for many 
educational practice theorists. While Lave and 
Wenger (1991) were not the first to acknowledge 
the value of experience within education, their 
conceptualization of learning as “legitimate 
peripheral participation” marked a significant 
paradigm shift wherein learning became concep-
tualized as a collective, participatory social pro-
cess, as opposed to individual, cognitive 
acquisition (Hughes et al., 2007).

While a unified version of practice theory is 
nonexistent (Nicolini, 2013), there are some 
common components within its uptake in educa-

tion. Most educational theorists of practice would 
agree in principle with Schatzki (2001) that prac-
tices are “embodied, materially mediated arrays 
of human activity (p. 11).” That is, practices are 
arrays of human activity in that they consist of 
the elements of human activity, whereby bodies 
and social activities are mutually constituted 
(embodied) in practice, a constitution that is, at 
minimum, mediated by material objects. This 
“constitutive entanglement of the social and the 
material” is often referred to as socio-material 
(Orlikowski, 2007, p.  1438). While educators 
have conceptualized learning as participatory 
outcomes of communities of practice for some 
time, socio-material approaches attend not only 
to “who” but also to “what” participates and how, 
as well as the resulting implications of those 
interactions (Fenwick et al., 2011).

The relationship between practice, change, and 
learning is debated (Hager, 2012), however, 
“understanding how practices change, as well as 
how they are stable and enduring, is a key issue in 
thinking through the relationship of practice to 
learning” (Hager, 2012, p.  10). Shove and col-
leagues (2012) account of the dynamics of practice 
was created due to an absence within practice the-
ory literature of how practices change (Shove et al., 
2012). Their account of the dynamics of practice 
also includes a focus on how practices appear, per-
severe, and disappear (Shove et al., 2012).

For Shove and colleagues (2012), practices 
are provisionally recognizable entities and per-
formances that actively integrate the elements of 
which they are composed. These elements 
include at minimum: materials (such as objects, 
tools, technologies, and the body), competences 
(such as background knowledge, understanding, 
and skills), and meanings (such as ideas, emo-
tions, aspirations, and symbolic meaning) (Shove 
et  al., 2012). Practices exist when elements 
(materials, competences, and meanings) are 
linked, change upon the introduction or recombi-
nation of elements, and disintegrate when links 
between elements are broken (Shove et al., 2012). 
Shove and colleagues (2012) justify this reduc-
tive schematic due to its analytical capability to 
illustrate “the recursive relation between  
practice-as-performance and practice-as-entity” 
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(Shove et al., 2012, p. 15). That is, practices are 
product and process, noun, and verb.

For example, driving is dependent on owning 
a car (material), knowing how to drive (compe-
tence), and believing that driving to work is an 
acceptable form of transportation (meaning) 
(Shove et al., 2012). Historically, the practice of 
driving has changed upon the introduction of 
more reliable cars (materials), whereby drivers 
no longer needed to also be mechanics (compe-
tence) (Shove et al., 2012). This introduction of a 
new material element (that is, more reliable cars) 
enabled engagement with a more diverse range of 
practitioners and also changed the meaning of 
driving from one of adventure to one of practical-
ity (Shove et al., 2012). Additionally, many ele-
ments required for driving existed before cars 
were invented and were only later linked. For 
example, the idea in England that one should 
drive on the left-hand side of the road (meaning) 
originated from the practice of horse riding in the 
1700s where one might need to wield a sword 
with their right hand (Shove et al., 2012). Only 
later was this meaning linked to the practice of 
driving (Shove et al., 2012).

18.3  “Good” CCE

Research suggests “Good” CCE should employ a 
whole institution approach to support a culture of 
climate action (Bieler et  al., 2018; Hargis & 
McKenzie, 2021; Hargis et al. 2021; UNESCO, 
2016). A whole institution approach to CCE 
involves engagement within and across each of 
the domains of Overall Governance (such as poli-
cies and meetings), Teaching and Learning (such 
as curricula), Community Partnerships (such as 
field trips and guest speakers), and Facilities and 
Operations (such as solar panels; see Fig. 18.1). 
Within the Teaching and Learning domain, a 
whole institution approach also includes incorpo-
rating CCE in all subjects. If CCE is only included 
in science classes, for example, it sends the mes-
sage that climate change solutions, causes, and 
effects are only scientific in nature versus also 
requiring social and political analysis and action 
(González-Gaudiano & Meira-Cartea, 2010; 

Hornsey et  al., 2016). The success of a whole 
institution to CCE approach also depends on 
involving “students, teachers, principals, school 
staff at all levels, and the wider community  – 
such as families and community members  – in 
reflecting and acting on climate change” 
(CCUNESCO, 2020, p. 26). A whole institution 
lens to CCE also aligns well with practice theory 
as it shifts the focus from individuals to schools 
and local communities working together for cli-
mate action.

Research also suggests that “good” CCE 
should include a focus on cognitive, psychoso-
cial, and action-oriented learning dimensions, all 
of which should include a justice orientation (see 
González-Gaudiano & Meira-Cartea, 2010; 
UNESCO, 2015, 2019). The cognitive learning 
dimension includes a focus on developing the 
knowledge and learning agility needed to under-
stand climate change causes, impacts, and solu-
tions (MECCE Project and NAAEE, 2022; 
UNESCO, 2015). As student knowledge of cli-
mate change grows, students may develop eco- 
grief or eco-anxiety (Doherty & Clayton, 2011; 
Norgaard, 2011; Randall, 2009). While small 
amounts of concern can lead to action, without 
the emotional resilience needed to process cli-
mate emotions, students may feel overwhelmed 
and hopeless (Dooley et al., 2021; Clayton et al., 
2017). Finally, action-oriented CCE is also essen-
tial, as students may disengage with climate 
change if it is seen as distant and unsolvable 
(Amel et al., 2017; Monroe et al., 2017; Rowling, 
2019). Climate justice should also be integrated 
across all holistic learning dimensions, including 
as those most affected by climate change have 
contributed the least to the problem (United 
Nations, 2019; Kanbur, 2015).

‘Good’ CCE should also incorporate 
Indigenous knowledges (Amsler & Jeannie, in 
press; Ferland, n.d.; Tanyanyiwa, 2019; Mbah 
et  al., 2021; Viswanathan, 2020). Incorporating 
Indigenous knowledges in CCE (and education 
in general) is important because Indigenous 
knowledges “can help us to close some gaps in 
our knowledge about the environment that will 
enable us to counter the threats to the natural 
environment” (Nesterova, 2020, p.  1051). 
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Fig. 18.1 This figure 
illustrates a whole 
institution approach to 
CCE. (Hargis & 
McKenzie, 2021; 
MECCE and NAAEE, 
2022)

Additionally, in settler colonial societies, such as 
Canada, including Indigenous knowledges in 
CCE “can support the processes of transitional 
and historical justice to heal the damage inflicted 
on Indigenous peoples during colonialism and 
reconciliation and the building of new, just and 
equal relationships between Indigenous and non- 
Indigenous groups” (Nesterova, 2020, p. 1051).

18.4  Methods

In 2016, in response to recent international calls 
for CCE (General Assembly resolution 70/1, 
2015; UNESCO and UNFCCC, 2016; UNFCCC, 
2015), the United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) launched 
a Climate Change Pilot Project within their 
Associated Schools Network (ASPnet). From 
September 2017 to May 2018, ten primary and 
secondary education schools within Canada par-
ticipated in this international project, which 
entailed a whole institution approach to CCE 
under the direction of the Canadian Commission 
for UNESCO (CCUNESCO). To implement the 
pilot project, schools were provided with a 
Getting Climate Ready (UNESCO, 2016) guide. 
The Sustainability and Education Policy Network 
(SEPN) conducted an evaluation of this project 
using interviews and a survey (see Chopin et al., 
2018; Hargis et  al., 2018), which highlighted a 

school exhibiting promising CCE for the current 
case study.

The site chosen for this study was a pre- 
Kindergarten to Grade 12 school, which also held 
designations as a UNESCO ASPnet school and 
an EcoSchool (Creswell & Poth, 2018). While 
SEPN’s evaluation identified evidence of climate 
action practices already occurring, the current 
study further investigated those actions over 
4 weeks.

During the 2018–2019 school year, the school 
used a whole institution approach to address the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), focusing 
on climate change during April 2019 as part of 
their Simply Living Simply program. The latter 
program was started several years previously as a 
whole institution approach to sustainability in the 
school. Data generation for the current case took 
place from late April to mid-May 2019. Participants 
included administrators, staff, teachers, students, 
and community members. Ethics approval was 
obtained through the Institutional Review Board at 
the University of Saskatchewan and at the school 
board level. All participants completed informed 
consent and/or informed assent forms. The total 
participant number was 96.

Date generation included a sensory walk of 
the school surrounds, observations of classroom 
lessons, field trips, and meetings, interviews with 
teachers and administrators (such as principals 
and vice-principals), and teacher and student 
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focus groups. In the focus groups, teachers 
mapped where CCE practices were occurring at 
the school in relation to all four whole institution 
domains, and students drew pictures about the 
climate action practices currently happening at 
the school and actions they wished were happen-
ing at the school. Documents and photos from the 
site were also collected.

Analysis began with inductive hand coding 
and memo-writing to note emerging ideas 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Inductive codes 
included descriptive codes (which are codes sum-
marizing the main topic discussed), In Vivo codes 
(which are codes using participants’ own words), 
emotion codes (which are codes capturing emo-
tion), and simultaneous codes (which are two or 
more codes applied to a single datum). Following 
Saldaña’s (2016) coding recommendations, simi-
lar codes were grouped into emergent categories. 
The resulting themes were interrogated in rela-
tion to the chosen practice theory. This first cycle 
of coding preceded the development of a code-
book, which included emergent themes as well as 
deductive codes related to practice theory and the 
whole institution domains (see Creswell & Poth, 
2018). Once the codebook was finalized, all data 
were coded in the qualitative data analysis soft-
ware NVivo 12.

Coded data supported theme development 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). When developing 
themes, the method of zooming in and out 
(Nicolini, 2013) directed the researcher’s analyti-
cal gaze to zoom in on practices within one 
domain before zooming out to see how practice 
elements were related across domains. This 
method was appropriate because “practices can 
only be studied relationally, and they can only be 
understood as part of a nexus of connections” 
(Nicolini, 2013, p. 229).

18.5  Findings

The findings below are presented by the whole 
institution domain (that is, Overall Governance, 
Teaching and Learning, Community Partnerships, 
and Facilities and Operations) in relation to 
selected themes that emerged from within and 
across each whole institution domain. Key prac-

tice elements are indicated parenthetically (that 
is, competences, materials, and meanings).

18.5.1  Overall Governance

Within the domain of Overall Governance, the 
importance of distributed leadership (between 
teachers, students, and administrators) for CCE 
practices was apparent. After noting few climate 
actions were mapped within the domain of 
Overall Governance during the teachers focus 
group, Teacher 2 mentioned, “[The map] reflects 
our governance. That [climate action is] across 
grades…to me this is school governance.” Part of 
their governance structure also includes teachers 
“push[ing] each other on” to improve their CCE 
practices (Teacher 2). Teacher 10 noted, “It 
doesn’t feel like a push. It feels like, Whohoo!” 
Teacher 10 continued, “it [that is, the push] fills 
you with life. It enlivens.” While they all agreed 
that they support (meaning) each other to improve 
their CCE practices (such as sharing ideas and 
resources), several teachers noted the importance 
of having a key person (material) “to push the 
agenda gently along” (Teacher 2).

It was also understood (competence) that lead-
ership for environmental education and CCE 
should be shared by teachers and students, and 
this style of leadership was supported by the 
presence of several key materials, particularly 
summer planning meetings, posters, and the staff 
room table. The central nature of the staff room 
table meant the teachers ate lunch together every 
day (see Fig.  18.2). During the teacher focus 
group, Teacher 2 asked one of the teachers to 
“put a bright star in the staff room. [It’s where] all 
the intelligence and energy oozes out of us.”

18.5.2  Teaching and Learning

Related to the theme of CCE content, two sub- 
themes were found related to a cross-curricular 
approach and limited inclusion of Indigenous 
knowledges and climate justice.

The practice of CCE at the school is sustained, 
in part, by a provincial initiative for cross- 
curricular education (material), which happened 

18 Practicing Climate Action in a K-12 School Using a Whole Institution Approach



252

Fig. 18.2 Teacher’s focus group map excerpt and picture of the staff room

15  years prior. Administrator 1 described how 
teachers can creatively (meaning) connect CCE 
to this provincial initiative by finding common 
threads across subjects:

So, you could explore about [greenhouse] gas 
emissions in Math and use Math to explore that. 
And then you could write to public officials and do 
your Civics and Social Studies...So that although 
you’re spending an hour on Math, you’re actually 
spending three hours on climate education in kind 
of a sneaky way, not a sneaky way, but in a smart 
way.

The benefit of knowing how to include CCE 
within multiple subjects (competence) was 
described as not only a creative way to deal with 
barriers related to time (which was the most fre-
quently mentioned barrier) but also enabled stu-
dents to see that climate change had meaning in 
their lives beyond the classroom.

While there was some inclusion of Indigenous 
knowledges at the school, including in relation to 
climate change, and climate justice, this inclu-
sion was rare. Reflecting on the overall inclusion 
of Indigenous knowledges (competence) at the 
school, Teacher 10 mentioned, “it would be bet-
ter to have more Indigenous input on ways we 
could be making more of a connection with the 

Earth.” Teacher 1 explained the history of 
Indigenous knowledges inclusion at the school, 
mentioning that since First Nations students no 
longer attended the school due to costs related to 
busing (material), there was even less focus on 
the inclusion of Indigenous knowledges than in 
years past. Teacher 6 described a children’s book 
about residential schools (material) that she reads 
to her classes (see Fig. 18.3) but mentioned it was 
not related to climate change. That is, while 
Teacher 6 acknowledged the connection between 
residential schools and colonialism, she did not 
acknowledge the connection between colonial 
practices and climate change (competence). In 
addition, while some students were familiar with 
climate justice (competence), this familiarity was 
not the norm.

18.5.3  Community Partnerships

There was also an understanding (competence) at 
the school of the importance of bringing every-
one (at the school, in the community, and at the 
school board) along on the journey towards 
increased climate action. Teacher 2 mentioned 
the importance of “bring[ing] all of your staff 
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Fig. 18.3 Picture of the 
book read in Teacher 6’s 
classes

along” by inviting them (principals, office man-
agers, custodians, cafeteria staff) to CCE activi-
ties at the school (such as assemblies). In 
discussing how the cafeteria staff have joined the 
school’s journey towards increased CCE, she 
mentioned, the cafeteria staff have “started mak-
ing suggestions, ‘What if we do this differently?’ 
They’ve switched to reusable containers [mate-
rial], and they got rid of straws [material] at our 
behest.” Teacher 2 also mentioned the custodians 
have joined in by allowing them to do waste 
audits of recycling, garbage, and compost. She 
mentioned “without the cooperation of your cus-
todial staff, [waste audits] could be a very con-
tentious thing [meaning].”

In relation to the broader community, there 
was also a focus on how to communicate about 
climate change. The school is in a politically con-
servative area, so during the first few years of the 
Simply Living Simply program, the teachers and 
staff never used the word “climate change” to 
keep the investigation of the topic “safe.” Slowly, 
several staff and students came to see the connec-
tion between the program and climate change 
themselves. The teachers also used context- 
specific framings when discussing climate 
change (such as in relation to protecting jobs) 
that resonated with the community. That is, the 
campus and local community were ‘brought 
along’ through the inclusive language used to 
discuss climate change.

18.5.4  Facilities and Operations

When participants were asked what it meant to 
take climate action at the school, their responses 
usually referred to taking Facilities and 
Operations-related actions (meaning). Similarly, 
students usually mentioned Facilities and 
Operations-related activity when describing what 
the school is currently doing for climate action 
(such as recycling, composting, and gardening). 
Ideas for future climate action practices from stu-
dents, teachers, and parents were also often 
related to Facilities and Operations activity.

The effect materials can have on facilities and 
operations practices related to CCE was evident 
during the research visit. For instance, there was 
evidence that the presence (or not) of particular 
materials significantly affected drinking prac-
tices related to CCE at the school. The school 
wanted to be a community where everyone uses 
reusable water bottles (meaning); however, they 
found that the water fountains needed to be 
refrigerated for students to use them. After refrig-
erated water fountains were installed, the staff 
asked the community for reusable water bottle 
donations (material) so they could give them to 
every student. It was important (meaning) to the 
staff that the onus not be put on the parents to buy 
water bottles.

Having facilities and operations-related mate-
rials all around the school also made it easier to 
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use those objects as teaching moments related to 
climate change since the teachers knew how 
those materials were related to climate change 
(competence). Discussing these materials, 
Teacher 1 mentioned that she was able to, “grab 
[something] and say, ‘Oh you want to learn about 
this. Let’s talk about this.’” She also said that 
because they were able to have these types of 
conversations frequently, it meant they did not 
have to explain the basics of climate change as 
often because students were already familiar with 
the topic. This familiarity allowed for more 
meaningful conversations about climate change 
(meaning).

18.6  Discussion and Conclusion

This research has implications for how to imple-
ment a whole institution approach, in general, as 
well as the potential of using a whole institution 
approach for CCE (also see Hargis & McKenzie, 
2021; Hargis et al., 2021; Mathie & Wals, 2022; 
Wals & Mathie, 2022). This research also indi-
cates the potential of practice theory for research-
ing CCE.

18.6.1  How to Implement a Whole 
Institution Approach

The whole institution approach at the school was 
put in place largely due to the school’s Simply 
Living Simply program, as well as their designa-
tions as an EcoSchool and a UNESCO ASPnet 
school, which have targets, programs, and 
resources aimed at all domains of a whole institu-
tion approach. Schools looking to implement a 
whole institution approach to CCE may want to 
create their own program (such as the Simply 
Living Simply program) and/or join other certifi-
cation programs that have environmental and cli-
mate action targets and resources across one or 
more domains (such as EcoSchools Canada and 
UNESCO ASPnet schools).

A whole institution approach requires work-
ing with individuals from across all domains of 
school activity. While working with so many dif-

ferent people could have been a barrier to climate 
action, the school’s focus on bringing everyone 
along, wherein they invited all staff to CCE 
assemblies, framed messages about climate 
change according to their audience, shared 
resources, and supported each other, helped to 
ensure uptake of CCE.  By framing climate 
change messages in relation to the community’s 
priorities, the school was able to avoid any major 
pushback from the community related to 
CCE.  Context-specific framings related to cli-
mate change have also been found to have a posi-
tive effect on climate change engagement and the 
shifting of climate change views (Callison, 2014; 
Goldberg et al., 2021; Li & Su, 2018).

18.6.2  Overall Governance

In relation to Overall Governance, the impor-
tance of distributed leadership is a key implica-
tion for future CCE practice and research. 
According to Harris (2003), “distributed leader-
ship is characterized as a form of collective lead-
ership in which teachers develop expertise by 
working collaboratively” (p.  11). While distrib-
uted leadership can be implemented ‘naively’ if 
practitioners do not know how to lead, do not 
want to lead, or are prevented from leading 
(McKenzie & Locke, 2014), when done effec-
tively, distributed leadership is “more than the 
sum of the component parts or practices” rather it 
is “a system of practice comprised of a collection 
of interacting components: leaders, followers, 
and situation” (Spillane, 2005, p.  15). Past 
research has emphasized the importance of 
champions in relation to environmental educa-
tion (Wood et  al., 2014); however, CCE had 
endured at the school not so much because of 
individual champions but because of collective 
and distributed efforts to take environmental 
action among all practitioners at the school. 
Distributed leadership also aligns well with a 
whole institution approach, which seeks collabo-
ration across all domains of school activity, and 
practice theory, which shifts the focus from indi-
viduals to collaborative practices.
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18.6.3  Teaching and Learning

Several implications for practices within the 
domain of Teaching and Learning also emerged 
from this research. The most commonly men-
tioned barrier at the school for CCE was time. 
Teachers often overcame this barrier by integrat-
ing CCE across subjects. Cross-curricular 
approaches to environmental and sustainability 
education and CCE are variously supported in the 
literature. Proponents of cross-curricular 
approaches for CCE have highlighted their poten-
tial to illustrate that multiple disciplines have a 
role to play in addressing climate change (Field 
et  al., 2019; Hargis & McKenzie, 2021; Hargis 
et  al., 2021). Critics of cross-curricular 
approaches have highlighted the large amounts of 
time and support needed to embed a topic with 
which teachers are not overly familiar with across 
subjects (Dyment & Hill, 2015; Hill & Dyment, 
2016; Nicholls & Thorne, 2018). While not dis-
missing prior findings regarding how lack of time 
and support may impede the successful imple-
mentation of a cross-curricular approach to CCE, 
the present case illustrates that the support teach-
ers gave each other at the school enabled them to 
overcome barriers related to time and to ensure 
that CCE surfaced across all subjects.

Finally, while the school has connected many 
topics to climate change, there are several key 
topics that have not yet been connected to climate 
change as strongly as they could be (such as 
Indigenous knowledges and climate justice). 
Implications for future practice, policy, and 
research include the importance of acknowledg-
ing that Indigenous knowledges are important for 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous students 
(Antoine et  al., 2018; Kapyrka & Dockstator, 
2012; Vizina, 2018), that Indigenous land-based 
education is CCE (Wilson in UNESCO, 2021), 
and that colonialism is directly related to climate 
change (Funes, 2022; Sultana, 2022). There were 
also limited discussions of climate justice at the 
school. The topic of climate justice, however, is 
very relevant for this community due to its loca-
tion in an economically depressed area that is 
heavily reliant on farming and tourism, both of 
which could be negatively affected by climate 

change. As the impacts of climate change increas-
ingly affect local environmental conditions and 
the human and nonhuman populations who reside 
there disproportionately, locally relevant discus-
sions of climate justice will become an increas-
ingly important part of CCE.

18.6.4  Community Partnerships

When discussing climate actions at the school, all 
participants referred to practices in the 
Community Partnerships domain. Despite living 
in a remote location, the school had many com-
munity partners who were essential to the climate 
actions occurring at the school. Prior research has 
also found that schools in rural locations are 
more likely to have community partners for envi-
ronmental and sustainability education (Regier, 
2019). No matter their location, schools should 
seek out community partners to support their cli-
mate action practices (Hargis & McKenzie, 
2021).

Through the school’s focus on engaging with 
community partners, they created their own mini- 
network. The potential of networking for climate 
action is also illustrated in prior work (see Hargis 
et  al., 2021). Due to this collaborative and 
community- driven approach to CCE, the school 
faced minimal backlash, despite its location in a 
politically conservative area. Implications for 
future practice and research include the potential 
for a whole institution approach that actively 
involves and works with the school and local 
community to overcome prior differences of 
opinion and to create a culture of climate action 
with not in opposition to existing practices.

18.6.5  Facilities and Operations

When practice elements were connected across 
domains at the school, one of the domains was 
usually Facilities and Operations. For instance, 
physical materials within the room, such as light 
timers and recycling and compost bins, which 
were functioning within the Facilities and 
Operations domain were also often brought into 
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the domain of Teaching and Learning to discuss 
how those practices were connected to climate 
change mitigation, thereby strengthening and 
reinforcing both practices. Schools making the 
transition to climate-friendly Facilities and 
Operations practices should consider ways to 
bring those practices into the classroom, which 
will enable the school to become a living lab and 
can be used to educate the school and local com-
munity about (through) climate action (see Hargis 
& McKenzie, 2021; MECCE Project and 
NAAEE, 2022; UNESCO, 2016).

Most of the ideas for future climate action 
practices at the school mentioned by participants 
were related to Facilities and Operations. While 
necessary and important, there is also potential 
for new practices in other domains (Overall 
Governance, Teaching and Learning, and 
Community Partnerships). Policies can support 
expanded imaginaries of potential actions by 
suggesting actions schools can take across all 
domains of school activity (see Hargis & 
McKenzie, 2021; MECCE Project and NAAEE, 
2022).

18.6.6  Potential of a Whole 
Institution Approach 
and Practice Theory 
to Support CCE

Using a whole institution framework for the cur-
rent research served to direct the researcher’s 
gaze across the entire school and out into the 
local community. Pairing this approach with 
practice theory allowed the researcher to focus on 
key elements of practice instead of the individu-
als carrying those practices. By focusing on the 
elements that make up practices, and how those 
elements and their connections may change 
across time/space, the researcher was better able 
to see what “ingredients” for practice are avail-
able, as well as possible connection points for 
future practices. A whole institution approach to 
CCE can also enable a culture of climate action 
practices (Hargis & McKenzie, 2021). When cli-
mate action practices exist within and across 
whole institution domains, the practice of CCE is 

strengthened. A whole institution approach to 
CCE ensures that all individuals at the school and 
the local community are involved in climate 
action and correspond well with theories of prac-
tice, which focus on collaboration, not 
individuals.

Theories of practice harbor the potential to 
envisage social change regarding the major issues 
of our time, such as climate change through their 
focus on everyday practices (Buegger, 2014; 
Shove, 2010; Shove & Spurling, 2013). The 
methodological shift from following individuals 
to “the elements of practice” they carry (Shove 
et al., 2012, p. 22) enables a departure from tradi-
tional knowledge, attitude, and behavior 
approaches within CCE and research (Brownlee 
et  al., 2013). This shift is necessary because 
“more knowledge does not necessarily equate 
with changed actions; but rather…it is practice 
itself that enables change” (McKenzie & Bieler, 
2016, p.  123). By better attending to practical 
experience, educational approaches can “build 
the potential for cultural change as a response to 
the pressing critical issues of our times” 
(McKenzie & Bieler, 2016, p. 9).
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19Utilizing Collaborative Self-Study 
to Explore Pedagogies 
for Sustainability

Christina Phillips and Patrick Howard

Key Message
This case study has significance in the field of 
critical and reflexive self-study for teacher educa-
tion and may provide ideas about practical 
approaches to sustainability from a whole school 
perspective. This work may contribute to the dis-
ruption of a status quo regarding sustainable 
practices in institutions, disrupting racism 
through the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives, 
and serve as a counter-narrative to the exploita-
tion of our environments.

19.1  Utilizing Collaborative 
Self-Study to Explore 
Pedagogies 
for Sustainability

19.1.1  Context Setting

Defining sustainability, and how best to imple-
ment sustainable approaches, remains contested 
in academe and in elementary, secondary, and 
post-secondary schooling systems. Whole school 
approaches (WSA) (Wals & Mathie, 2022) to 
sustainability where various facets or currents of 

environmental education (for example, Sauvé, 
2005) are integrated with subject matter, leader-
ship practices, and everyday classroom routines 
remain elusive in many contexts as they serve as 
counter-narratives to the status quo promoting 
over-consumption and exploitation of environ-
ments and people.

In this chapter, we present a case study explor-
ing how a Canadian post-secondary institution, 
Cape Breton University (CBU), has enacted inte-
grative (for example, Indigenous perspectives), 
whole school approaches to sustainability in cre-
ative and immersive ways. We have utilized 
reflexive, collaborative, critical self-study to 
examine program objectives in teacher education 
and how sustainability goals have been inter-
preted, translated, and implemented at the course 
level in pre-service teacher education (that is, sci-
ence methods courses) and at the graduate level 
(that is, an applied research project course for the 
Master of Education in Sustainability, Creativity, 
and Innovation).

Cape Breton University (CBU) is a small uni-
versity located in Sydney, Nova Scotia, Canada. 
The university’s commitment to sustainability 
initiatives makes it an emerging leader on a vari-
ety of fronts among post-secondary institutions 
in the province of Nova Scotia and, nationally, in 
Canada. CBU has invested in renewable technol-
ogies in new building construction, facility infra-
structure programmes, and in meeting its present 
and future energy demands. Most notable was the 
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Fig. 19.1 The Cape 
Breton University 
Campus located in 
Sydney, Nova Scotia, 
Canada

construction of a wind farm to move the campus 
toward being carbon neutral (Aschaiek, 2016). 
Cape Breton University is also home to the 
Verschuren Centre for Sustainability in Energy 
and the Environment (see Fig. 19.1).

The Verschuren Centre, established in 2009, is 
a registered not-for-profit research, development, 
and demonstration facility providing contracted 
services to industry and community in the areas 
of bioprocessing, carbon transformation, energy 
storage, and sustainable resource use 
(Government of Canada, 2022). The Centre was 
established to further the commitment to local 
and global sustainability.

19.1.2  L’nu Communities 
and Connections

Cape Breton Island is home to five L’nu commu-
nities which represent the largest population con-
centration of Mi’kmaw people in Mi’kma’ki—the 
ancestral home and un-surrendered territory of 
the Mi’kmaw people. L’nu: or L’nuk is the term 
the Mi’kmaq use to describe themselves as 
Indigenous people. It means “the people” (see: 
http://bit.ly/3IeXH8K). The territory includes all 
of what is now Nova Scotia and Prince Edward 

Island, the Gaspé Peninsula of Quebec, the north 
shore of New Brunswick and inland to the Saint 
John River watershed, eastern Maine, and part of 
Newfoundland, including the islands in the Gulf 
of Saint Lawrence as well as St. Pierre and 
Miquelon (Mi’kmaq Resource Centre, n.d.). In 
1998, CBU established what is now called 
Unama’ki College to broaden Mi’kmaq and 
Aboriginal courses and programming at the uni-
versity. That year also saw the opening of the 
Mi’kmaq Resource Centre as a repository of aca-
demic and research documents related to 
Mi’kmaw history, culture, and language. New 
investments were announced recently to support a 
research centre for Mi’kmaw environmental jus-
tice and climate change studies (Connors, 2020).

19.1.2.1  Etuaptmumk (Two-Eyed 
Seeing)

The groundbreaking concept of Two-eyed Seeing 
(Etuaptmumk) was developed at Cape Breton 
University. This is an Integrative Science pro-
gram based on the collaborative efforts of a 
Western scientist and Mi’kmaw scholars 
(Institute for Integrative Science and Health, n.d.) 
where issues pertaining to science and the envi-
ronment are viewed through the ‘two eyes’ of 
both Western and Mi’kmaw world views.
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19.1.3  Education for Sustainability 
and Cape Breton University

Cape Breton University has endeavoured to make 
education for sustainability a core focus in its 
teacher education programming. A decade ago, 
the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada, 
in partnership with the International Institute for 
Sustainable Development and Learning for a 
Sustainable Future, surveyed Canadian teacher 
education institutions to “gain a better under-
standing of how they are incorporating education 
for sustainable development into their pre-service 
programs, research, and other activities” (CMEC, 
2012. p.  1). At the time of the 2012 Canadian 
Council of Ministers of Education survey, Cape 
Breton University was in the early stages of reori-
enting its teacher education programming for 
sustainability. The CBU reorientation was based 
largely on theoretical and conceptual frameworks 
related to the values-driven and normative under-
taking that is education for sustainable develop-
ment; in other words, faculty and staff engaged in 
the hard work of “decid(ing) which themes to 
emphasize within their curriculums, programs, 
practices, and policies to ensure that teacher- 
education programs fit the environmental, social, 
and economic conditions and goals of their com-
munities, regions, and nations” (Hopkins & 
McKeown, 2005, p. 15).

A decade later, the understanding of education 
for sustainability within the CBU Department of 
Education and across the institution continues to 
mature and develop. The concept of education for 
sustainability has blossomed in new directions to 
inform program development in both pre-service 
teacher education and in professional learning for 
in-service teachers. Education for sustainability 
influences approaches to equity, diversity, and 
inclusion; issues of social justice; student and 
teacher mental health and well-being; the 
responses to truth and reconciliation; and the 
efforts to support the reclamation and revitaliza-
tion of the Mi’kmaw language. In recent years, 
the Department of Education at CBU continues 
to find ways to deliver teacher education that are 
“transformative, which empowers lifelong learn-

ers with the knowledge, values and competencies 
to not only make informed decisions but also to 
bring about the individual and collective change 
required to positively impact our societies…” 
(UNESCO, 2022, p. 3).

19.2  Literature Review

19.2.1  Pedagogies for Sustainability 
Education in Higher Education

A great deal has been written about the long his-
tory to transform K-12 education through pro-
gressive, experiential educational approaches. 
Dewey (1938/1997) showed that complexity and 
change meant that education could not be reduced 
to formulaic preparation for life; it needed to be 
life itself, messiness and unpredictability 
included. Progressive educators looked for ways 
to realize Dewey’s vision through valuing diver-
sity, building on the interests of students, orga-
nizing learning in larger more holistic units, 
connecting school to the surrounding commu-
nity, and developing citizenship (Howard, 2020; 
Waks, 2013).

Transformative teaching and learning that 
incorporates values of sustainability and progres-
sive pedagogies is still considered an emerging 
field. Studies conducted reveal “that the concept 
of education for sustainable development has not 
been sufficiently integrated into the concept of 
transformation in higher education institutions” 
(Filho et  al., 2018, 286). Systematic literature 
reviews have found that higher education institu-
tions have direct and significant impacts on sus-
tainable development through research that 
impacts society, the environment, and the econ-
omy. Higher education institutions must do more 
to embed sustainability into their systems, and 
major gaps in the literature provide ample space 
for future research in this rapidly evolving field 
of inquiry. “[M]ore research with a holistic per-
spective… a whole institution approach would 
also help identify impact areas and stakeholder 
groups that are currently underrepresented in the 
literature”.
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Research into pedagogical approaches for sus-
tainability in higher education institutions has 
increased in the past two decades. Frameworks 
gave been offered to help educators in creating 
and updating courses to create a more “complete, 
holistic, and systemic sustainability education for 
future leaders, decision makers, educators, and 
change agents”. However, more research is 
needed on pedagogical approaches and the poten-
tial to develop sustainability competences. Such 
forms of pedagogy and learning are only begin-
ning to emerge in higher education and it has 
been argued that to respond to the climate crisis 
and the wicked problems of sustainability “there 
is a need for more exploratory, transgressive 
forms of learning in our institutions…[that] will 
require an integration of sustainability-oriented 
higher education teaching research and commu-
nity engagement processes into possibilities for 
learning...”. Recent research has taken up the role 
of HEIS in contributing to the United Nations 
Sustainability Goals (SDGs) and conclusions that 
call for sustainability principles needing to be at 
the heart of higher education institutions’ strate-
gic planning and incorporated into the organiza-
tional culture are significant findings (Agbedahin, 
2019; Zaleniene & Pereira, 2021).

19.2.2  School-Oriented Models 
of Sustainability

Many important frameworks to support environ-
mental and sustainability education have been 
developed and to varying degrees, implemented 
in different schooling contexts (that is, typically 
in elementary and secondary schools; not higher 
education). For example, frameworks such as 
those represented here are a sampling of the 
excellent efforts to reorient education for peace, 
social justice, citizenship, well-being, and eco-
logical literacy:

• Eco and green school frameworks (Metzger, 
2015),

• Living schools (O’Brien & Howard, 2020),

• Whole school approaches to sustainable 
development (Wals & Mathie, 2022),

• Education for sustainable development educa-
tor competences (UNECE, 2011),

• United Nations and UNESCO global educa-
tion for sustainable development programs 
(UNESCO-UNEP, 1977).

• (UNESCO, 2005, 2006, 2016) including the 
Sustainability Development Goal (SDG).

• Quality Education for all (UNESCO, 2021a, 
b).

These lenses all provide clarity about key 
skills and competencies, for both teachers and 
students, around an educational vision for future- 
oriented teaching and learning with an overarch-
ing goal of realizing a global shift to reimagined 
education systems to create a “safer, kinder, and 
flourishing world and planet” (Sterling, 2017, 
p. 42).

In higher education research, a gap has been 
identified relative to frameworks that would 
allow for a more comprehensive understanding 
of the approaches and impacts of sustainability 
education on teaching and learning, policy, indi-
vidual behaviour, student values and beliefs, fac-
ulty responsiveness and institutional culture are 
currently underexplored and merit further atten-
tion. Qualitative approaches may be a tool to help 
understand how these concepts might be func-
tioning in higher education contexts. Findler 
et al. (2019) report that the use of qualitative data 
such as narratives might help to assess impacts 
and change in higher education that would other-
wise be difficult to measure using quantitative 
data.

The work of Lucie Sauvé (2005) is a helpful 
extension of these frameworks, ideas, and notions 
regarding concrete approaches to sustainability 
and various facets of environmental education, 
and by extension sustainability education. In her 
explorations, she characterizes many common 
forms of environmental education envisioned 
through the metaphor of ‘currents’ such as: natu-
ralist; holistic; conservationist/resourcist; 
 bioregionalist; problem-solving; praxic; sys-
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temic; socially critical; scientific; feminist; eth-
nographic; value-centred; eco-educational; and 
sustainable development/sustainability currents 
may serve as a useful guiding framework to criti-
cally analyse programming and course delivery 
at the higher education level. Of note, is the 
absence of a comprehensive current to devote 
exclusively to Indigenous world views on sus-
tainability and environmental education (that is, 
although this seems to be a dimension of the ‘eth-
nographic current’).

The case study reported here, addresses a 
gap in the literature (that is, how higher educa-
tion is enacting sustainability education) and 
explores how, and to what extent Cape Breton 
University has enacted integrative, whole 
school approaches to sustainability as per 
descriptions and the theoretical framing of 
Wals and Mathie (2022) in teacher education 
programming via collaborative and reflexive 
self-study methods.

19.3  Methods

This reflexive, small-scale qualitative case 
study explored the concept of immersive and 
inclusive sustainability in higher education pro-
grams at Cape Breton University (that is, in 
both pre- service teacher education and gradu-
ate-level education programs) via collaborative 
self-study methods. We have drawn from the 
ideas of Merriam (1988) to characterize our 
work where she described a case study as “…an 
intensive, holistic description and analysis of a 
single instance, phenomenon, or social unit” 
(p. 21). The case study explores holistically the 
extent to which whole school approaches (Wals 
& Mathie, 2022) to sustainability education at 
Cape Breton University have been enacted in 
our programming in the Department of 
Education within the School of Education and 
Health. In alignment with case study 
approaches, our case has clearly demarcated 
institutional boundaries (that is, both physical 
and virtual) (Merriam, 1988; Miles & 
Huberman, 1994).

19.3.1  Self-Study as a Research 
Method in Teacher Education

Self-study is a relatively new field of qualitative 
inquiry that emerged in the 1990s (Loughran, 
2018). Education researchers and teachers alike 
have recognized the power of this methodology 
to deconstruct classroom practices and educa-
tional observations via critical reflexivity and 
situated inquiry.

This approach is commonly referred to as 
S-STEP or the Self-study of Teacher Education 
Practices in teacher researcher circles. Loughran 
(2018) describes this methodology as an emer-
gent field based on the recognition of the impor-
tance of “reflective practice, action research and 
practitioner inquiry…” (p.  1). Loughran also 
connects the self-identification of problematic 
aspects of practice with the seminal work of 
Dewey (1933) where a problem often forms the 
foundation for reflective practices. The work of 
Samaras and Freese (2006) may also be benefi-
cial when exploring scholarly definitions of self- 
study where they characterize the method as “…
situated inquiry, process or paradoxical: individ-
ual and collective, personal and interpersonal and 
private and public…” (pp. 40–53).

Our work, as described throughout the follow-
ing segments, aligns well with these descriptions 
of self-study methods and intersects with the 
fusion of individual and collective practices. 
Loughran (2018) reminds us that the ‘self’ and 
change are intimately linked and also that self- 
study is a method tied with a research collective 
that focuses on both the mentoring and develop-
ment of both individual and community. This 
method is not focused on the quantity of voices, 
but rather quality engagement with practices, 
reflexivity, and the commitment to developing a 
better practice for self and community.

19.3.1.1  Data Sources
Data sources that informed the case included:

• Departmental documents (for example, course 
syllabi).

• Journal entries and responses (collected and 
stored online in a collaborative document 
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accessible to both professors engaged in this 
work) to reflexive questions about sustainabil-
ity and institutional practices regarding sus-
tainability based on the work of Wals and 
Mathie (2022).

19.3.1.2  Reflexive Engagement 
and Data Analysis

Each professor involved in the study explored 
prompting questions on whole school approaches 
to sustainability based on a framework presented 
in Wals and Mathie (2022). These questions 
guided critical and self-reflexive analysis of the 
courses taught and the challenges and successes 
regarding the implementation of broader univer-
sity objectives promoted by the school. The 
prompts used to guide critical self-reflection 
regarding whole school approaches to sustain-
ability included:

• What does sustainability mean to me? How 
does this manifest in my day-to-day life? How 
do I enact sustainability in my work? Classes? 
In other contexts?

• -To what extent has our institution experi-
mented with sustainability? Creating sustain-
ability? Examples?

• What new learning processes contribute to 
sustainable practices? Are there learning envi-
ronments associated with CBU that enhance 
learning about sustainability?

• How do we as educators manifest and immerse 
our students in sustainability via course 
design, content, assessment, and other ways? 
What are some examples?

• To what extent are all staff engaged in PD that 
supports sustainability? What kinds of PD? 
Organizations?

• To what extent do we engage in connections 
between the school and community to enhance 
sustainable practices? How do we do this?

These prompts were posted on a private, col-
laborative, and interactive platform (that is, 
Microsoft™ OneDrive), housed by our institu-
tion so that each researcher could reflect upon 
these questions and add their perspectives to the 

digital platform. Kitchen (2022) draws from the 
work of Loughran and Brubaker (2015) to 
remind us of the importance of the use of col-
laboration and critical friends in self-study work 
to facilitate understandings of data interpreta-
tion and to promote trustworthiness in analysis 
work. The outcomes of our journaling, discus-
sions, and collaborations using these prompts 
(that is, based on WSA) supported out decon-
struction and analysis of our institutional WSA 
used at Cape Breton University. These prompts 
helped us to determine successes and challenge 
areas.

Additionally, Sauvé’s (2005) environmental 
education currents framework was used to anal-
yse course syllabi and our journal entries (that is, 
responses to the above prompts) for various fac-
ets of sustainability, connections with WSA, and 
environmental education (please see Appendix A 
for a more fulsome description of Sauvé’s cur-
rents). Documents such as course syllabi and 
journal entries were assigned codes using the 
‘review and add comment’ function embedded in 
Word™ documents. Sauvé’s (2005) currents 
served as a framework for an a priori coding 
approach (Saldaña, 2012) to help unpack focal 
areas that seemed connected with facets of envi-
ronmental education.

19.4  Findings

In consideration of WSAs to sustainability and 
sustainable practices, we have engaged with the 
work of Wals and Mathie (2022) to critically and 
reflexively engage in self-study to deconstruct, 
unpack, and critically reflect upon our educa-
tional practices, departmental engagement, and 
institution-commitments, as in alignment with 
the call to oscillate between the ‘self’ and the 
community when using a methodology such as 
collaborative self-study. We also found it benefi-
cial to engage in an a priori coding approach to 
analyse documents and artefacts that are bounded 
within our institutional case study exploring how 
and perhaps why we are engaging with sustain-
able practices.
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19.4.1  A Portrait of Sustainability

Our findings paint a portrait of sustainable prac-
tices at Cape Breton University grounded in our 
collaborative self-study and document coding 
processes. Our findings are organized in this sec-
tion by sub-headings to present emergent themes 
followed by descriptions and examples of how 
these themes were constructed from various 
examples and quotations from our data. The fol-
lowing graphic (see Fig. 19.2) may provide a use-
ful overview of some key emergent findings from 
this work; a sustainability ‘DNA fingerprint’ for 
Cape Breton University.

19.4.2  Incorporation 
and Prioritization 
of L’Nu Ways

19.4.2.1  Individual/Departmental 
Level

Education Courses and Program. Our post- 
secondary education programs and courses 
emphasize commitments to sustainability and 
Indigeneity in different ways. Our Bachelor of 
Education students can opt to receive additional 
training and learnings by pursuing a focus in 

Indigeneity, sustainability education, or French. 
Pre-service teachers can opt for an education for 
sustainability concentration and take Teaching 
and Learning for a Sustainable Future and 
Sustainable Well-being and Deep Learning. 
Mi’kmaw language preservation and revitaliza-
tion was deemed to be a priority area when L’nu 
communities were consulted as part of the pre- 
service education program planning. Mi’kmaw 
language courses and the preparation of teachers 
for the Mi’kmaw language immersion schools 
provides students with additional opportunities to 
support Indigenous language revitalization and 
growth.

Our pre-service teacher candidates engage in a 
number of courses focused on social justice, 
inclusion, and connections to specialized subject 
areas where currents of sustainability are 
expected to flow across all offerings. A common-
ality across all course syllabi is the inclusion of 
our Acknowledgment of Territory,

Cape Breton University’s Department of Education 
recognizes that Cape Breton Island is in Mi’kma’ki, 
the ancestral and unceded territory of the Mi’kmaq 
People. This territory is covered by the “Treaties of 
Peace and Friendship” which Mi’kmaq and 
Wolastoqiyik (Maliseet) people first signed with 
the British Crown in 1725. The treaties did not deal 
with surrender of lands and resources but in fact 
recognized Mi’kmaq and Wolastoqiyik (Maliseet) 
title and established the rules for what was to be an 
ongoing relationship between nations.

Our courses engage students in reflection and 
connection with Indigeneity, drawing from the 
work done at Cape Breton University and local 
Indigenous communities. For example, our sci-
ence education courses explored Indigeneity and 
Indigenous forward perspectives in many ways. 
Christina provides commentary here from her 
reflections:

In my science methods courses, I choose materials 
and resources that my students can read and pro-
cess in connection with the grade level they intend 
to teach and work with such as Two-Eyed Seeing; 
ReKindling Traditions; Deeper toolkit; Learning 
for a Sustainable Future. These sources have many 
practical suggestions and ideas for educators to 
implement sustainable practices in courses. (CP, 
July 18, 2022)

Praxis 
Oriented

Sustainable 
Development

Incorporation 
& Priortization 
of L'Nu Ways

Fig. 19.2 Graphic depicting sustainability ‘fingerprint’ 
of key facets of individual, departmental, and collective 
institutional focus
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Indigenous perspectives, such as Two-Eyed 
Seeing, that draw from reciprocal relationships 
built between Cape Breton University and local 
Mi’kmaw communities, were emphasized using 
in-class viewing of videos and explorations of 
lesson plans and ideas that could be used in sci-
ence education (for example, ReKindling 
Traditions Project see: https://education.usask.
ca/ccstu/welcome.html). This theme is perhaps 
not surprising given the strong ties to the 
Indigenous community and the larger institu-
tional prioritization of this connection to be 
described in our following section.

19.4.3  Institutional Level

19.4.3.1  Physical Environments
The institution attempts to embody and enact 
sustainability in many ways such as through the 
construction and use of environmentally sustain-
able buildings and structures (for example, wind 
turbines, living wall, light-emitting diode, street 
lighting, and solar roof arrays) as well as cultural, 
aesthetic considerations including the prominent 
display of Mi’kmaw artwork (see Fig.  19.3). 
Cape Breton University is home to Unama’ki 
College (as described in our introduction/context 
setting segment). In addition to the work done in 
individual departments and courses, CBU has an 
entire college devoted to Indigenous thought and 
scholarship housed at our institution.

These connections to the more than human 
world and land promote a physical connection to 
environments where our students can tangibly 
learn about sustainability and about Indigenous 
perspectives from Indigenous communities.

19.4.3.2  Whole School Approaches 
Via Strategic Academic Plans

There is a deep commitment across the university 
to strengthen relationships with our L’Nu com-
munities. This has taken on renewed urgency as a 
response to the Truth and Reconciliation Report 
(please see: https://www.rcaanc- cirnac.gc.ca/eng
/1450124405592/1529106060525). Patrick 
reflects here about this important institutional 
commitment:

CBU developed an in-depth self-directed online 
professional development opportunity that all 
employees in both academic and service units 
complete – it is called “Learning About the L’nu 
Way.” This learning experience provides staff and 
faculty of CBU an opportunity for professional 
development that addresses some of the calls to 
action from the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission Report of Canada, as they relate to 
post-secondary education and institutions of higher 
learning. “Learning About the L’nu Way” is a mul-
tifaceted learning experience that provides founda-
tional knowledge of who the L’nu are, their history, 
and their culture. The learning experience also 
includes a Mi’kmaw cultural component that sees 
participants attend a cultural event or workshop in 
or hosted by a local L’nu community. Some of the 
cultural components that CBU employees partici-
pated in ranged from attending a powwow or 
mawiomi, to taking part in workshops using tradi-
tional beading techniques making earrings or 
dream catchers, among others. Difficult topics 
such as the Residential School experience and the 
continuing impacts of the 60s Scoop and the con-
tribution to intergenerational trauma are also a part 
of the impactful learning experience. (PH reflec-
tions, Jan. 2023)

It is important to note the monetary consider-
ations tied with these examples. There has been a 
significant budget allocated to the promotion and 

Fig. 19.3 An example of Mi’kmaw artwork displayed on 
CBU campus
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integration of L’Nu worldviews through work-
shops, outreach, and of course, Unama’ki College 
which is housed at CBU.

19.4.4  Sustainable Development 
and Socially Critical 
Sustainable Practices

Sustainable development and socially critical 
sustainable practices were apparent in many of 
our reflections and analysis. We are drawing from 
the work of Sauvé (2005) here to describe the 
emergent currents below at both the individual/
departmental and institutional levels.

19.4.4.1  Individual/Departmental 
Level

Socially critical pedagogies. An emergent theme 
from explorations of course materials and critical 
reflections was the emphasis placed on culturally 
responsive teaching in science and engagement 
with communities. This was explored in a num-
ber of ways such as through the Draw-A-Scientist 
Test; deconstructions and analysis of media 
depictions of science and scientists (for example, 
Big Bang Theory US television series) and stu-
dents conducting self-analysis with the support 
of digital tools such as the Harvard Implicit Bias 
Test (see: https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/
takeatest.html). These pedagogies also intersect 
with a focus on the promotion and inclusion of 
L’nu ways; however, this broader characteriza-
tion also considers connections with other 
socially critical activities such as the role of gen-
der in science and problematic stereotypes of sci-
entists that may perpetuate the notion that science 
is not for all.

19.4.4.2  Innovation and Science 
s’mores

Science, technology, engineering, and mathemat-
ics (STEM) and its associated fields (for exam-
ple, STEAM) have become a topic of intensive 
study and speculation in both academic and prac-
titioner circles. Blendings of STEM and environ-
mental connections could be yet another 
interesting facet of study and debate. Engineering 

thought and the introduction of aspects of the 
design process and prototype building are more 
and more frequently being introduced in science 
courses. An activity that may blend these ideas 
with aspects of sustainable development is the 
design and testing of solar ovens made from 
cardboard, paper, aluminium foil and plastic 
wrap (for example, see https://www.homescienc-
etools.com/article/how- to- build- a- solar- oven- 
project/). The use of such ideas can intersect with 
engineering concepts of design and also facets of 
sustainable development such as reducing waste 
or substituting more environmentally hazardous 
materials for less harmful materials. Christina 
describes this activity here from her reflections 
about engaging her pre-service teachers in this 
activity in her science methods course:

We also build solar ovens (see Fig. 19.4) to make 
‘s’mores’, a traditional Canadian treat made of 
cookies, marshmallows and chocolate. The chal-
lenge is to design and build a small solar oven that 
can provide enough heat to melt the marshmallow 
and chocolate. We then debrief and discuss the sci-
ence of solar power and connections to 
sustainability.

Fig. 19.4 Construction of solar ovens to make s’mores in 
Christina’s pre-service science methods course
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19.4.5  Institution Level

19.4.5.1  A Focus on Sustainable 
Development

Sustainability and sustainable development are 
also about building sustainable, resilient commu-
nities and providing access to good work and 
healthy living conditions. Patrick shares his 
reflections about the historical context out of 
which CBU was established and how this has 
formed the basis of the spirit of sustainable devel-
opment that grounds much of what permeates the 
campus and programming here,

Cape Breton University was created out of a com-
munity effort to establish a post-secondary institu-
tion to continue to educate the young and contribute 
to the development of the island communities. It 
was a symbol of a maturing independence to forge 
a unique institution separate from the satellite cam-
puses of larger, established institutions that previ-
ously provided post-secondary education to the 
people of the island. Building on a proud tradition 
of adult education designed to lift people out of 
poverty and lives of dangerous exploitative work in 
the extractive industries of coal mining, logging, 
fishing and the boom bust cycles of steel making, 
Cape Breton was a beneficiary of the Antigonish 
Movement led by two Roman Catholic priests in 
the early 20th century who pioneered a blend of 
adult education, microfinancing, cooperatives, and 
community economic development for the purpose 
of providing a sustainable future for people and to 
increase the wellbeing of communities trapped in 
intergenerational poverty and exploitative labour 
conditions. (PH Reflections, January, 2023)

As a newcomer to the Cape Breton University 
community, Christina shares perspectives about 
facets of sustainable development that have man-
ifested in physical structures and institutional 
practices. She comments on the beautiful living 
wall and the numerous walking trails across the 
campus. Christina reflects here about additional 
campus structures such as windmills and the 
practice of hiring local musicians to support the 
local economy,

The windmills are incredible and I think a great 
example of how CBU has embraced moving 
toward sources of renewable energy in a highly 
visible way. The other example that really struck 
me was how many local musicians are hired to 
play music in the institution hallways to celebrate 

different events and to welcome students, staff and 
faculty on special occasions. (CP Reflections, July, 
2022)

19.4.6  Praxis-Oriented Approaches

19.4.6.1  Individual/Department Level
As noted above, Cape Breton has a rich history of 
action-oriented approaches to community better-
ment. As such, it is probably not surprising that 
this praxis orientation permeates course offerings 
and departmental approaches in education and in 
the larger institution. At the level of department, 
we offer a project-based master’s level course for 
in-service teachers and administrators, part of 
which is described here:

Students will assess the current strengths and areas 
for development regarding sustainability education 
in their school or organization. Based on the 
assessment students will design, implement, evalu-
ate and report on a project that is completed within 
the time frame of the course. (EDUC 6800 Course 
Syllabus, July, 2022)

A clear connection to a praxis orientation (Sauvé, 
2005) is evidenced here with the focus placed on 
action. Our students who choose to take this 
course focus on a sustainability education chal-
lenge at their school or organization and devise a 
plan to address the issue which they report on at 
the end of the course. We have had our students 
complete fantastic sustainability projects in this 
work including building outdoor classrooms, 
educational materials for teaching others about 
sustainability education, and health and well- 
being resource development and implementation 
at the school level.

19.4.6.2  Institution Level
CBU is committed to community development 
and sustainable development across its depart-
ments. Patrick describes in his reflections below 
the offering of the Bachelor of Community 
Studies when the institution was first established 
here,

A one-of-a-kind program at the time (it continues 
to this day) it was a progressive program for its 
interdisciplinary nature, and its reliance of 
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 authentic, experiential, project-based community 
learning driven by student interests and the identi-
fication of challenges and big question to which 
students proposed real-world action-oriented proj-
ects to address the challenges. (PH Reflections, 
2023)

Another program that aligns with a focus on sus-
tainable development across the institution is the 
establishment of the Centre for Sound 
Communities at CBU demonstrated the evolution 
of community-focused scholarship into the 
twenty-first century. The CSC is The Centre for 
Sound Communities is an arts-led social innova-
tion lab at Cape Breton University that is interna-
tionally recognized and involved in carrying out 
research through artistic practices (mainly dance, 
music, theatre, and digital media). It provides 
training for students, faculty, and community 
partners and addresses systemic inequities 
through a focus on research that serves the needs 
of under-represented and under-resourced popu-
lations. See http://soundcommunities.org/

Finally, the institution’s commitment to the 
Indigenous L’nu communities and the collective 
responses to the Truth and Reconciliation Report 
could fall under the earlier theme of L’nu inclu-
sion or as a tie with action-oriented praxis (Sauvé, 
2005). It is important to note that although we 
present these themes as discrete entities, that in 
their living embodiment, are flowing and inter-
changeable, much like Sauvé’s (2005) overlap-
ping currents of environmental education that we 
have drawn from in this work.

19.5  Conclusions and Next Steps 
in Whole School Approaches 
to Sustainability

Our reflexive practices have indicated successes 
at Cape Breton University in promoting L’nu 
(Indigenous) perspectives; a focus on sustainabil-
ity and sustainable development and a praxis/
action orientated curriculum. Areas of further 
study and need include increased capacity build-
ing for all staff and community members at Cape 
Breton University and increasing the connections 
between more traditional institutional siloes on 

campus. It was unclear from our critical analysis 
work the extent to which all faculty and staff 
engage and learn in a more fulsome and partici-
patory way about sustainable practices (that is, 
excluding the PD available to the entire institu-
tional community about the L’Nu Way).

The use of both WSA (Wals & Mathie, 2022) 
and Sauvé’s (2005) currents have been useful 
methodological frameworks to guide our reflex-
ive work. We suggest, based on the outcomes of 
this exploration that each framework might ben-
efit from the addition of a ‘current’ or ‘petal’ that 
engages in Indigenous or other inclusive world 
views regarding sustainability.

This case study has significance in the field of 
critical and reflexive self-study, for teacher edu-
cation and for higher education for sustainability 
education. in general. Gaps in the research have 
been identified relative to holistic assessment 
approaches and frameworks that allow for a more 
comprehensive understanding of the approaches 
and impacts of sustainability education on teach-
ing and learning and institutional culture. 
Qualitative and narrative approaches like the one 
used in this research may provide insights into 
how to understand sustainability education from 
a whole school perspective. This work may con-
tribute to the disruption of a status quo regarding 
sustainable practices in higher education institu-
tions; supporting anti-racist practices through the 
inclusion of Indigenous perspectives on sustain-
ability and serve as a counter-narrative to the 
exploitation of our environments and the people 
and communities who co-exist in these spaces.
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20Critical Eco-Reflexive Approaches: 
A Case Study of “Teaching 
for Sustainability” Towards SDG 
4.7 Transition Via a Whole School 
Approach Perspective in Higher 
Education

Birgitta Nordén

Key Message
Considering the art, science, and philosophy of 
teaching, professional teachers have autonomy in 
decoding innovative ideas into practices. In teach-
ing, teachers perform a key role in applying didac-
tic modelling. Teachers’ professional knowledge 
integratively connects the contemporary with 
future world-centred visions for schooling in the 
Anthropocene. Regarding self-determination, 
participation, and solidarity, Bildung is an essen-
tial part of sustainability didactics. Bildung entails 
a dynamic worldview that values the indepen-
dence of mind and spirit grounded in ecological 
and social interdependence.

20.1  Introduction

Teachers hold a key role in decoding innovative 
ideas into practices and accomplishing applied 
didactic modelling. The case study discussed in 
this chapter consistently displays the challenges 
of accumulating fragmented facts without rele-
vance, and it proposes a holistic approach to 
HESD-based teacher education embedded in 

integrative worldview perspectives, pluralism, 
and sustainability awareness.

This chapter first provides a general introduc-
tion to the Whole School Approach (WSA) in 
relation to sustainability and introduces the con-
text of the case study and its theoretical underpin-
nings. The subsequent section contains an 
in-depth presentation of the case study, followed 
by a short explanation of how the case was 
selected, analysed, and reported. This is followed 
by a presentation of the results and a discussion 
of the study outcomes. The closing section offers 
some lessons learned from a critical eco-reflexive 
analysis of the case study and suggestions to 
strengthen the WSA from a Higher Education for 
Sustainable Development (HESD) perspective.

20.1.1  The Whole School Approach 
to Sustainability

UNESCO describes the Whole School Approach 
(WSA) as a key thinking tool for Education for 
Sustainable Development (ESD) “to enable 
learners to live what they learn and learn what 
they live” (UNESCO, 2020). In the context of 
sustainability, the WSA can be traced back to 
the 1990s, when educational reforms started to 
engage more in holistic integrated sustainability 
agendas highlighting how environmental issues 
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interconnect with social and political issues 
(Henderson & Tilbury, 2006). According to 
Mathie and Wals (2022), the WSA “provides a 
framework for re-orienting and redesigning 
 education considering emerging global sustain-
ability challenges. It invites a holistic, systemic, 
co- creative and reflexive effort by all partici-
pants included in education to meaningfully 
involve students in complex sustainability chal-
lenges.” By “holistic”, they refer to the effort to 
explore and address sustainability issues from 
multiple perspectives in a relational and inte-
grated way. “Systemic” refers to concurrently 
considering main aspects of the education sys-
tem (curriculum planning, educational develop-
ment, visions, leadership, school–community 
associations, and teaching practices). 
“Co-creative” refers to including multiple 
voices and social actors in developing the WSA 
within a given context. Finally, “reflexive” 
refers to the continuous learning, monitoring, 
evaluating, and re-adjusting that are necessary 
since the world is in “constant flux” (Mathie & 
Wals, 2022).

While established governmental and non- 
governmental certification programmes award 
schools with certificates if they implement ESD 
into their daily practice, they often depart from an 
accountability perspective. Several studies (Pauw 
et al., 2015; Pauw & Van Petegem, 2018) com-
pare schools in certification programmes with 
schools not participating—in terms of ESD out-
comes—and often show negative effects, particu-
larly when estimating the effects on student 
perception of the occurrence of holism and plu-
ralism in their classrooms. It is difficult to gener-
alise the results regarding the effectiveness of 
ESD, particularly in the eco-schools in Sweden, 
which have more potential for effectiveness and 
show promise in this context. However, Olsson 
and Gericke (2016) found such schools were 
underperforming in educating students on sus-
tainability and environmental issues. This finding 
is remarkable, considering the amount of effort 
spent on having an ESD school profile and apply-
ing a WSA as a thinking tool for educational 
innovation in general and as a more comprehen-
sive approach that considers the engagement and 

commitment of the students from both a short- 
and a long-termed perspective.

20.1.2  Teaching for Sustainability 
in a Swedish Context: 
Introducing the Case Study

Sweden has a tradition of collaborative pedago-
gies, including features such as theme-based 
team teaching (Avery & Nordén, 2021). However, 
in the past decade, the country has turned towards 
more conventional standards and a curriculum- 
driven system, which affects the scope left for 
teacher collaboration and transdisciplinary 
approaches in ESD (Nordén, 2018). While policy 
and curricula play important roles, practical con-
siderations related to teachers’ professional com-
petence are informed by how teaching subject 
knowledge is structured today. Thus, this case 
study focuses on the unconventional WSA- 
inspired course Teaching for Sustainability (TfS) 
for international student teachers engaged in 
practice teaching within higher education at 
Malmö University (MAU). Their initial training 
in subject teaching focusing on mode, resources, 
content, and assessment has consequences for 
their ability to teach sustainable development 
goals (SDGs) across subjects. One strategy of 
teaching these students in the course has been to 
work with transdisciplinary teaching in teacher 
teams (Yueh & Barker, 2011). This, in turn, 
requires increased attention to teacher collabora-
tion, the role of school leadership, and issues of 
WSA for educational development.

This chapter discusses professional education 
and development based on the concept of 
Bildung, which describes the self-formation of 
independent yet socially reflective, ethically 
aware, and democratic-minded individuals 
(Sörlin, 2021). Earlier research in this area has 
examined the learning, content, and activities 
required to develop appropriate critical knowl-
edge capabilities (Bowden, 2004; Steiner & 
Posch, 2006; Nordén, 2018), drawing on experi-
ences of teaching ESD in a variety of non- 
traditional upper secondary and pre-school 
context settings (Nordén, 2016; Nordén & Avery, 
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2021). A (more “humanistic”) critical-reflexive 
approach to sustainability education that dis-
cusses and problematises its content and prac-
tices creates a broader cultural milieu where 
teacher education/training can develop. With a 
didactic foundation in eco-reflexive approaches, 
rarely used in teacher training and professional 
development programmes, the study presented in 
this chapter seeks to aid educators in their 
sustainability- oriented educational planning and 
analysis, but from a more critical perspective. 
The multifaceted aspects of anchoring holistic, 
systemic, and sustainable perspectives meaning-
fully in education are emphasised in the course 
Teaching for Sustainability (TfS); thus, due to the 
need for more knowledge and examples of WSA 
in practice, this course was chosen as the case 
study. The study considers which unconventional 
(or non-traditional) changes from the educative 
concept of a WSA would most effectively sup-
port transitions towards sustainability when put-
ting these ambitions into practice.

20.1.3  Re-designing Methodologies 
for Transformative Teaching 
Towards Eco-reflexive Bildung

Given the nature of modern societies and the 
global challenges that we face, sustainability 
education has to be reconceptualised to open 
diverse opportunities for students to critically and 
reflexively question and engage with the world. 
This reconceptualisation demands developing 
and adopting curricula and instructional 
approaches that foster eco-reflexive sustainabil-
ity thinking and participatory action research as 
students explore complex systems and phenom-
ena of relevance to them and their communities. 
This chapter elaborates on this educational per-
spective by incorporating contemporary ideas on 
eco-reflexive Bildung processes and sustainabil-
ity education (Sjöström & Talanquer, 2018). 
Although not commonly practiced in the sustain-
ability education literature (Sjöström et  al., 
2017), these processes can be used to conceptual-
ise a humanistic (Nussbaum, 2010) and critical- 
reflexive approach to sustainability education 

development in an “eco-version”. Specifically, 
the thinking, saying, learning, knowing, doing, 
and practice of sustainability education should 
take into consideration moral-philosophical- 
existential- political alternatives (Kemmis et  al., 
2014).

Rarely conducted in teacher training and pro-
fessional development programmes, this case 
study focuses on achievable co-determining indi-
cators of progress and reflexive methodologies 
for transformative teaching towards sustainabil-
ity as an essential component of learning-based 
change and innovation. It aims to examine how 
international teacher education students in heter-
ogenous groups experience their learning process 
in the context of a student-led non-traditional 
inquiry-based learning assessment. With a criti-
cal eco-reflexive approach assisted by participa-
tory action research (Kemmis et  al., 2014), the 
students analyse and describe their interpretation 
of critical consciousness, critical literacy (con-
tent), and critical agency (mode) involved in sus-
tainability education. Accordingly, they also 
engage in reflecting upon the standards of their 
upcoming profession. The study findings may 
indicate whether the current teacher education 
ought to be revised didactically. The research 
question is as follows:

From the perspective of Higher Education for 
Sustainable Development (HESD), what should be 
included in a revised WSA didactic that is informed 
by a Bildung-oriented eco-reflexive approach?

20.1.4  Theoretical Underpinnings 
for Teaching Towards 
Sustainability at Malmö 
University

Malmö University (MAU) is in the challenging 
process of re-designing adult learning in higher 
education through Challenge Based Learning 
(CBL). With emphasis on contributing to a global 
learning society and fulfilling the UN sustainable 
development goals (SDGs)—particularly the 
connection between quality education for all 
(SDG 4); sustainable cities and communities 
(SDG 11); peace, justice, and strong institutions 
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(SDG 16); and partnerships to achieve the goals 
(SDG 17)—MAU is devoted to the dialogues on 
the role of higher education in the knowledge 
transformation of society. As a young and socially 
inclusive university, MAU appeals to people who 
have traditionally not had access to higher educa-
tion and cultivates their previous experience and 
knowledge as valuable learning resources. In line 
with WSA, “this engagement sets the arena for 
inclusive education and the co-creation of knowl-
edge, originating from the values and experiences 
everyone brings to the learning environment” 
(Christersson et  al., 2022). MAU prioritises 
aligning theories, methods, and practices to pro-
vide learning experiences and a common founda-
tion for knowledge formation, independent of 
disciplines, grounded in a holistic HESD based 
on CBL (Leijon et al., 2021).

According to Goldberg et  al. (2022), well- 
being and engagement should be used as daily 
guidelines for teaching—that is, teaching should 
not be based only on the learning outcomes mea-
sures. Thus, in line with experience-based learn-
ing, the indicators of the learning process should 
be well-being and engagement. This requires 
teachers to focus on the students interests and 
strengths. Qualitative studies investigating the 
role of well-being and engagement on academic 
achievement show the potential of a process- 
oriented teaching approach (Goldberg et  al., 
2022).

In an attempt to map CBL in higher education, 
this case study might contribute to research that 
explores CBL and student voices, praxis, and 
effect on learning. CBL aims to generate readi-
ness to handle unknown future challenges holisti-
cally on an HESD base (Christersson et  al., 
2022). Thus, both critical thinking and critical 
doing need to be integrated when approaching 
global and local challenges. A broader approach, 
including theories and methods not explicitly 
labelled as CBL, could provide a deeper under-
standing of a growing field. Comparing other 
school forms from a WSA lens might also be 
valuable. Furthermore, based on MAU experi-
ences, Christersson et  al. (2022) claim higher 
education institutions could “contribute to the 
sustainable development of a global learning 

society by adopting the CBL-domains” (p.  11). 
The social mission of research methods in higher 
education is pivotal, underpinning the CBL- 
domain Diversity and Inclusion, particularly in 
emerging innovative and collaborative learning 
and social innovation (cf. Avery & Nordén, 
2021). Also relevant are the fast-changing tech-
nology and a labour market demanding active, 
creative citizens ready to re-skill and re-learn. 
This requires the CBL-domain of Collaboration 
and Co-Creation that enables students, staff, and 
societal stakeholders “to tackle complex societal 
challenges through inter- or transdisciplinary 
perspectives on learning, where praxis and theory 
are interwoven” (p.  11). Moreover, through 
adopting the CBL-domain Change Agents and 
Contextual Challenges, higher education institu-
tions can contribute to societal transformations 
(Christersson et al., 2022). Working with CBL is 
challenging as it provokes the roles and the rela-
tionships between institutions, students, staff, 
and stakeholders. Transformative CBL processes 
require an open-minded and inclusive co-creation 
of knowledge by bridging research and education 
in collaboration. They also require institutional 
and individual courage to allow and support cre-
ating innovative didactics for teaching and learn-
ing that would shape a sustainable learning 
society.

20.2  Method

This case study sheds light on how international 
exchange students (n = 37) are undertaking the 
course Teaching for Sustainability (TfS). The 
course is annually offered on site at Malmö 
University. The syllabus for the course was 
tested, modified, and revised by the course leader 
(the author of this paper) for approval of revision 
number 3 (Malmö University, 2022).

20.2.1  TfS Objectives 
and Assessment by 2022

The aim of the course TfS is to develop the 
teacher students’ competence and knowledge on 
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planetary boundaries and in sustainability educa-
tion. The student should develop deep approaches 
to learning towards sustainability and knowledge 
formation on challenges regarding the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals in global–local 
contexts, as well as teaching skills in relation to 
the student’s learning process. The course’s 
learning outcome assesses capability to describe 
the Anthropocene, analyse humans’ effect upon 
their environment, and actively discuss sustain-
ability issues and challenges to sustainable devel-
opment in their home countries and worldwide. 
The course involves different assessment forms, 
including workshops and a home assignment. 
Further, the students reflect and share their 
insights on the value of professional transforma-
tive teaching and individual learning skills by 
participating in a joint platform to progress 
knowledge formation among themselves 
explicitly.

20.2.2  Study Design 
and Methodology

The study’s method design is inspired by effec-
tive WSA to sustainability as characterised by 
Tilbury and Galvin (2022b), summarised in the 
following five points (Tilbury & Galvin, 2022a, 
emphasis added):

 (a) RELEVANT—to school’s mission; national 
educational priorities; community identity; as 
well as, environmental priorities of the 
region.

 (b) RESOURCED—with expertise and support 
in sustainability and learning for sustainabil-
ity; physical resources and technologies to 
make the transition; and, medium-term 
finance to execute plans.

 (c) REFLECTIVE—skilled in critical reflection 
and evaluation at all levels; developed criti-
cal thinking competences in its staff and stu-
dents; striving to become a learning 
organisation.

 (d) RESPONSIVE [cf. Participatory action 
research]—embraced a flexible structure and 
adapted to local and cultural settings; devel-

oped learner capabilities that helped recog-
nise complexity as well as the changing 
nature of sustainability challenges and 
rejected a one size fits all approach to 
sustainability.

 (e) REFORMATIVE—appreciated that the 
agenda is not simply one of adding on envi-
ronmental or SDG themes to the curriculum 
but that of reframing the entire educational 
experience.

This case study analyses and describes how 
the concept of WSA can be used as a general 
thinking tool for educational innovation address-
ing an overarching umbrella of “sustainability” 
within international teacher training programmes 
in higher education. With this re-balancing tran-
sition (Wals, 2021), the specific HESD course 
TfS at MAU seeks to re-orient education to be 
responsive, relevant, responsible, and re-imagi-
native, considering pressing local and global 
encounters (cf. Li, 2021).

The method holistically applies a Whole 
Institution Approach (WIA), which is inspired by 
constructive alignment (Trigwell & Prosser, 
2014), illustrated by Fig. 20.1. The study relies 
on an interactive process viewing the curriculum 
as a dynamic, emergent, and collaborative pro-
cess of learning for both student and teacher, and 
the beliefs or conceptions of the teacher are also 
considered a crucial tool for understanding suc-
cessful curriculum design towards WSA and 
WIA. As course leader and teacher, I felt that my 
students were well prepared for the subject when 
attending the TfS classes because the teaching 
applied already from the start of the TfS course 
provided the prerequisite knowledge by adopting 
constructive alignment (see Trigwell & Prosser, 
2014).

The different steps conducted in this case 
study could be compared with the didactic mod-
elling cycle (Fig. 20.2), with four steps based on 
a humanistic Bildung-oriented tradition as inter-
preted by Sjöström (2022). Didactic models 
involve theoretical tools that teachers can use in 
planning, implementing, and analysing teaching 
(namely, didactics). They could differ but share 
that they support teachers in reflecting on teach-
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Fig. 20.1 Visualisation of the study’s methodology and procedural steps

Fig. 20.2 Didactic 
modelling cycle with 
four steps. (Sjöström, 
2022, p. 255)

ing practices, grounded on the didactic questions 
of why, how, and what to apply in teaching 
arrangements for specific learning situations. 
Didactic models are useful in constituting a basis 
for teachers’ professional judgment, and they can 

be seen as bridging the gap between theoretical 
perspectives and teaching practices (Fig.  20.2). 
They often have equally theoretical–philosophi-
cal as empirical–analytical foundations. 
Synonyms to didactic models are frameworks, 
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compasses, instruments, and tools (Sjöström, 
2022).

In this study, where I explored inclusive peda-
gogy, I have devised multiple tools to engage the 
participating student teachers in reflective teach-
ing and critical dialogue. Didactic modelling can 
be considered as one of these tools that could be 
appropriate and helpful towards WIA. The steps 
of the study were as follows:

Step 1 consisted of an oral literature examina-
tion seminar on the course book. Therefore, it 
initially required the students to individually read 
the course book The World We’ll Leave Behind: 
Grasping the Sustainability Challenge (Scott & 
Vare, 2018) and prepare three questions each on 
sustainability challenges to chair in the upcoming 
student-led group discussions. (See Step 1, 
extraction, in Fig. 20.2.)

In Step 2, the students participated in reflexive 
focus-group interviews with semi-structured 
questions raised by the lecturer. The interview 
questions covered students’ previous experiences 
of various assessment forms in general during 
their earlier higher education studies; their ways 
of studying the course book; and their own 
approaches to deciding and transforming content 
knowledge to adequate questions, taking com-
mand in the learning discussion, and sharing 
expectations and reflections on the learning pro-
cesses. The student teachers were divided into 
eight separate groups (consisting of three to five 
participants each) to conduct focus-group discus-
sions for idea exchange and experience sharing 
among themselves as well as for the purpose of 
collecting empirical research data for current 
case study.

The focus-group discussions with the interna-
tional student teachers (n = 18 in the year 2022; 
n  =  19  in the year 2021) were recorded, tran-
scribed, and analysed. Thus, prominent charac-
teristics were distinguished in the data in line 
with the qualities indicated by the effective WSA 
points above, and categories of descriptions were 
recognised. This revealed how the students anal-
ysed and described their interpretation of critical 
consciousness, critical literacy (content), and 
critical agency (mode). (See Step 2, mangling, in 
Fig. 20.2.)

In Step 3, the students anonymously and indi-
vidually (n  =  37) answered an extended online 
questionnaire by writing their individual reflex-
ive self-evaluation of the learning outcome. This 
added further data for analysis in the study. (See 
Step 3, exemplification, in Fig. 20.2.)

Finally, in Step 4, I encouraged the student 
teachers to engage in some form of professional 
dialogue with one another (for example, actively 
take part in one another’s presentations and the 
final papers for the remaining examination parts 
of the TfS course) to discuss what they could do 
to support everyone’s learning and what they 
believe about re-orienting and teaching for sus-
tainability in diverse-learner contexts. (See Step 
4, modification, in Fig. 20.2.) In addition, reflec-
tions at the conclusion of the case study improved 
the data collection.

20.2.3  Data Analysis

Audio files were transcribed with Amberscript™ 
(Version 2022 Global B.V., Amsterdam, The 
Netherlands), which is a GDPR-compliant and 
ISO27001 and ISO9001-certified tool that 
Malmö University has chosen for converting 
audio to text in a safe and anonymous manner. I 
reviewed all transcripts to ensure accuracy. Any 
information related to a specific person was 
replaced by a non-identifiable descriptor. 
Transcripts were explored for themes through 
qualitative analysis. This form of thematic analy-
sis emphasises the use of hierarchical coding but 
balances a highly structured process of analysing 
textual data with the flexibility to adjust to the 
needs of a study (Brooks et al., 2015).

A coding template was developed for both the 
validation in focus-group discussion (transcripts 
from the interviews in Step 2) and the written 
post-validation questionnaire (in Step 3). To 
define an initial coding template, I used open 
coding to create codes based on a subset of the 
transcripts. The created codes were revised and 
refined based on subsequent transcripts during an 
iterative reflective process. All quotes were care-
fully read and analysed and then slightly edited 
for readability.
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The analysis of the empirical material can be 
described as abductive analysis (Peirce, 1934) 
and involved identifying descriptions in the mate-
rial in relation to the research aim. Alternating 
between theory-loaded empiricism and empiri-
cally loaded theory revealed qualitative patterns. 
Concretely, the analysis followed the interpreta-
tion paths of close listening and reading to iden-
tify distinctive descriptions, to put critically 
problematised distinctive categories of descrip-
tions in relation to earlier research and concepts 
(Marton & Booth, 1997; Trigwell & Prosser, 
2014). A cohesive analysis was performed con-
sidering the didactical modelling, resulting in a 
conceptualising focus (Sjöström, 2022). 
Empirical and theory-based interpretation paths 
were characteristically intertwined. Quotations 
were selected for their clear exemplification of 
the categories of descriptions in the data 
gathered.

20.3  Results

Drawing on the empirical evidence, the case 
study provides a better and a more comprehen-
sive understanding of learning in sustainability 
transitions. Teaching and learning in transition 
contexts can be perceived as a non-linear, itera-
tive process of meaning-making of experiences 
in communicative interaction; this process is in a 
reciprocal relationship with the critical social, 
(bio-)physical, and institutional context, and by 
gaining knowledge and insights, it helps generate 
new forms of WIA. Furthermore, it can be seen 
as a process where opportunities for collaborative 
action are experimented with and developed by 
ideas and put to practice in various networks.

20.3.1  Why Use the WSA Concept?

The conducted steps in the didactic modelling 
cycle showed the impact of WSA on academic 
achievement. Analysis of the reflexive focus- 
group interviews emphasised aspects regarding 
why we should use WSA. A conscious desire to 
change the world through a WSA within sustain-

ability studies showed implications for changing 
the teaching of and with student teachers.

Consequently, these expectations need to be 
met and contextualized to strengthen the student 
teachers’ ability to extend and develop their 
teaching of the SDGs across subjects. Nourishing 
their request for continued training in transdisci-
plinary teaching and subject didactics may form 
a novel solid foundation. To further facilitate the 
way ahead, encouraging whole institution 
approaches, also student interactions should be 
considered to power transgressive learning (Wals, 
2021). The course component areas, identified as 
needing some transitional change pedagogically, 
are as follows—mode, resources, content, stu-
dent interactions, and assessment:

Challenging the MODE is critically reflecting 
on the relationships between roles, resources, and 
content. Influenced by a WSA, TfS focuses not 
on learning tasks but on better compositions of 
experiences to facilitate learning. This demands a 
flexible, holistic, relational, and educative teach-
ing mode. One question, though, is how educa-
tors could play a more effective role in student 
groups and whether—or to what extent—the stu-
dents and teachers/educators share responsibili-
ties. Is the educator really needed for learning to 
occur?

Challenging the RESOURCES is using mate-
rials, tools, and approaches purposefully to 
enhance learning. What would happen if each 
student group could curate their own resources? 
This case study presents how the students shared 
concepts but learnt different content.

Challenging the CONTENT is filtering and 
evaluating the skills, practices, and information 
with which the students engage.

Challenging STUDENT INTERACTIONS. 
The students were given opportunities to be the 
experts, and they took on the expert roles while 
collaborating with students from other countries. 
The students developed a support network out of 
campus when preparing for the forum discussion 
(Examination 1) in class. Thus, in a way, they 
took command and “led the teaching”.

Challenging the ASSESSMENT concerns re- 
balancing the activities and artefacts that describe, 
support, and reflect learning. A relevant question 
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is, how does the assessment (namely, the uncon-
ventional examination format) help students 
learn about the standards of their field or future 
profession? Moreover, how does the educator, 
efficiently and effectively, make clear to the stu-
dents what they need to know prior to the 
assessment?

20.3.2  What Is Useful in WSA 
and How?

To illuminate what could be of value to include in 
a WSA to HESD didactics informed by a 
Bildung-oriented eco-reflexive approach and 
how, the analysis focused on the third step (exem-
plification) in the didactic modelling cycle. The 
textual analysis of the individual reflexive self- 
evaluation in the questionnaire answers showed 
what to consider when using the WSA concept 
and how. Three categories emerged from analys-
ing the students’ questionnaire answers: power-
ful knowings, understanding, and reimagining 
ethics. They are presented below through quotes 
(emphasis added).

Quotes Exemplifying POWERFUL 
KNOWINGS

Thanks to this type of examination i have been able 
to talk and reflect about sustainable development 
with my classmates sharing different opinions and 
reaching common conclusions. I really liked learn-
ing about the different aspects that affect SD such 
as circular economy, gender equality or the influ-
ence of educations, and I think that this experience 
has enriched my knowledge about this topic.

I started with very low knowledge but was able to 
gain many opinions and different insight of other 
cultures. I had to do a lot of research on my own 
because the lectures were sometimes too profes-
sional and overwhelming for me, but as I digged 
deeper and gained more knowledge I started to like 
the topics.

The only thing I would change could be to show 
the students how can they really show that they 
have acquired the knowledge.

From an academic prospective, I added new infor-
mations to the knowledge I had about climate 
change, about what is climate change and how edu-
cations is a powerful tool to solve many wrong 

behaviours that caused it. Studying sustainable 
development from an educational point of view, 
gave me access to new practical tools that I’m sure 
I will use in future projects, especially ides for 
activities and teaching methods that I would like to 
explore.

I feel more secure to talk about envrionmental 
issues and the complicated problems of climate 
change. I always felt like not knowing enough or 
having wrong information and often said nothing 
because I would have felt embarassed to talk about 
possible "fake news": I often hesitate to contribute 
to specific topics but this literature seminar and 
discussion really makes me feel more confident.

Many students experienced that they went 
from a more general view in the whole topic to 
seeing the whole complexity and interconnection 
within the different topics. The variety of learn-
ing assessments was enriching, and many stu-
dents felt they could acquire knowledge by 
applying them. Some deepened their knowledge 
through discussions found useful, while engag-
ing with other students´ opinion and connecting 
these to their own or disagree. Talking to one 
another helped most of the students “to build sus-
tainable knowledge”. Many of the students real-
ized that the examination forms enabled them to 
show different acquired abilities and 
understanding.

Quotes Exemplifying UNDERSTANDING

I learnt to consider environmental challenges and 
solution as part of an educational agenda in which 
I am both a learner and a teacher. Learning about 
climate change issues from the prospective of 
someone who needs to share informations in a eas-
ily accessible way, changed how I interact with 
learning material. Discussing about social implica-
tions of the climate crisis in an engaging way gave 
me more understanding of interconnected dynam-
ics that I haven’t considered before.

I read the book and was able to connect the course 
classes with what I was reading I got a feeling of 
deep understanding of the subject. I believe with-
out the learning activities the teaching process 
would not have been the same…

I found myself looking for more content that could 
help me better understanding the topic and shape 
my thoughts from a different point of view. Being 
responsible for my own performance in a collec-
tive environment, as the  examination, helped me 
being responsible about my education.
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It is not that my idea of sustainability changed, it is 
that I didn’t have one. This course made me open 
my eyes. As a future teacher, one of my aims is to 
teach in sustainable terms. Implementing concepts 
such as “circular economy”, or “living within the 
limits”.

I think my idea of sustainability and ESD has 
expanded beyond belief. I came from an education 
where sustainability wasn’t really talked about 
nearly as much as it is in Sweden, so I was really 
grateful to get to learn about these concepts in such 
a deep way. Doing so in a more heterogeneous 
context (with people from different countries) was 
also really rewarding, since I could hear about the 
initiatives in different places. The examination was 
also really interesting and I plan to implement 
something like this in my career as a teacher since 
it was a really rewarding experience.

I sometimes wondered if I—as an individual—am 
even able to change the world. I now know: I surely 
do! Even though climate change is a global disas-
ter and we have to globally fight against it, I know, 
that I can rethink my routines and habitats to be 
able to influence this world positively. Also as a 
future teacher I now know, that I will have great 
influence on my future pupils. It won’t be easy, but 
with the knowledge I gained I now know that I 
can...//... I will go on to listen to speeches and pod-
casts and to watch documentaries because I think 
they need to be heard and seen.

The students thought the learning process was 
perfect, with an actual book that talks about 
issues of the subject and from daily life. The 
book was easy to read and understand. After the 
creation of the question, some students made lots 
of their own ideas, connections, and other sub- 
questions that made them reflect more deeply on 
the book. Finally, to prepare their own questions 
was really productive because they learnt from 
other perspectives, people, and points of view. 
The activity was not stressful.

Quotes Exemplifying REIMAGINING 
ETHICS

Both the lessons and the book assigned gave me 
new insights and knowledge about the topic. The 
book assigned was compact and filled with a big 
amount of content and data, without focusing too 
much on science but providing a bigger under-
standing of how different topics interact with each 
other. The examination dynamic, consisting in 
making questions and answering in a comfortable 
and relaxed environment, resemble how a discus-

sion in a public informal setting works, and I 
appreciated the freedom of choosing how to pres-
ent my question and deciding if I wanted some spe-
cific tools to help me and my classmates to perform 
better ( ex. a classmate gave us a sheet with infor-
mations for understanding better the concept of 
system thinking, and gave us opportunities to 
develop our thoughts on that content).

… appreciate the fact that the course tries to use 
innovative methods to teach us about sustainabil-
ity. Even though it is a very interesting topic, learn-
ing about it can sometimes be boring if the teaching 
method is not the right one.

In the group activities, you can help another and 
everyone has different knowledge which grows to a 
big one.

The book did meet my expectations, but some-
times it feels like a tale. I think that ending hunger 
could be done with one person’s money, but the 
world works by interests, economy… In some kind 
of way I think that the same people that is truly 
responsible for polluting are the ones making the 
rules for sustainability.

Very (!) good (learning) experience, something 
new for me—Best and favourite way of learning 
(interaction with others, talking, discussing)—
Benefits from interaction with others, it is nice to 
reflect on different opinions—also after the 
exam—Sustainable and effective way of learning, 
I’ll for sure remember more of it than through a 
written exam—I was reading with more concentra-
tion and a more intense way of attention than I 
would read normally—Time frame was fine for 
me, really short breaks (at least 2 min) are impor-
tant—Nice to get responsibility to co-create the 
exam through our own questions.

It was great for me to experience learning to be fun 
after a long time. I was a bit tired of the monoto-
nous way of learning at my home university and it 
feels really refreshing to work this way. Everything 
felt well-thought-through and connected—a red 
thread was clearly visible for me! I can really inte-
grate this new knowledge into my life and into the 
facts I already knew. It felt like this kind of learn-
ing made much more sense to me and that reading 
the course literature was really important and inter-
esting as a preparation for the exam—it’s not so 
often the case that a course literature is really 
"taken seriously" and such a big part of the class/
lecture/seminar.

The learning situation was encouraging, since 
the students experienced autonomy and got the 
opportunity to take responsibility for their learn-
ing outcome. The students experienced the free-
dom to make out thoughts, opinions, and 
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reflections. They felt deliberated, free to share, 
and had the opportunity to set a sustainable men-
tality that they thought could be put in practice 
every day. So, from a social aspect, many stu-
dents learned a lot through critical discussions in 
learning situations with other people. They val-
ued the various forms of learning situations (lec-
ture, seminar, workshop, study visits, group 
discussion), trying to evolve out of university in 
the practical learning settings (e.g. museums) to 
have a broader view on the topic.

Reading the course book helped the students 
absorb the concept of sustainability, but the 
assessment was a new learning experience. 
Many students were anxious, unacquainted with 
predicting and being accountable for the assess-
ing discussion. After the assessment, students 
continued to reflect and talk about the questions 
raised. They said it generated a deep, long-last-
ing learning opportunity compared to a written 
examination. They described their learning pro-
cesses as ongoing, even after the closing 
seminar.

20.4  Discussion

This section offers an advanced critical analysis 
and reflection and calls attention to the effective-
ness of the Whole School Approach to ESD in the 
course Teaching for Sustainability.

From a Bildung perspective, subjects within 
HESD (and its ambition towards WSA-
responsive education) need to be open to reflec-
tivity and debate (Herranen et  al., 2021). To 
achieve this, Herranen et al. (2021) underscore 
three kinds of knowledge: (1) content knowl-
edge, that is, ontological knowledge; (2) episte-
mological knowledge, which is basically 
understanding; and (3) ethical knowledge, 
which allows critically seeing ESD in a social 
context and considering ethical aspects. These 
three kinds were recognised in the course and 
consistent with the assessment of the participat-
ing student teachers. They were to a great deal 
found to be achieved in various examination 
situations, as stated by the course evaluation of 
the learning outcome of the TfS.

20.4.1  Double Unlocking 
for Powerful Knowings

First, the course’s content knowledge was new 
and much appreciated, since many students were 
unfamiliar with the UN SDGs and how they 
could be applied in education. From a Bildung 
perspective, discussions about the connection 
between content and students can be elevated 
based on Klafki’s concept of “double unlocking” 
(Sjöström & Eilks, 2020, p. 56), which denotes 
unlocking both the knowledge and the student. 
During teaching and learning, students can be 
offered cases that they can use to verify the sub-
ject matter; further, the students can participate in 
discussions about the content and how to study it. 
Thus, powerful (HESD) knowledge and capabili-
ties can be applied as specific (HESD) knowings 
(Bladh, 2020). From an eco-reflexive Bildung 
perspective, such HESD knowings are framed by 
a socio-eco-critical awareness. They are exam-
ples of “powerful knowings” (Carlgren, 2020).

20.4.2  Intended Deep, Responsive, 
and Eco-Reflexive Study 
Strategy

Second, some student teachers experienced the 
knowledge formation process as troublesome, 
and they encountered having to find their own 
understanding of what—and how much—was 
expected of them, since they were not used to the 
type of examination form used in the course. It 
became a challenging transition for individual 
students to step up and take the floor. Some stu-
dents expressed that they thought communication 
and feedback should be clearer; since they were 
not used to taking responsibility for selecting 
holistic approaches, they felt insecure about hav-
ing to decide how to prioritise areas for knowl-
edge formation. This gave an opportunity for 
some critical reflexivity on the shared learning 
experience on the part of both students and lec-
turers. These lessons learned influenced how the 
learning environment was set up next time. Some 
factors that were experienced as helpful to the 
students (e.g. concerning the performance) were 
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knowledge of the procedure, guidance, and 
supervision (Step 4, modification). The support 
of peers and of the teacher will be developed fur-
ther since these were, in particular, seen as bene-
ficial to mentally process the procedure.

Qualitative variation in approaches to teach-
ing is related to variations in students’ approaches 
to learning. When teaching has the intention to 
develop or change students’ conceptions and to 
question students’ understanding rather than 
present information, the students are more likely 
to adopt deeper approaches to learning. In par-
ticular, when the teachers focus on transmitting 
the course concepts that might be available in a 
good book, their students adopt more of a sur-
face approach (Trigwell & Prosser, 2014). On 
the contrary, this was not the case in this case 
study, due to the conducted constructive align-
ment that was employed considering the object 
of study (the intended learning object), the teach-
ing approach, and the assessment focus. 
According to Trigwell and Prosser (2014), stu-
dents’ perceptions of the assessment require-
ments are related to variation in the quality of 
their approach to learning. When tests are per-
ceived to measure understanding rather than 
reproduction, students describe a deeper intended 
study strategy, which was the case for the student 
teachers in the TfS course.

20.4.3  Didactic Modelling 
as a Framework 
for Reformative Transitioning 
Towards WIA

For many student teachers, critical pedagogy is 
equal to ethical considerations, which they may 
find relevant and can reimagine. Nonetheless, the 
relationship between knowledge, values, and 
action is complex. Consequently, in addition to 
providing knowledge of environmental issues, 
education should draw attention to values, emo-
tions, and social norms. Education should be 
framed with democratic values. Furthermore, 
teaching always needs to expose students to well- 
informed alternative reasoning. According to 
Alexander (2018), pedagogy worthy of the desig-

nation ‘critical’ must not only offer exposure to 
different viewpoints but also initiate certain ethi-
cal perspectives.

Students must be able to transform epistemo-
logical knowledge and get skills to question 
mainstream discourses. As necessary meta-skills, 
self-efficacy, and creativity strengthened by 
responsive critical thinking come into question, 
for example, in challenging learning situations 
(cf. Herranen et al., 2021). A holistic view is nec-
essary in sustainability education. In practice, it 
means including philosophical, ethical, and 
socio-political perspectives into HESD, focusing 
on problematisation to facilitate understanding of 
uncertainties.

The WSA-influenced didactic in this case 
study frames HESD through a wider and more 
socio-philosophical perspective. The reason is to 
emphasise critical notions, assess the understand-
ing of knowledge in the course, and evaluate stu-
dent teachers’ possibilities to apply the knowledge 
in practice. That purpose inevitability demands 
describing and analysing teachers’ and students’ 
views and roles and highlighting eco-reflexivity. 
In contrast to the fact-based tradition, which 
focuses on scientific factual knowledge, or the 
normative tradition, which focuses on changing 
people’s way of living in different directions, the 
pluralistic teaching tradition stresses the uncer-
tainty of knowledge; it also views environmental 
issues as moral and political problems (Sund 
et al., 2020).

Shedding more light on content issues, 
Herranen et  al. (2021) remark that didactical 
teaching and Bildung require normativeness, so 
the teachers—and in this case, student teachers—
are challenged to be aware of the inevitable nor-
mativeness present in interacting with any subject 
matter. Testing the WSA influences in teacher 
practices empirically demonstrated its potential, 
usefulness, and limitations. Since teachers are in 
the position of decoding innovative ideas into 
practices in their teaching, they perform a key 
role in the applied phases of didactic modelling. 
This case study correspondingly highlights the 
challenges of accumulating isolated facts without 
relevance (fragmentation) and proposes a holistic 
approach to HESD-based teacher education 
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embedded in integrative worldview perspectives, 
pluralism, and sustainability awareness.

20.5  Conclusions

Along with assessing learning outcomes, teach-
ing should focus on developing learning needs—
not only within the course but also in a wider 
perspective within a learning community and in 
relation to both research and our daily prac-
tices—for individual and collective interactively 
constructed understanding. The eco-reflexive 
approach includes an understanding of intercon-
nectedness and holistic thinking. Through 
responsive decision-making processes, individu-
als need to be able to navigate in our multifaceted 
world. Therefore, both teacher and student teach-
ers need to establish a professionally critical 
reflection capability—since a reconceptualisa-
tion of HESD with the eco-societal systems is 
essential. Herranen et al. (2021) consider meta- 
skills such as critical thinking, creativity, resil-
iency, and self-efficacy important when 
challenging situations occur. In planning for a 
sustainable society, Herranen et  al. (2021) 
emphasise resiliency will be required to over-
come the unavoidable challenges ahead. One 
way to obtain a holistic view of HESD, instead of 
fragmented pieces of knowledge (Nordén & 
Avery, 2021), is to adopt a system-oriented 
approach—such as WSA—to understand the 
challenges of achieving sustainable development. 
It permits us to recognise the system components 
of WSA also within HESD, the integration of 
subject knowledge within and between different 
disciplines.

20.5.1  Lessons Learned 
and Suggestions 
for Strengthening WSA 
from an HESD Perspective

This case study provides a tool to address the 
didactical WSA questions of why, how, and what. 
Powerful HESD knowledge in a WSA is placed 
in the centre, supported by critical knowledge 

capability (Nordén, 2016). From an eco-reflexive 
Bildung perspective, the WSA-influenced HESD 
is framed by a socio-eco-critical awareness. One 
of the key lessons from this case study for course 
and curriculum design is that implications are 
concerned with the quality of learning associated 
with the variation in the nature of knowledge that 
teacher education institutions intend their stu-
dents to learn. The categories of description of 
the object of study vary, including a focus on top-
ics rather than the discipline as a whole (i.e. 
WIA), on knowledge as being unproblematic 
rather than disputed or questionable, and on spe-
cific practical skills rather than analytical, 
enquiry-based skills (Nordén, 2016). 
Consequently, the didactic modelling (Fig. 20.2) 
could be further developed and tested in various 
WIA contexts, especially empirically with stu-
dent teachers specialising in teaching students 
from different age groups and different 
backgrounds.

When students share their knowledge and 
experiences of Anthropocene sustainability chal-
lenges, they develop critical sustainability liter-
acy. Tentative results in this study indicate that 
student teachers developed critical eco-reflexive 
thinking focusing on learning and holistic under-
standing—seeing a bigger picture while taking 
responsibility for their own student-led learning. 
This case study could be considered as (and com-
pared to) a whole school approach since the 
investigated course could also be seen as involv-
ing prospective schools where the students will 
act in their roles as teachers in their future profes-
sional life, thereby influencing and implementing 
criteria similar to the WSA criteria (Bianchi 
et al., 2022).

The key findings from the study generate rec-
ommendations for WSA policy and practice in 
higher education, HESD, and teacher education 
institutions. For instance, educative and critical 
eco-reflexive pedagogy for inclusive teacher edu-
cation could be useful. Hopefully, the method-
ological strengths and limitations of this study 
could inspire future research. The TfS course 
aims to enable higher education to deal with the 
complex socio-ecological and economic ques-
tions and uncertainties of our time (Wals, 2021). 
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Understanding internationalisation as an empow-
ering process that fosters collaboration between 
universities and society (cf. Mindt et  al., 2017) 
may be a valuable starting point to develop WSA- 
influenced international sustainability-oriented 
curricula.

The WSA is not a tool or a prescription for 
employing a specific agenda like ESD but a 
means to encourage schools—including higher 
education institutions—to think about educa-
tional innovation generally. A WSA allows mul-
tiple themes to be simultaneously addressed 
within the overarching umbrella of “sustainabil-
ity” or “sustainable development”, not by reduc-
ing them to “learning tasks” but by using them as 
entry points to a different way of working and 
living. As such, a WSA represents a transition 
perspective (Van Mierlo et  al., 2020), in that it 
does not intend to optimise mainstream educa-
tion. Rather, it seeks to re-orient it by anchoring 
it in different principles and values that contrib-
ute to an education that is more relevant, respon-
sive, resourced, reformative, and re-imaginative 
in the light of urgent global challenges.
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Key Message
This chapter documents a contextualised case 
study foregrounded in selected primary schools 
where teachers had to conceptualise and imple-
ment a whole-school project on relevant sustain-
ability issues. It uncovers the challenges faced 
therein and the ‘disconnectedness’ among the 
key components which constitute the whole- 
school approach. The chapter laid the foundation 
for further studies to consolidate or to review the 
model of whole school as an approach in main-
streaming sustainability in teaching and 
learning.

21.1  Introduction

Schools have a crucial role in empowering our 
youth with the necessary sustainability compe-
tences and culture needed as the future workforce 
and to adeptly face current and future challenges 
(Atchia, 2022; Murdoch, 2004). The whole- 
school approach (WSA) to sustainability, which 
lies at the heart of effective learning for sustain-
ability, is an effective way to develop sustainabil-
ity competences and culture among the 

stakeholders of the school community and conse-
quently among the society at large.

Since its emergence, the WSA has been in 
response to global calls to reorient the manage-
ment and practice of formal education to contrib-
ute in addressing inequalities and building a 
better world (UNCED, 1992; UNESCO, 2002). 
The WSA for sustainability, which is grounded 
within the scholarship of school effectiveness 
and school improvement, encourages schools to 
innovate and showcase changes in practice not 
only within the different formal spheres of 
schools (student achievement, teaching and 
learning, ethos and climate, school infrastructure 
and school leadership) but also within the wider 
community. The WSA provides the necessary 
structure to holistically integrate the calls for sus-
tainable development and sustainability, through 
its integration in the formal curriculum as well as 
through sustainable school operations such as 
integrated governance, stakeholder and commu-
nity engagement, long-term planning and sus-
tainability monitoring and evaluation (Kohl et al., 
2022). The WSA includes the active participation 
and partnerships of all stakeholders within 
schools (teachers, pupils, management and 
administrative staff), and the community (organ-
isations, business, industry and governments).

Moreover, the WSA to sustainability views 
school beyond its role as a training ground to fos-
ter appreciation of the environment to showcase 
it as a site of good practice for the community. 
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Aligned to international conferences, documents, 
recommendations and commitments, it questions 
the dominant approach of educating ‘about’ the 
environment only and instead encourages the 
need for educating ‘for’ sustainability. The WSA 
to sustainability does not only engage students 
and other stakeholders in the community to 
 critically reflect on their current lifestyles and 
actions, but also provide opportunities to act on 
informed decisions to bring changes toward a 
more sustainable world. The focus has shifted 
from the ‘what to teach students?’ and ‘how are 
they behaving?’ to seeing schools as a focal point 
where children, adults and the community inter-
act to learn and develop competences together 
(Tilbury & Wortman, 2004). The pedagogy 
underpinning the WSA focuses on the develop-
ment of skills, competences and dispositions for 
partnerships, participation and action within 
learners. This shift has had implications for how 
to conceptualise and approach issues such as 
school governance, pedagogical approaches, cur-
riculum, extracurricular activities, resource man-
agement, the use of school grounds and 
community partnerships (Henderson & Tilbury, 
2004).

Thus, as a potential means to empower the 
Mauritian youth with the necessary sustainability 
competences and culture, a case study methodol-
ogy underpinned by the UNESCO model of 
WSA, as depicted in Fig. 21.1, was used.

21.2  Policies on Whole-School 
Approaches and Education 
for Sustainability 
in Mauritius

The formal education sector has been the focus 
for change toward sustainability since the 1970s. 
This focus has been driven by authoritative inter-
national documents and commitments, such as 
the Rio Earth Summit (1992), Agenda 21, World 
Summit on Sustainable Development in 
Johannesburg (2002), Tbilisi Declaration, Dakar 
Framework for Action and the WESSA confer-
ences, which advocated for educational reform or 
reorientation to reflect the sustainability agenda. 

Evidence of educational institutions reflecting 
the principles of sustainability started to appear 
mainly in the United Kingdom, North America 
and Europe to eventually reach other parts of the 
world, including Mauritius. Mauritius, a small 
island developing state, is a member of several 
regional and international organisations. 
Therefore, as a member state of such organisa-
tions, Mauritius has signed the relevant conven-
tions and agreements related to sustainability. In 
this respect, our national policy documents, 
which are analysed in this chapter, are all inspired 
by drawing from regional and international con-
ventions, agreements, programmes and docu-
ments. Table  21.1 depicts some of the key 
national conferences, documents, recommenda-
tions and commitments that support the use of 
WSA and ‘Education for Sustainability’ in 
Mauritius.

However, it is important to note that though 
several initiatives of using whole-school 
approaches for EfS have emerged in Mauritius 
during the past decades as depicted in Table 21.1, 
many have not been sustained. For instance, the 
Green School Project was a highly acclaimed ini-
tiative at both primary and secondary school lev-
els for the first few years but unfortunately went 
to oblivion. In fact, we believe that though the 
development of policies is crucial in providing 
the necessary environment, the sustainability cul-
ture can only be developed if associated with the 
right approach and the proper mindset, which are 
often the missing link to reach the targets of 
EfS.  Responding to this call, the case study 
described in this chapter showcases the use of the 
WSA model where a structured pathway is used 
to implement whole-school sustainability proj-
ects (WSSP).

21.3  A Mauritian Case Study

This section summarises the context, methodol-
ogy and sampling before presenting the findings 
and discussions of the Mauritian case study 
which unpacked the experiences of using the 
WSA by 30 primary school teachers in their 
respective schools.

A. Rumjaun and S. M. C. Atchia



293

Fig. 21.1 UNESCO 
WSA framework. 
(UNESCO, 2014)

21.3.1 Context of the Case Study

The primary education in Mauritius, which oper-
ates under the aegis of the Ministry of Education, 
lasts for 6 years (grade 1 to grade 6) following 
2 years of early childhood education. All primary 
school students sit for the ‘Primary School 
Assessment Certificate’, which is the national 
examination marking the end of the primary 
schooling. The result of the examination is used 
to allocate seats to the students in regional sec-
ondary schools.

Teachers working in primary schools, though 
recruited by the Ministry of Education, have to 
successfully complete a pre-service ‘Teacher’s 
Diploma’ course at the ‘Mauritius Institute of 
Education’ (the only tertiary institution special-
ised in teacher education in Mauritius) to become 
full-time primary teachers. As part of the course, 
the prospective teachers have to complete a 45-h 
module entitled ‘Education for Sustainable 
Development’, where they are engaged in the 
implementation of a sustainability project in the 
schools at which they are posted. The sustainabil-
ity project aimed at mainstreaming sustainability 
into all aspects of school life by rethinking the 

curriculum, defining campus operations, embrac-
ing organisational culture, enabling student par-
ticipation, promoting leadership, and establishing 
community relationships (UNESCO, 2014).

21.3.2 Methodology and Sampling

A case study methodology was used to unpack 
the experiences of using the WSA by 30 primary 
school teachers in their respective schools. Using 
a convenience sampling, 30 primary school 
teachers enrolled in a professional learning 
course on ‘Education for Sustainable 
Development’ at the Mauritius Institute of 
Education (MIE) constituted the sample of this 
case study. As part of the course requirement, 
they had to implement a small-scale project with 
pupils of grade 5, aged 9–10 years old. Fig. 21.2 
summarises the steps trailed by each participat-
ing school of this case study.

As depicted in Fig. 21.2, once the grade 5 sec-
tion for implementation of the sustainability proj-
ect was finalised, the participating teacher 
organised a brainstorming session with his/her 
respective pupils to identify a potential theme for 

21 Whole-School Project-Based Approach to Promote Education for Sustainability: A Mauritian Experience
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Table 21.1 Selected policy documents that support the use of WSA and Education for Sustainability (EfS) in Mauritius

National conferences, 
documents, 
recommendations and 
commitments Support to WSA for sustainability and EfS
Eco-School Mauritius Affiliation with the international federation of environmental education eco-school 

programme initiative
Whilst the overall programme is coordinated through a common
framework at the international level, member nations have flexibility to tailor the 
programmes to their needs
Participating schools undertake a seven-step process to work towards Green Flag 
certification

Green School 
Mauritius (2009)

Concept of Green Schools Project was proposed by the National Productivity and 
Competitiveness Council (NPCC) of Mauritius
The Project is based on the fundamentals of Green Productivity where schools together 
with parents develop a project based on the premise of ‘practice what you preach’
The project goes beyond the teaching-learning transaction to permeate as a way of life in 
the school and the community as well
The Green Schools Project envisages self-assessment of the environmental practices of the 
school and promotes the use of environmentally friendly technologies in the school

National Curriculum 
Framework 
(2016/2017)

The National Curriculum Frameworks for pre-primary, primary and lower secondary 
education in Mauritius provide opportunities for using holistic and integrated approaches 
to develop sustainability skills, competences and dispositions in learners
The National Curriculum Framework, through the ‘Teaching and Learning syllabi’, 
contributes to the integration of sustainability learning in the formal curriculum

Green Paper (2008) The paper conceptualised the vision of making Mauritius a Sustainable Island (‘Maurice 
Ile Durable’)
The ‘Maurice Ile Durable’ concept includes a participatory approach towards elaborating 
a national strategy for sustainable development aiming at taking on board the whole 
society in the implementation of this ambitious project. Special focus is laid on the role of 
the Mauritian schools in reaching the ‘Maurice Ile Durable’ targets

Maurice Ile Durable 
Policy (Green Paper, 
2011)

Developed from the Green paper, this included a 10-year Strategy Plan and an Action Plan 
for the ‘Maurice Ile Durable’ Project
The policy laid the foundation for WSA through (i) the educational system promoting the 
development of ‘sustainable development’ skills, knowledge and values through lifelong 
learning to ensure the holistic development of the citizen, (ii) our formal and informal 
education systems fostering responsible, green and civic values in all age groups to 
achieve a caring society and (iii) the potential of our human resource fully tapped to foster 
social equity along with enhancing economic, political, environmental and cultural 
well-being

Inspiring Every Child 
(2016)

This policy document forms the basis of the current ‘Nine Years Continuous Basic 
Education’ reform
The policy document is in line with the international commitment to the UN sustainable 
development and international commitments for sustainability
The document sets the foundation to engage students as ambassadors of sustainability

Sustainability in early 
childhood 
development (SECD), 
2021

Align with the SDG target 4.2 calls for ‘quality pre-primary education’ for all children to 
achieve universal, inclusive and equitable education, the education system prepares 
children for school and to promote lifelong learning
This policy document recommends the introduction of the sustainability concept through 
means such as storytelling, songs, teacher- guided play and art activities, whilst 
simultaneously enhancing the kids’ feelings and moods

Environmental charter 
document, 2022

The master charter provides a wide array of examples of actions to foster sustainability in 
the community
Schools are requested to customise this document to produce their own charter to adhere 
to the pledges
Together with students, schools prepare the ‘Student Environmental Charter’ which 
represents pledges towards fostering sustainability in the community
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Step 1
•Identification of the Grade 5 section where the WSA project will be implemented, by the partcipating 

primary teacher in collaboration with the school headmaster.

Step 2
•Brainstorming session between teacher and students to identify a sustainability issue.

Step 3
•Setting up of a whole-school team comprising of representatives of all stakeholders.

Step 4
• Brainstorming session involving members of the 'whole-school team' to undertsand, validate and finalise

the sustainability issue to be addressed. 

Step 5
• Conceptualisation and development of the whole-school sustainability project. 

Step 6
• Implementaion of the whole-school sustainability project and data collection. 

Step 7
• Analysis of data to unpack the experience of primary teachers on the use of WSA for sustainability

Fig. 21.2 Summary of methodology used to unpack the experience of primary teachers on the use of WSA for 
sustainability

the project, that is aligned to the content pre-
scribed in the primary school curriculum. 
Following the brainstorming session, a ‘whole- 
school team’ consisting of the following repre-
sentatives was set in consultation with the 
headmaster of each of the 30 sampled schools:

• Headmaster or Deputy Headmaster (Head of 
the school and chairperson of the project 
school team)

• Holistic Education teacher (teacher responsi-
ble to teach non-core subjects related to the 
holistic development of pupils, as per the cur-
rent National Curriculum Framework)

• Information and Communication Technology 
teacher

• School administrative staffs including the 
clerical officers and the school attendants

• President or Secretary of the ‘Parent-Teacher 
Association’

• Representative of a local non-governmental 
organisation

• Representative of the local authority (village 
or municipal council)

• Representative of government organisations 
(Central Water Authority, Ministry of 

 Environment, and other relevant organisations 
related to the topic under study)

• Representative of a private company in the 
area (bank, supermarket, filling station, …)

• Five pupils representing the class who are 
selected by the participating teachers under 
the guidance of the chairperson of the project

The ‘whole-school team’ had as guiding aim 
compliance with sustainability ideas and princi-
ples such as equity, good governance and com-
munity engagement. Following the setting up of 
the ‘whole-school team’, the participating teach-
ers together with the pupils were engaged to (i) 
brainstorm on the topics they would like to focus 
on in their whole-school sustainability project 
(WSSP), (ii) elicit the idea in relation to sustain-
ability engagement and (iii) conceptualise and 
develop the whole-school sustainability project. 
These steps were significant to ‘hook’ the pupils 
on the topic and create a sense of ownership 
towards the project. The feasibility of the project 
was then discussed with the headmaster (also the 
chairperson of the ‘whole-school team’), before 
presenting the same to the ‘Parent-Teacher 
Association’ meeting. The whole-school sustain-
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ability project was then presented in the 
 ‘whole- school team’ meeting and amendments 
were brought wherever required.

It is important to note that though the sustain-
ability issue was identified during the brainstorm-
ing session involving only the class teacher and 
the pupils, validation and conceptualisation of 
the projects involved all members of the ‘whole- 
school team’. Beyond the provision of feedback 
and validation, the whole-school team had the 
responsibility to seek financial support needed to 
shape and implement the whole-school sustain-
ability project, either from the ‘Parent-Teacher 
Association’ or from sponsors from the local 
community. In fact, all members of the ‘whole- 
school team’ were given specific roles and 
responsibilities to ensure that team spirit and col-
lective engagement are maintained throughout 
the ‘whole-school sustainability project’.

The sustainability project became the school 
project, where all members of the ‘whole-school 
team’ met at least once a week to ensure the 
proper monitoring and evaluation of the imple-
mentation phase. This was done through struc-
tured follow-up to (i) identify issues that emerged 
during the implementation phase, (ii) analyse the 
issue, (iii) amend the implementation plan, if 
needs be and (iv) mobilise support and resources.

The data collected in the form of teacher dia-
ries were then collected and qualitatively anal-
ysed to unpack the experiences of primary 
teachers who used the WSA for sustainability.

21.4 Findings and Discussions

Table 21.2 depicts the projects, categorised under 
topics/concepts which are included in the school 
curriculum, that emerged from the 30 participat-
ing schools.

Referring to Table 21.2, we concluded that all 
the selected themes were actually issues being 
faced in the Mauritian context, namely waste pro-
duction, water pollution, loss of biodiversity, 
health and energy issues.

Analysis of the teacher diaries revealed that 
though the identification of issues and planning 
of the implementation phase were done within 

the boundaries of the classrooms, the implemen-
tation strategies used by the participating schools 
varied from one context to another. It was actu-
ally noted that most of the 30 participating 
schools used interactive and participative 
 out-of- classrooms approaches to address sustain-
ability issues. The following quote from a partici-
pant supports the importance of out-of-classrooms 
activities:

The walk instilled a strong sense of awareness 
about water recycling and conservation in my stu-
dents. As the learning experiences did not only 
take place within the four walls of a classroom, 
pupils were happy and excited. Student-centred 
learning took place. And the walk would be memo-
rable for them.

The participating teachers expounded that 
pupils’ engagement in the WSA project empow-
ered them with skills, know-how and dispositions 
that will help them to cope with national issues 
and realities. The interactions and engagement of 
the main participants (pupils and teachers) with 
other stakeholders add value to the school project 
and provided opportunities to bridge the gap 
between formal and informal learning in a range 
of contexts and concepts. Moreover, the activities 
planned by the teachers to engage their pupils in 
the sustainability project were rich in terms of 
learning experiences and learning by doing. 
Pupils were made to ask questions, develop and 
apply critical-thinking skills and analyse their 
own thinking in the project. One participant 
stated the following:

These tasks enabled my pupils to develop skills 
that will accompany them throughout their life as 
responsible citizens. For instance, they were able 
to collaborate in a civic activity in groups, thus 
developing in them interpersonal, critical thinking 
and problem-solving skills. In fact, the National 
Curriculum Framework 2015 aims at developing 
knowledge, skills and values beyond the boundar-
ies of the 5 learning areas in order to prepare learn-
ers to meet the challenges of daily life and deal 
with unpredictable situations like the one recently 
faced with the COVID-19 lockdown.

The participating teachers also highlighted 
that by engaging and immersing themselves in 
the local community, the pupils developed sus-
tainability skills and values. The WSA project 
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Table 21.2 Whole-school sustainability projects

Water Pollution Health Energy Biodiversity
Rainwater 
harvesting as part of 
water shortage 
management 
practice
Water scarcity (3)a

Water recycling and 
reuse (2)
Sustainable 
approach towards 
water management

Managing paper waste 
at school
School composting (3)
Implementation of the 
3Rs at school
Waste management at 
school
Waste management in 
school, including waste 
reduction and 
valorisation (3)
Paper waste at school

School health 
project
Promoting 
sexuality 
education
Community 
health care at 
school
Health care at 
school 
post-Covid-19
Health 
promotion and 
well-being

Installation of 
solar photovoltaic 
cells on school’s 
rooftop
School 
Greenhouse 
project
Home gardens

Vertical Gardening 
project
Herbal and medicinal 
plants
School garden project (2)
Becoming self-sufficient 
in food crops (vegetables 
and herbs) by creating 
their own greenhouse 
home garden

aThe number given in bracket stands for the number of schools with the same whole-school project

helped them to become creative, good observers, 
investigators, communicators and critical think-
ers. The whole-school projects also provided 
opportunities for the pupils to conduct surveys, 
collect and analyse data, examine the current 
context and propose solutions to the selected 
problems. Through engagement in the project, 
pupils developed higher order thinking needed to 
sort out problems in real life situations. In fact, 
their contributions in the project had dual benefits 
for the pupils. They were provided with various 
learning opportunities to extend their knowledge 
on the topic in addition to developing skills and 
values needed to sustain the environment.

In addition to the above opportunities, the 
whole-school sustainability projects provided 
several benefits related to the four components of 
the holistic 4C model depicted in Fig.  21.1, 
namely enacted curriculum, campus, community 
and culture, as detailed below.

Enacted Curriculum Through the whole-school 
sustainability projects, participating teachers and 
pupils were involved in interdisciplinary learn-
ing. The WSA enabled students to explore the 
relationships, connections and integration of dif-
ferent subjects at primary education level, such as 
Science, History, Geography, Languages, Maths 
and Arts. In fact, Mathie and Wals (2022) high-
lighted that the interdisciplinary approach is 
associated with a reduction in the curriculum 
coverage time as it effectively brings together 

knowledge of different disciplines, reducing the 
load of individual subjects. The following quote 
from a participant supports the above statement:

My classroom was transformed into a mini labora-
tory to encourage pupils to participate in learning 
where knowledge and experiences gained from dif-
ferent subject areas are brought together to spread 
the need for the protection and conservation of the 
‘blue gold’, that is water…

Through the whole-school sustainability proj-
ects, the teachers were able to achieve several 
curriculum objectives in Maths, Science, Arts 
and History. In fact, each participating teacher 
incorporated both their curricular aims and exter-
nally mandated achievement aims into the 
project.

Campus School ethos and school vibrance are 
powerful dimensions in providing a conducive 
learning environment. The morning assembly, 
the meetings (either weekly or fortnightly) and 
the interactions with relevant resource persons at 
the school helped in contributing to the school 
ethos and climate. The visits by stakeholders in 
the schools contributed to a congruence which is 
not usually seen and experienced on the school 
campus.

Community The WSA project also helped to 
bring parents and other stakeholders into the 
school community, which has been a difficult 
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task for long in the Mauritian education system. 
Through the projects, parents were not only given 
the opportunity to take cognisance of the learning 
processes of their children at school levels but 
were also given the opportunity to become part of 
the decision-making process. In fact, by involv-
ing parents who are the child’s first teachers, 
schools created a dynamic home-school partner-
ship which enabled close monitoring of the 
pupils’ learning and progress. In fact, through the 
projects, schools were able to build strong rela-
tionships between all key stakeholders.

Culture Implementation of the WSA projects 
has showcased the development of a sustainabil-
ity culture in the participating schools, which 
encompasses the achievement of objectives 
related to enacted curriculum, campus and com-
munity, as depicted in Fig. 21.1. In fact, engage-
ment in the WSA projects developed a 
sustainability culture, impregnated with citizen-
ship and sustainability values and attitudes 
towards the environment. All members of 
‘whole- school team’, including pupils, teachers, 
school administrators and members of the com-
munity, highlighted that engagement in the proj-
ects led to the development of key values and 
attitudes, such as trustworthiness, respect, altru-
ism, integrity, generosity, courage, gratitude, 
adaptability, self- respect and flexibility. The 
project contributed to community building in the 
school and provided a purpose for all actors in 
the participating schools. However, it should be 
noted that this was not the case for all the 30 
schools involved in the case study. Variations in 
the understanding of sustainability led to alterna-
tives in the operationalisation of the WSA to 
sustainability.

Challenges Encountered During the 
Implementation Phase
Some of the challenges encountered during the 
adoption of a whole-school approach were lim-
ited communication between the stakeholders, 
limited resources to monitor tasks implementa-
tion and accountability. It was also not clear to 

whom the actors were accountable as the man-
agement practices are shifted from one single 
person to a collective decision-making panel. 
Thus, the issue of accountability jeopardised the 
whole-school approach in some of the participat-
ing schools. Moreover, not all the members of the 
whole-school approach had the skills to work and 
operate in a team. Another important challenge 
was the time constraints which impacted on the 
teaching and learning process and the compli-
ance with the school curriculum.

Though the ‘whole-school approach’ was well 
received by all the key actors within the ‘whole- 
school team’, of all the participating schools in 
this case study, the major challenge faced by the 
schools was the alignment of the teaching and 
learning practices with the assessment practices. 
In Mauritius, education is very competitive due 
to national examinations at the end of primary 
schooling, which enable students to secure their 
seats in ‘star’ secondary schools. Therefore, for 
the parents of these students, engaging in activi-
ties out of school is considered as a waste of time.

21.5  Alignment of the Mauritian 
Experiences of Using 
the Whole-School Approach 
to Education 
for Sustainability to Other 
Contexts Documented 
in the Literature

The whole-school approach provides a frame-
work for a holistic, systemic, collective and 
reflexive efforts towards education for sustain-
ability. It is an attempt to embed sustainability 
issues from multiple perspectives in an integrated 
and relational way (Mathie & Wals, 2022). In the 
Mauritian case study, the use of the whole-school 
approach through the implementation of a WSA 
project, as implemented in 30 primary schools, 
showcased good practice in working holistically 
to promote students’ learning and well-being. It 
was also acknowledged that school community, 
created through the ‘whole-school team’, 
impacted positively on pupils’ socio-psycho- 
pedagogical development by providing useful 
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and meaningful learning experiences. By adopt-
ing this approach, the participating schools 
increased their engagement within the commu-
nity, securing sustainable improvements. The 
approach allowed different members of the 
school community, namely students, staff, par-
ents and other community members coming from 
diverse sectors (both public and private), to work 
collaboratively. This is reflected in the following 
statement of an educator:

……the project allowed us to strive to be a caring 
learning community where staff, pupil, parents 
work together with mutual respect to fulfil our 
God-given potential with integrity, compassion 
and a sense of honour in the generous pursuit of a 
better world for all to share.

In fact, the whole-school approach defined the 
entire school community as the unit of change 
and involved coordinated action between three 
interrelated components, namely (i) curriculum, 
teaching and learning; (ii) school ethos and envi-
ronment and (iii) family and community partner-
ships (Goldberg et al., 2019). The whole-school 
approach successfully integrated conceptual 
knowledge, skills and values development into 
the daily interactions and practices using collab-
orative efforts that include all staff, teachers, 
families and children (Jones & Bouffard, 2012; 
Meyers et  al., 2015). The case study has also 
showcased coordination among the three interre-
lated components of the WSA highlighted by 
Goldberg et al. (2019).

However, it was also noted that the nature and 
effectiveness of such coordination depends on 
the commitment of the relevant stakeholders and 
school leadership and what makes it be a good 
governance. In some cases, despite extensive 
investment in whole-school interventions, the 
nature of the interventions and their effectiveness 
remained unclear. Durlak et  al. (2011) and 
Langford et  al. (2015) also stated that whole- 
school interventions adopting a whole-school 
approach are failing to show impacts. However, 
this study showed that though interventions from 
key stakeholders of some of the whole-school 
teams were not aligned to the requirements of the 
national curriculum framework, the other schools 
showcased laudable alignments. Moreover, the 

Mauritian case study initiated some key transfor-
mations in teaching, role of parents and ‘Parent- 
Teacher’ associations, and even broadened the 
concept of school leadership and governance.

The key elements and pathways of the whole- 
school approach were supported by factors such 
as informal teaching, reinforcement and adequate 
time for relationships development embedded 
within the whole-school orientation. The results 
of this study are used to formulate a theoretical 
model of how the whole-school approach builds 
school connectedness (Rowe & Stewart, 2011). 
The whole-school approach provides a frame-
work for a comprehensive education for sustain-
ability and the qualities recognised to consolidate 
education within it are coherence, appropriate 
policies, transparency, practice and continuing 
professional development (Morgen et al., 2019).

Curriculum approaches that promoted inclu-
sive student participation through real-life activi-
ties and student-centred activities in which 
students had a say in their learning were impor-
tant in promoting school connectedness in this 
study. These approaches demonstrated direct 
links to school connectedness, which is strongly 
verified by the literature (Patton et  al., 2006; 
Simovska, 2007). However, what was more 
important is that it engaged students in a greater 
number of interactions with other students in 
their own class, in other classes, with school 
staff, and with members of the broader school 
community. In this respect, it is important to note 
the benefits of linking real-life, student-centred 
curriculum activities to a whole-school commu-
nity activity, for the promotion of connectedness 
(Rowe & Stewart, 2011), which act as a cement-
ing material to tighten the WSA.

Whole-school approach also contributed in 
positive reinforcement, especially when school 
staffs interact with students. School staff (teach-
ing and non-teaching) established working and 
interpersonal relationships with students in a vari-
ety of contexts, either during classroom or out-of-
classroom activities. Moreover, the informal 
interactions among school community members 
promoted mutual reciprocity. This development 
of informal interactions was key at merging the 
formal and non-formal learning processes. The 
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whole-school approach therefore created a poten-
tial framework for accommodating non-formal 
learning within the formal education system.

21.6  Recommendations

It has been theoretically suggested that the 
school organisation is one of the most crucial 
facilitators of ‘Education for Sustainable 
Development’ implementation in practice (Nikel 
& Lowe, 2010). Global sustainability agenda 
challenges traditional pedagogies and calls for a 
school education that fosters awareness of the 
complexities and uncertainty of the surrounding 
world. It calls for a holistic approach to address 
global and complex problems thereby develop-
ing the necessary competences and sustainabil-
ity culture among our youth. The way that 
schools are organised and operate in Mauritius 
or elsewhere does not do justice to the impor-
tance of sustainability concepts and principles 
and does not create the environment required for 
sustainability to be embedded in the teaching 
and learning cultures. Expanding and extending 
the school governance by ‘roping’ in key actors 
in the decision-making process and its transla-
tion in the school operations is a must. A school 
organisation that promotes such changes can be 
regarded as reflexive in relation to social learn-
ing and new social movements (Lotz-Sisitka 
et al., 2015). This allows us to explore how dif-
ferent ways of organising a school relate to dif-
ferent ‘Education for Sustainable Development’ 
implementation strategies and offer some rec-
ommendations for future ‘Education for 
Sustainable Development’ implementation 
efforts based on a framework rooted in school 
improvement research.

21.7  Conclusion

Academic literature and policy documents con-
sistently advocate the adoption of a ‘whole- 
school’ approach as one of several necessary 
components in the successful pursuit of educa-
tion for sustainability. However, the implemen-

tation of whole-school approaches remains 
partial and disconnected, with the focus being 
placed on distinct topics or projects, rather than 
attempting to identify the underlying common-
alities that make up the broader tenets of this 
approach. Thus, it would be relevant to rethink 
the teacher education models by transiting from 
a campus- based to a more school-based teacher 
education programme implementation. Our 
study has also indicated that commitment of key 
actors at school to bring a transformation in the 
teaching and learning practices can contribute to 
establishing a whole-school approach to 
sustainability.
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22Exploring a Whole-School 
Approach at Nonformal Folk High 
Schools in Norway Through 
Common Goals and Action 
Learning

Brita Phuthi

Key Message
Folk high schools (FHSs) are living examples of 
how schools can practice a Whole-School 
Approach (WSA) to sustainability through learn-
ing by doing, dialogue and democratic participa-
tion, in a cross-disciplinary and cross-sectorial 
learning environment. Fostering sustainable 
development is a process, for staff and students, 
and requires regular reflections and evaluations. 
Having common whole-school sustainability 
goals within the greater FHS community, with 
the liberty for each school to find their way of 
working toward these goals, is important in this 
process.

22.1  Introduction

The Folk High Schools (FHSs) originated in 
Denmark in 1844, and the FHS idea was spread 
across the Nordic countries. In Norway, the FHSs 
celebrate their 160th anniversary in 2024 (NOU, 
2001: 16). The FHSs in Norway offer a wide 
range of courses, promoting lifelong learning. 
They are nonformal educational institutions, with 
no fixed curriculum, exams, nor grades. The 
FHSs receive government subsidies, and students 
get two study credits for attending a full year at a 

FHS (Folkehøgskolene, undated-a). Currently, 
over 7000 young adults with different back-
grounds come to live and learn at the 84 FHSs 
across Norway for 9  months every year, where 
most students are between 18 and 23 years old 
(Folkehøgskolene, undated-b). As stated in the 
Norwegian Folk High School Act from 2002, the 
schools’ objectives are  “allmenndanning” (bil-
dung) and  “folkeopplysning” (public enlighten-
ment)  (my translation). These concepts are 
dynamic and not easily translated (see e.g. 
Lövgren, 2015; Lysgaard et  al., 2023). For the 
purpose of this chapter,  bildung is understood 
as democratic, and personal development through 
engaging with a community, and public enlight-
enment as  the  general knowledge individuals 
need to engage in society – locally and globally. 
Each FHS is autonomous, owned by either 
Christian or Liberal organizations/foundations, 
and has its own value basis (Folkehøgskolene, 
undated-c). The value basis may vary from one 
school to another, as each school decides its own, 
but it is founded on the FHS pedagogy (see next 
section).

In 2015, when the global community agreed 
on the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), forty FHSs in Norway joined a project 
called Action Research and Sustainability—the 
folk high schools for the future, with a goal of 
implementing sustainability in the school’s oper-
ation and teaching through action learning and 
research. Four years later, the five national FHS 
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organizations (two labor unions, two information 
and marketing organizations, and an umbrella 
organization, representing the four organizations 
and the FHSs) (Folkehøgskolerådet, undated-a), 
agreed on a common decision with four sustain-
ability targets for all the 84 FHSs to contribute to 
reaching the SDGs (see next section). As dis-
cussed in this chapter, while a Whole-School 
Approach (WSA) to sustainability is not a com-
mon term among the FHSs in Norway, the 
approaches and pedagogies used throughout the 
FHS initiatives resonate and align with the char-
acteristics of a WSA.

With the Norwegian FHSs implementation of 
sustainable development as a case, this chapter 
draws upon examples from collective initiatives 
as well as examples from individual FHSs, to 
critically analyze and reflect on processes the 
schools have engaged in over the last 9 years. A 
WSA is applied as an analytical lens to explore 
the challenges and opportunities that a WSA 
brings in the context of the FHSs.

22.2  Characteristics of Norwegian 
FHSs and Their Involvement 
in Sustainability Issues

The FHSs have a long history of being involved 
in sustainability issues in Norway and across the 
world (Phuthi, 2013). Not having to follow a 
fixed curriculum, the FHSs have the liberty to 
dive into relevant issues with their students and 
address emerging topics, such as global politics, 
human rights, and sustainable development. 
Learning by doing and learning outside the class-
room, are characteristics of everyday life at the 
FHSs. The FHS’s pedagogical approach is based 
on the philosophy of Nicolai F. S. Grundtvig, the 
founder of the FHS idea in Denmark. “The cen-
tral principle in Grundtvig’s pedagogical philoso-
phy is captured in the concept of ‘living 
interaction’” (Lövgren, 2022, p.  3). A central 
component of this interaction is dialogue-based 
learning, where the teacher guides the students 
through conversations and questions.

The FHSs in Norway are boarding schools, 
where most students share a room in dormitories. 

The social pedagogics focus on students learning 
to live in a community and are a central part of 
the FHS pedagogy. Most FHSs have weekly dor-
mitory meetings, which are facilitated by a 
teacher, and focus on both practical reality and 
philosophical importance of socially living in a 
community. Grundtvig argued that “true enlight-
enment can never only aim at developing stu-
dents’ understandings of themselves but must 
always have an outward focus as well” (Lövgren, 
2022, p.  3). The pedagogical aim is also to 
develop the self, in relation to others, including 
relevant political issues, concerning local, 
national as well as global matters. FHSs were 
originally founded as a school for the people 
(folk), primarily for peasants and factory work-
ers, “to gain the personal development and 
knowledge needed to become active citizens” in 
the growing Nordic democracies (Lövgren, 2022, 
p.  3). In today’s globalized world, Lövgren 
(2022) argues that contemporary FHSs have 
reoriented from their initial focus on nation build-
ing, to emphasize global citizenship education 
based on human rights.

The Norwegian FHSs cooperate and meet 
regularly through conferences, seminars, and 
courses arranged by one or more of the five 
national FHS organizations. The action learning 
and sustainability project, mentioned in the intro-
duction, was one example of the FHS organiza-
tions, together with an NGO, inviting the schools 
to participate. For participation in the project, 
each school joined with a whole-school team 
comprised of two students, one operational staff, 
one teacher, and either the principal or deputy. 
The goal was for sustainability to be implemented 
in the schools’ operation and teaching through 
action research and learning. The schools were 
also encouraged to connect with their local com-
munity through activities. The action research 
project was running from 2014 to 2017.

The other example, the common sustainability 
decision from 2019, was a result of initiatives 
from some schools and the five national FHS 
organizations. The decision, made by the boards 
of the five national FHS organizations, included 
the following four targets supporting the SDGs, 
emphasizing on SDG 4.7 and SDG 13:
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• Reduce the total of the FHS’s carbon footprint 
by 40% within 2030, based on measures from 
2019, with emphasis on reducing airplane 
travel.

• Include sustainable development as the main 
topic in one of the school’s annual self- 
evaluation reports within the year 2023.

• By 2021: Apply the Global guidelines 
(“Globalvettreglene,” created by the FHSs’ 
International Committee in 2017) when plan-
ning study tours, and in connection with the 
school’s global involvement.

• All schools draw up an annual local plan and 
strategy to achieve the SDGs.
(Folk high school council, undated).

These four targets were not legally binding for 
the schools, as the five national FHS organiza-
tions that decided on these targets do not hold 
legal authority over the schools. However, 
through the following analysis in the next sec-
tion, it is evident that the schools sympathized 
with the decision and worked to support these 
goals in their own ways, a central characteristic 
of the WSA to sustainability.

22.3  The WSA Flower Model 
as an Analytical Lens

By adopting the WSA flower model by Wals and 
Mathie (2022) as an analytical lens, I critically 
reflect, as a practitioner, on the abovementioned 
initiatives directed at the Norwegian FHS, from a 
macro and a micro perspective. The analysis 
gives insight into how the FHS pedagogies, and 
shared FHS sustainability initiatives can contrib-
ute toward research and literature on WSAs 
focused on sustainability. The WSA flower model 
includes six key components (Fig. 22.1). In the 
following section, each component of the WSA 
flower is considered in relation to the FHS initia-
tives and sustainability targets. The analysis is 
based on two project reports from the action 
research project, a survey from 2022 on the 
2019-decision involving 79 FHSs, a FHS’s self- 
evaluation report for the academic year 2021–22, 
and conversations with FHS staff regarding their 

process of following up the 2019-decision at their 
schools.

22.3.1  Vision, Ethos, Leadership, 
and Coordination

As previously mentioned, the national FHS 
organizations do not hold legal authority over 
the FHSs in Norway, which means that the 
2019- decision is not binding for the 84 FHSs. It 
is therefore interesting to see that a recent inter-
nal survey shows that the schools support this 
decision (Phuthi, 2022). This is not to say that 
all schools equally implemented the four tar-
gets, but through the school’s responses in the 
survey, it is evident that they support the vision 
of the decision and think that it is in alignment 
with the FHS’s objectives and ethos. The sup-
portive framework that each FHS finds them-
selves within, in this case the 2019-decision, is 
thus relevant for each school’s values and 
leadership.

Findings from the two reports from the action 
research project show that it is essential that the 
schools’ leadership prioritizes sustainability, also 
when the school has dedicated staff and students, 
for the implementation to be a reality (Tiller 
et  al., 2017). To further strengthen the school’s 
efforts and vision of becoming more sustainable, 
some schools involved their respective school 
boards, which was perceived as a successful pro-
cess by the schools’ management in implement-
ing necessary changes together with the staff 
(Tiller et al., 2017). This measure has also been 
part of the process of following up the 
2019- decision by several schools (Phuthi, 2022).

Wals and Mathie (2022) argue that a key to a 
WSA to sustainability education “is that all 
stakeholders in a school are involved in develop-
ing a vision of what a sustainable school entails 
and invites” (p. 4). The FHSs are based on a cul-
ture of involving all staff in processes regarding 
the school’s development, as the FHS’s value 
basis is democratic participation (Tiller et  al., 
2017). Both the action research project and the 
2019-decision support this structure. However, 
as a recent study of three FHSs shows, even if 

22 Exploring a Whole-School Approach at Nonformal Folk High Schools in Norway Through Common…



306

Fig. 22.1 The WSA flower model by Wals and Mathie (2022)

the schools have prioritized sustainability, they 
have not necessarily taken the time to go in-
depth to achieve a common understanding of 
what Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) entails for their school (Isungset, 2021). 
As much as the FHSs have the liberty to form 
their own learning programs founded on the 
school’s values, some schools experience that it 
is not always easy to find the time where all the 
staff can meet and discuss relevant issues in a 
busy everyday life (Isungset, 2021). Hence, the 
structures to allow time for these meetings must 
be in place.

One school that managed to develop this 
structure, was Lofoten FHS, where the deputy 
principal lead a process at her school to fol-
low up on the 2019-decision (Frilynt folke-
høgskole, 2022). She followed a five-step 
process within the time frame of one school 

year: (1) mapping, (2) structure, (3) vision, 
(4) long-term plan, and (5) communication 
and marketing. In the first step of mapping, 
all staff were interviewed, and information 
was shared about what the school was already 
doing regarding sustainability initiatives. This 
information was presented as a map that out-
lined the structure (2) of the school’s opera-
tion, learning program, and the school’s 
communication/marketing. In step 3, students 
were invited to participate in a visioning- 
workshop, in which they imagined the school 
in 2027 (5  years later). The ideas from this 
workshop then formed the basis of the devel-
opment of a long-term plan (step 4), where all 
the staff were involved in formulating con-
crete targets for the school’s sustainability 
plan. Step 5 was then based on communicat-
ing the long-term plan (Frilynt folkehøgskole, 
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2022). Lofoten FHS is an example of how a 
FHS can act in their own way upon the shared 
sustainability decision from 2019. As evi-
denced by Lofoten FHS, this was achieved 
through setting aside time and involving all 
staff, as well as students, in a whole-school 
process.

22.3.2  Capacity Building for All Staff

According to Wals and Mathie (2022), the WSA 
model suggests that staff consider “more inte-
grated, existential, and relational forms of teach-
ing and learning” (p.  6). The FHS model is 
similarly based on this educational approach, 
however, through capacity building, the FHSs 
may further strengthen their integrated teaching 
and learning.

Findings from the action research project 
show that ownership is a success criterion for stu-
dents’ and staffs’ involvement, as well as the 
importance of the cooperation between opera-
tional staff and teaching staff (Tiller et al., 2017). 
One school wrote that,

last year the project was ‘forced’ on the kitchen 
staff, with limited success. This year the kitchen 
staff found a solution for themselves. From this we 
concluded that the people who are nearest the mea-
sures, often have the best solutions, and this affirms 
the importance of ownership. In projects, which 
staff are told to participate, they tend to be less 
motivated than projects in which the staff have 
been consulted for their ideas on developing the 
project. (Tiller et al., 2017, p. 45, my translation).

Ownership may start by a sense of connection to 
the issue and relevance to the work. This is a pro-
cess, and as Rønningen FHS writes in their self- 
evaluation report from 2021–22, the first step for 
a teacher to become engaged in the school’s 
vision for sustainable development is having 
ownership of the vision. Perhaps by being honest 
about that it is sometimes challenging—and by 
finding a way forward together (Rønningen FHS, 
2022, p. 29). Hence, capacity building can be an 
internal process at the school, where staff super-
vise each other through integrated learning 
approaches, reflecting on how to foster the 
desired learning experiences for the students.

22.3.3  Locally Designed Learning 
Programs (No Fixed 
Curriculum)

As mentioned, the FHSs do not have a fixed cur-
riculum, and each teacher designs the learning 
program for their class, which is then approved 
by the principal. Each class has a chosen subject, 
like art, outdoor life, sports, music, etc., and is 
centered around the FHS objective of fostering 
bildung and public enlightenment.

The content, as well as methodology in these 
programs is highly relevant for the implementa-
tion of sustainability at each school. Wals and 
Mathie (2022) argue that an open curriculum, 
which is dialogical and cocreated, rooted in the 
lifeworld of the learners, is more conducive to a 
WSA. FHS teachers design learning programs 
where the students are encouraged to share the 
topics and questions they want to investigate. 
This methodology also challenges the banking 
model (Freire, 1972), which many students have 
experienced through their formal schooling. 
Students must therefore challenge themselves in 
finding questions they want to ask and consider 
why they want to direct their learning in particu-
lar directions. Unlearning previous methods, and 
how things have been done before, becomes part 
of this process for the students. In finding more 
sustainable ways, we cannot solve our problems 
by applying the same thinking we used when we 
created them, as Einstein famously said. Hence, 
unlearning and rethinking are important skills to 
foster sustainable development.

The teaching at FHSs depends on the compe-
tencies of each teacher. Hence, knowledge of and 
interest for sustainability in an educational context 
varies from one teacher to another. Lack of compe-
tencies of ESD, as Isungset (2021) found, may be a 
challenge in meeting the targets of the 2019-deci-
sion. One way to address the lack of ESD compe-
tencies within a school is to actively recruit staff 
who have this knowledge, which we have seen 
examples of recently in FHS’s hiring practices. 
However, even more important, is to find structures 
and time for the schools’ staff to engage in the 
topic through the FHS model of democratic partici-
pation, which is central to the WSA.
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22.3.4  Folk High School Pedagogy 
and Lifelong Learning

In a WSA the pedagogical environment a teacher 
and the school create tends to be one of trust, curi-
osity, collaboration, participation, and democracy. 
Much of the learning does not take place inside the 
classroom but also in other spaces in the school 
building, as well as on the school grounds and in 
the local environment (…) (Wals & Mathie, 2022, 
p. 5).

This quote could be a description of FHS peda-
gogy, where the teacher is more of a facilitator 
and the classroom is the school’s community, 
which is situated within and connected to 
(through study tours) various regions in Norway 
as well as other regions in the world.

Öhman and Östman (2019) advocate for a plu-
ralistic approach to education, which goes beyond 
the knowledge-based and the normative approach 
to education, and views sustainable development 
as political. Teaching should enable students to 
become democratic citizens, who  engage criti-
cally with how (un)sustainability problems may 
be solved. This approach resonates with the FHS 
ideology and pedagogy, but as discussed earlier 
in this chapter, WSA to sustainability is a con-
tinuous process, and there is always room for 
improvement. Education for sustainable develop-
ment may lead FHS teachers to promote certain 
normative attitudes through predetermined activ-
ities. Isungset (2021) found that some FHS teach-
ers had not reflected properly on how to 
understand ESD together with their fellow col-
leagues, but at the same time stated that they 
would like to change the students’ attitudes, 
hence the risk for the teaching to become more 
instrumental and normative.

The FHS pedagogy aims at fostering lifelong 
learning by incorporating the mind, the heart, and 
the hands—the whole person. Such a holistic 
approach may strengthen the WSA to sustainabil-
ity. However, one challenge in sustainability edu-
cation is that there are issues that need to be dealt 
with urgently, such as the climate crisis as well as 
growing inequalities—and that calls for action- 
oriented education. Many young people are 
demanding actions, which we have seen through 
school strikes for the climate across the world 

(Sinnes, 2022). FHSs have the liberty to take ini-
tiatives together with their students for the cli-
mate and equality. At the same time, it is central 
to the FHS pedagogy to not rush into new ideas, 
but to take the time to gain knowledge, reflect and 
discuss, to make sure that the initiatives are con-
tributing positively and do not have unintended 
effects—as advocated by the FHSs Global guide-
lines, one of the targets of the 2019-decision 
(Folkehøgskolerådet, undated-b).

22.3.5  Institutional Practices: Cross- 
Disciplinary Cooperation 
and Learning

“Walking the talk” is how Wals and Mathie 
(2022) describe institutional practices in the 
WSA flower model. The school must practice 
what they teach and follow up on the values that 
the school is based upon. Living in dormitories 
and learning together through various activities at 
the FHS invites different approaches in imple-
menting sustainable lifestyles, as documented in 
the action research-project report (Tiller et  al., 
2017). Both the school’s operation and the com-
munity the school is located within require inte-
grating “thinking” with “acting” (Wals & Mathie, 
2022). Action research is one way of making this 
connection, as shown through the example below:

One student-initiated action research project 
focused on changing the students’ and staffs’ atti-
tudes toward vegetarian food at their FHS (Tiller 
& Phuthi, 2017). Their first action was to conduct 
a survey among the students, followed by the 
kitchen making a vegetarian surprise dinner. 
Afterward, the students followed up with a new 
survey and in-depth interviews with a selection 
of students. It turned out that the students did not 
appreciate the surprise dinner and being “forced” 
to eat vegetarian food. Reflecting on their find-
ings, the students decided to try a new approach. 
They invited an NGO to speak about food and 
sustainable development, next they cooperated 
with the kitchen staff and organized a voluntary 
vegetarian cooking course, making “awesome 
veggie burgers.” This turned out to be a hit, and 
many students attended the course. In a final sur-
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vey, 9 out of 10 students said that they would like 
to eat more vegetarian food after they had 
attended the course. The students concluded with 
the following: “Through voluntary courses, inter-
esting lectures and good information, we can 
change the students’ and staffs’ attitudes to veg-
etarian food.” (Tiller & Phuthi, 2017, p. 14, my 
translation). This example shows how the school 
can change toward more sustainable practices, 
and when students take initiatives, it is crucial 
that the staff support these initiatives. By involv-
ing the wider school community, kitchen staff, 
the janitor, or the financial manager, cross- 
disciplinary learning, involving multistakehold-
ers, is thus central to make thinking meet action. 
Cross-disciplinary cooperation, however, will be 
difficult if structures and common visions are not 
in place for all staff to see the relevance of these 
actions.

In their self-evaluation report from 2021–22, 
Rønningen FHS reflects on this process of inte-
grating thinking and action. Although two of 
Rønningen FHS’s values are “green” and 
“global,” these values will not be followed up 
through actions if all staff are not onboard. 
Hence, the school chose “sustainability” as the 
topic for their self-evaluation. Most of the staff 
and several students contributed by writing their 
reflections on institutional practices regarding 
sustainability. As Wals and Mathie (2022) point 
out, the WSA is an ongoing process, and by 
“interrogating, rethinking, and redesigning insti-
tutional practices, the ‘hidden curriculum of 
unsustainability’ that is often present, can also be 
exposed and addressed.” (p. 5). This kind of pro-
cess is one of the strengths of the self-evaluation 
report—if the school ensures that the report is not 
a one-staff job, but a process for the whole per-
sonnel, and a whole-year process.

Being part of a greater FHS community is also 
central to the changes in FHS’s institutional prac-
tices. When a FHS sees that neighboring schools 
make changes for sustainable development, it is 
easier to initiate similar measures at their own 
school (see Stoknes, 2015), hence the importance 
of common goals for the FHSs in Norway.

22.3.6  Community Connections

There are numerous examples of how FHSs 
involve their students through community- 
oriented sustainability activities, such as harvest-
ing apples from neighbors that do not pick these 
themselves or picking up the remaining potatoes 
in the field after the farmer has completed the 
harvest. Students go to the shores to collect gar-
bage; they organize local demonstrations for the 
climate; or they invite local politicians to the 
school for discussions. Being involved in the 
local community, as well as cooperation with 
partners across the world, is an important part of 
the learning programs at the FHSs.

Community connections through WSA may 
also be understood to include the greater FHS 
community. Over the past few years, the effects 
of the common sustainability project and the 
2019-decision can be seen through increased sus-
tainability initiatives across the FHSs (Phuthi, 
2022). Being part of a joint project, seeing that 
neighboring schools make changes, shows that 
the community and common goals of the FHSs 
matter and become a motivator. The national 
FHS organizations support the schools through 
supervision, and by developing tools, such as a 
FHS customized carbon footprint calculator. So 
far, three schools have been awarded the “Folk 
High School Sustainability Prize,” to inspire and 
motivate all the FHSs.

Lysgaard (2020) emphasizes the importance 
of the FHS community in relation to sustainabil-
ity initiatives and argues that an FHS-year is pri-
marily shaped by participation in the “binding 
community” at the school. Life at a FHS is not 
about only attending classes and then withdraw-
ing to one’s room, but about each student partici-
pating in the community at the school—sometimes 
in smaller groups and other times all together 
(Lysgaard, 2020). It is not up to each person to 
transform the world; rather sustainable develop-
ment is about finding new ways together. And in 
this space, the focus is not necessarily on quick 
fixes, but asking the big existential questions and 
searching for answers together, as a community.

22 Exploring a Whole-School Approach at Nonformal Folk High Schools in Norway Through Common…



310

22.4   A WSA to Sustainability 
through Democratic 
Confidence?

As discussed in this chapter, the FHS pedagogi-
cal model engages with all six elements of the 
WSA flower model (Wals & Mathie, 2022), and 
can be argued to be an example of schools that 
practice the process of a WSA to sustainability. 
The emphasis on process is important, as the 
FHSs are constantly developing; through their 
annual self-evaluation and dialogues with stu-
dents, and in cooperation with the larger FHS 
community.

Education as sustainable development empha-
sizes how education may be carried out in a sus-
tainable way, through actions and activities that 
promote sustainability (Sinnes, 2015, p.  51). In 
many ways, one can argue that the WSA is educa-
tion as sustainable development, through its holis-
tic approach by learning through theory and 
practice, and how the learning emphasizes cross- 
sector cooperation and cross-disciplinary learning.

Being a school that is founded on democratic 
values, such as participation and dialogue, I argue 
that there is a need to go one step further in the 
WSA to sustainability. Van Poeck and 
Vandenabeele (2012) argue for an alternative 
approach to ESD: Learning from sustainable 
development, which “shifts the focus from the 
competencies that citizens must acquire to the 
democratic nature of educational spaces and 
practices” (p. 13). They further argue that,

This alternative approach to ESD focuses on how 
people may learn, again and again, in response to 
the ambiguities and differences they encounter 
when facing contemporary sustainability issues. 
This is not a process of schooling but an educa-
tional practice, acknowledging the plurality of 
voices and the controversy surrounding many sus-
tainability issues without resorting to an ‘anything 
goes’ relativism. (Van Poeck & Vandenabeele, 
2012, p. 584).

The FHS’s main objective is to foster bildung and 
public enlightenment through dialogue and dem-
ocratic participation.  From this perspective, the 
FHS model may be argued to be in a place 
between education as, and learning from sustain-
able development, where the emphasis is on dem-

ocratic bildung. Hansen (2019) argues that we 
are currently experiencing a democratic crisis. 
One reason, he argues, is that many have lost 
faith in their ability to make a difference. Young 
people have great knowledge about democracy 
and democratic processes, but low democratic 
confidence (Hansen, 2019). Current structural 
problems need common solutions (Haltli, 2021). 
If young people have been taught to think that 
problems should be solved at the individual level, 
there’s a risk for resignation. Fostering demo-
cratic confidence is about seeing and experienc-
ing that there are alternatives to individual 
solutions (Haltli, 2021). A stronger emphasis on 
learning from sustainable development through 
fostering democratic confidence, among students 
as well as staff, might be the way forward in fur-
ther developing a WSA to sustainability.

In conclusion, I will end with a FHS reflection 
on how to evoke the students’ engagement and 
ownership to the sustainability agenda, through 
staff being open to, and able to relate to the stu-
dents’ realities: “We must dare to walk in front, 
to walk alongside and to walk behind the stu-
dents” (Rønningen FHS, 2022, p.  46, my 
translation):

Walk in front, by showing possibilities, and why it 
is important to get involved.

Walk alongside, to avoid that sustainability is 
forced on the students. Rather, show how it can be 
meaningful and inspirational.

Walk behind, to support the students’ own initia-
tives, and be willing to be challenged and led by 
the students.
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23A Whole-School Approach 
to Building Communities 
of Practice of ESD: A Case Study 
of Two Japanese High Schools

Hiroko Shibakawa

Key Message
The transformative learning required for ESD 
emerges in the process of forming communities 
of practice for building a sustainable society; 
communities of practice that promote ESD tran-
scend the boundaries between school and com-
munity, and are formed through the 
multidimensional and multi-layered engagement 
not only of students but also of teachers and com-
munities. WSA needs a ‘structure and mecha-
nism’ to create ESD communities of practice in 
the future.

23.1  Introduction

This study identifies the structures and require-
ments of Whole-School Approach (WSA) prac-
tices that promote the formation of Communities 
of Practice (CoPs) in ESD. The core of ESD 
learning theory is ‘learning to transform oneself 
and society’, rooted in lifelong learning 
(UNESCO, 2012). The question then becomes: 
how do we create this learning environment while 
transforming the existing education system? 
Lave and Wenger (1991) suggest that every per-
son is a ‘legitimate peripheral participant’ in 

some CoPs. In light of this, the essential and 
transformative learning that ESD requires would 
emerge in the process of ‘legitimate peripheral 
participation’ in a CoP working towards sustain-
ability (ESD-CoP). Moreover, ESD is a broad 
practice that goes far beyond the framework of 
formal education. It is a collaborative effort 
between a wide and diverse range of stakehold-
ers, blurring the boundaries between formal, non- 
formal and informal education (Wals, 2011). 
ESD seeks a ‘convivial’ (Illich & Lang, 1973), a 
sustainable society where ESD-CoPs are formu-
lated and interact. The primary requirement of 
WSA is, therefore, not only to introduce systemic 
change in schools but also to promote the forma-
tion of ESD-CoPs in the wider community. 
Hence, this study focuses on the transformation 
of teachers as ESD practitioners and identifies 
the structures of practice that facilitated their 
organisation and engagement in ESD-CoPs.

23.1.1  Promotion of ESD and WSA 
in Japan—From a Teacher 
Education Perspective

In Japan, the principle of ESD has been clearly 
stated in the Curriculum Guidelines; conse-
quently, ESD efforts in public education are thriv-
ing. Educators in Japan are aware of the 
importance of WSA (Asia-Pacific Cultural Centre 
for UNESCO [ACCU], 2016). As Tejima (2017), 
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ACCU (2017) and others have shown, a large 
number of good practices of ESD have also accu-
mulated in Japan. Hence, as Yoshida and Natori 
(2020) noted the absence of studies that examined 
in detail the organisational structure and transfor-
mation of schools that promote ESD using WSA 
and the factors involved in schools’ interactions 
with their surrounding communities. In addition, 
ESD has been promoted in a small number of 
exceptionally privileged schools and the most 
important factor has been the lack of understand-
ing of ESD by teachers (ESD Special 
Subcommittee, Education Committee, Japanese 
National Commission for UNESCO, 2015). ESD 
is a ‘lens’ through which knowledge is not 
imparted but acquired in practice. If teachers need 
to deepen their understanding of ESD, it is neces-
sary to create a learning environment in which 
they can grow and develop their identity as practi-
tioners of ESD.  Furthermore, training teachers 
responsible for promoting ESD to develop their 
capacity to engage with the local community is a 
challenge in many countries where school-based 
ESD practice has been promoted (Okayama 
University ESD Promotion Centre, 2020). Wals 
and Mathie (2022) also suggest a transformation 
of the school environment through WSA for ESD, 
with teachers acting as agents of change. A new 
stage of WSA needs to include mechanisms and 
procedures to formulate ESD-CoPs in which 
teachers are the legitimate peripheral participant. 
As Schallcross (2005) and many others have 
shown, there are many challenges involved in 
implementing ESD with WSA. Hargreaves 
(2008), Gericke (2022) and other WSA studies 
suggest a particular challenge is to take an already 
rigid schooling system from within. It is neces-
sary to open it up to the outside, to continue and 
develop pluralistic interactions and to allow 
diverse stakeholders to realise transformative 
learning. In a way, the process of realising WSA 
itself is ESD.  Not only from external demands, 
but also from internal ones: the questions ‘What is 
education for?’ or ‘What can education do for the 
planet?’ are unanswered, and this question drives 
teachers to advance ESD.  On the other hand, a 
foundational model for teachers to continue 
exploring, growing and transforming that ques-

tion with diverse others is still under develop-
ment. This study focuses on the Flower model of 
WSA by Wals and Mathie. The model is not 
intended to provide teachers/schools with a model 
or idealised image of a crested practice, but rather 
a reference framework for reviewing all systems, 
including the hard-to-find status quo, and to be 
used as a thinking tool to initiate and guide an 
ongoing dialogue by diverse actors. From this 
perspective, it is also a response to the aforemen-
tioned challenges of in-service teacher education: 
how the practice of ESD in WSAs can help teach-
ers to form ESD-CoPs. Accordingly, the reference 
will be made to three elements of the Flower 
model; INSTITUTIONAL PRACTICES, 
COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS AND VISION 
and LEADERSHIP and COORDINATION that 
are particularly relevant to this task.

23.1.2  Challenges of WSA Through 
ESD—Periods for Integrated 
Studies as a Key

MEXT (2021) suggests in A Guide to Promoting 
ESD to ‘create a unit plan while connecting dif-
ferent subjects and areas, with the Period for 
Integrated Studies (PIS) as the hub’ particularly 
to ‘ensure the repeated and developmental pro-
cess of inquiry.’ PIS is central to Japan’s educa-
tion reform, based on the lifelong learning 
philosophy of the Delore’s Report (1996), and 
consists of problem-solving and experiential 
learning that enables creativity in each school 
(Yamanaka & Suzuki, 2020). In addition, PIS is 
positioned as the core of curriculum management 
and is recommended in the Curriculum Guidelines 
to be set in the local community and be con-
structed in such a way that collaborative experi-
ential learning with local residents is linked to 
other subject studies. For these reasons, the pro-
motion of ESD using PIS has been advocated in 
Japan (Miyagawa et al., 2018). In Japanese high 
schools, PIS is part of the curriculum within the 
74-credit graduation requirement, which is set to 
account for between 3 and 6 credits. Students 
usually attend approximately 35 h of classes per 
week, 7 h per day, with 1–2 h allotted for PIS.
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PIS requires independence and autonomy of 
each school, cross-curricular and comprehensive 
nature and self-help operation of peripheral 
resources, and requires curriculum management 
that goes beyond the descriptive methodological 
level (Tabuchi & Harada, 2018). In particular, ‘a 
group of teachers must work together to create a 
new practice based on a new philosophy from 
diverse perspectives’ (Kurebayashi, 2000). 
However, neither a social support system nor an 
educational system from this perspective has yet 
been established, and it is pointed out that many 
teachers are becoming increasingly burdened and 
busy with the introduction of this integrated 
learning (Tabuchi and Harada, ibid; Bjork, 2007). 
Many teachers have pointed out that the introduc-
tion of integrated learning has increased their 
workload and busyness (Nakatome & Soga, 
2015) and that there is a danger that learning will 
remain superficial or become a mere formality. In 
promoting ESD under these circumstances, it is 
an extremely important issue how to empower 
teachers to proactively build up their practice 
together with the local community. This is a per-
spective that should be further deepened in the 
WSA-ESA.

23.1.3  Research Method

Both high schools examined in this chapter have 
begun whole-school ESD initiatives, using the 
introduction and reform of PIS as an opportunity 
to make ESD a distinctive educational feature of 
their schools. As a result, their unique PIS pro-
grammes, developed in the local community, are 
also gaining national attention and recognition. 
One of the reasons for this is that in Japan, in 
addition to the difficulty of implementing the 
essential practices of PIS itself, especially in high 
schools where subject specialisation tends to be 
emphasised, it is often difficult to promote main-
stream ESD in public schools where students aim 
to enter universities (Ichinose, 2019). On the 
other hand, while the practice of PIS and the 
associated mainstreaming of ESD are cur-
rently in the hands of teachers, there are no long-
term empirical studies on the relationship 

between their transformation as ESD practitio-
ners and WSA-ESD from observed practices.

This study refers to the ethnographical 
research method of Fujita and Kitamura (2013) 
and the long-term procedure is shown in Fig. 23.1. 
The study derived structural characteristics of 
WSA that promoted the formation of ESD-CoP 
from comparing two schools’ and practitioners’ 
narratives based on the Grounded Theory 
Approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The author 
has links to both schools as a former colleague 
and as an adviser to a wider network of learning 
exchanges to which both schools belong. The 
study was conducted in accordance with the 
research ethics code of the research institution of 
the author.

23.2  Outcomes of WSA-ESD 
Initiatives in Two High 
Schools

23.2.1  High School A: Reformation 
of PIS and ESD with WSA 
in Response to School 
and Community Crises

Faced with the depopulation of the region, declin-
ing student numbers and related difficulties in 
educational activities, High School A introduced 
small-group problem-solving learning based on 
students’ career aspirations within the framework 
of PIS in 2003 to improve their career prospects. 
In 2011, the learning theme was changed to 
‘Achieving Sustainable Local Communities’, and 
the school placed it at the centre of its educa-
tional activities. All groups were required to work 
closely with various stakeholders in the commu-
nity. The groups were also divided into ten major 
themes, for example, under the theme ‘To think 
about the structure of Japanese society’, with 
additional keywords such as ‘justice’, ‘legisla-
tion’, ‘administration’, ‘economic recovery’, 
‘contemporary social issues’, ‘family’ and ‘social 
advancement of women’. The overall structure of 
their practice is shown in Fig. 23.2.

High School A made a special effort to include 
all students from Years 1–3  in one group and 
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introduce activities at the beginning of the school 
year to become acquainted with the community, 
including inviting local experts on subjects of 
interest to each group to the school for a ‘hands-
 on’ experience. In addition, rubric evaluation is 
used as an evaluation method and students 
 themselves identify and record the skills they 
want to develop through ESD. What is innova-
tive is that in order to make the collaborative 
project a continuous one, different age groups of 
students participate simultaneously, thus antici-
pating the growth of the students themselves. 
Another special feature is that the students them-
selves are made aware of the skills to be devel-
oped in ESD (communication skills, multifaceted 
thinking, systems thinking, etc.) and involved as 
part of the self-evaluation criteria.

During the course of the research, it became 
clear that the programme’s objectives and pro-
motion methods were based on the ideas of the 
principal, with some of the lead teachers making 
efforts to improve them. Furthermore, the princi-
pal created a system of ‘Place of Encounter’, 
‘Local Festival’ and opened debriefing sessions 
to the public in the hope that high school stu-
dents would become a ‘nexus’ for practitioners 
in the community. The principal’s understanding 
of WSA-ESD is integrated well in the overall 
programme within the framework of PIS.

23.2.2  High School B: Conjunction 
of PIS and ESD Starting 
from Teacher-Initiated 
Experiential Learning

In High School B, extracurricular activities initi-
ated by Teacher 1 to learn through essential expe-
riences were reflected in their PIS curriculum 
and subsequently led to developing a unique new 
subject titled ‘Environment’, with ESD princi-
ples at its core. ESD in High School B spread 
throughout the town and beyond, relationships 
with local partners were stabilised and a town-
wide mechanism to support the associated WSA 
was established. From the findings, it is clear that 
the structure is rooted in an awareness of the 
limitations of formal and public education among 

the leading teachers and that ESD is not just 
about improving the school and its surrounding 
community but has a broader perspective and 
benefits all involved, including teachers 
themselves.

Teacher 1 described briefly: “At the same time, 
I felt ‘What have we been doing in school educa-
tion?’ I have never experienced this in my usual 
classes̶ high school students expressing some-
thing with such an emotional attitude. Then I 
thought, ‘I am sure such an experience will touch 
the heart of the students’, which was the first rea-
son I began environmental education.” (Okayama 
University ESD Promotion Centre, 2020, p. 6)

From this transformative experience, Teacher 
1 began to emphasise the importance of students’ 
learning outside of school while at the same time 
believing that teachers themselves could make a 
difference in education by being there. In explor-
ing this kind of learning, he encountered the phi-
losophy of ESD, which led him to develop a new 
school-specific course centred on it with the help 
of experts. Teacher 1 expected the entire school 
to be involved, understanding that ‘environment’ 
is not a part of the science curriculum or an extra-
curricular activity but the entire environment that 
surrounds people, and that teachers, no matter 
what subject they teach, are involved in the envi-
ronment in which humanity lives. Exposed to this 
understanding of ESD, several of the school’s 
teachers, including the founder and the chief of 
the ESD department: Teacher 2, who would later 
succeed Teacher 1, became committed to creat-
ing a system to share this philosophy widely, 
even though they were in completely different 
subjects and positions. The structure of High 
School B’s WSA-ESD is shown also in Fig. 23.2.

Teacher 1’s successors were aware of the fol-
lowing challenges to ESD in Japan’s public 
schools and consciously created systems to over-
come them as follows:

 1. Limitation of ESD practice only within the 
framework of PIS, which is left to the compe-
tence of individual teachers.

 2. Disruption of collaborative community proj-
ects in public schools due to teacher transfers 
every school year.
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 3. ESD philosophy and principles are likely to 
disappear if teachers do not create an environ-
ment where they can continue to learn 
repeatedly.

 4. Teachers’ level of interest in the local com-
munity is not uniform, nor is it defined by sub-
ject specialisation.

 5. The teachers’ main concern, student growth 
and achievement through ESD, should be 
widely shared.

This means that there is a wide range of entry 
and exit points for both students and teachers at 
High School B, and the field of practice extends 
not only to schools (formal education), but also to 
libraries and other social education institutions 
(non-formal education) and local children’s vol-
untary associations (informal education).

23.3  The Process of Forming 
ESD-CoPs in Two High 
Schools

23.3.1  Transformations Induced by 
the PIS of High School A

It was evident that these innovations provided an 
opportunity to start the formation of an ESD- 
CoP.  The study identified four main groups of 
local partners that most contributed to the pro-
gramme development of High School A. Within 
2  years, these four groups became interested 
and involved in each other’s efforts through the 
practices of High School A, and two or three of 
them began to work together on new projects. For 
example, Group T and.

Group M organised homestays for overseas 
youth, giving them opportunities to experience 
the life of agriculture and the issues in remote 
areas; Group M and Group H jointly organised 
an English camp for children in the mountains 
combined with nature experiences with high 
school students; Group S co-hosted an 
exchange event with Group M for high school 
students and local residents, and a number of 
other collaborative projects were initiated in 
the community.

It is clear that the students acted as a knot con-
necting these intensive teams and generating 
their ideas for sustainability. As Engeström 
(1987) suggests in his theory of learning by 
expanding and knot-working, all students 
involved began to see their own activities as a 
practice related to the future of the community 
and education, rather than as mere volunteer-
ing, hobbies or livelihoods, through contact with 
their aspirations and consciousness. The teach-
ers, on the other hand, did not continue to be 
involved in these new projects. Finally, the 
school welcomed the members of Group H into 
the school and put them in charge of the new 
Regional Studies course. This is the only rela-
tionship with the local community that contin-
ues to this day.

23.3.2  Challenges in Sustaining 
the Quality of the Programme

In addition, it was observed that these joint 
activities were disbanded after a few years. The 
following factors emerged from the interviews;

 1. The fact that the original philosophy of the 
development of the programme was not 
maintained and shared as teachers moved on 
and community partners changed due to life 
events, resulting in both parties feeling that 
they were going in ‘different directions’.

 2. Despite the requirement to include Years 
1–3 in the group to enhance the continuity of 
the project, both students and teachers may 
change their aims and preferences at the 
start of the project. They can look back on 
last year’s project and, if they do not find it 
appropriate, can suspend or change it for the 
coming year. On the other hand, community 
practice partners do not always accept these 
changes in a positive way.

 3. The activities are part of compulsory educa-
tion, i.e. PIS, and school security issues 
make it difficult for High School A to carry 
out the activities in an informal, out-of-
school setting.
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 4. The damage to the community caused by the 
words and actions of less proactive students is 
greater than the school expects.

23.3.3  Transformations Induced by 
the Programme of High 
School B

On the other hand, in High School B, almost 
20 years after the start of the practice, the follow-
ing results of the practice were observed 
(Fig. 23.3). First, High School B began to empha-
sise education in collaboration with the local 
community, and teachers were encouraged to hire 
a dedicated regional coordinator with funds spe-
cifically provided by the city. This is rare in Japan 
and is only possible with the understanding of the 
local community. Second, the town itself has 
become more vibrant. Evidence of this is that 
despite the community suffering the same popu-
lation decline as High School A, conservation 
work in the historic area of the town is progress-
ing, with major events continued to be held 
actively participated by students from High 

School B. Teachers now actively take their stu-
dents out and are involved in these events, and 
there are many occasions when they meet with 
local residents to discuss education.

The students’ activities have spread outside 
the school and continued to involve not only high 
school but also elementary and junior high school 
students in their community development activi-
ties, which have won awards in the field of ESD 
and environmental education. The children’s 
union, co-founded by Teacher 1 and a resident, is 
well connected to High School B through the 
teachers and is encouraged to engage in activities 
outside the school. The co-founding resident has 
become the community coordinator of High 
School B, whose role was well succeeded by 
another member now. In addition, a trans-regional 
network of adults has been formed to support 
these child-centred activities, and study sessions 
are being held to create a system to enhance 
informal learning opportunities. One of the most 
notable achievements has been the establishment 
of an ESD department within the school, the first 
in Japan. Leaders from different departments 
within the school, including regional coordina-

Fig. 23.3 The structure of ESD-WSA of high school B and the formation of ESD-CoPs
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tors, meet to share information about ESD and 
discuss how to develop its implementation. 
Finally, the town was ranked as one of the most 
liveable and happy cities in the Chugoku region 
of Japan in 2022.

23.3.4  Growth as a Practitioner 
of Teachers Through 
Promoting ESD-WSA

Teacher 2, who initiated these reforms one 
by one with other colleagues, observed a sig-
nificant change in himself. In the interview, 
he admitted that he was initially resistant to 
ESD, and reflected that this was because 
teachers were usually reluctant to teach stu-
dents themselves about ESD that they had 
not experienced themselves. However, he 
learned ESD with his students outside of 
school. He added that he grew as a teacher 
and with recognition outside of school. He 
made sense of his experience as such learn-
ing provided him with the opportunity to 
promote WSA for ESD at his own school and 
to actively collaborate with diverse actors in 
the local community (OUESDPC, ibid., 
p.21).

Teachers who contributed as leaders in 
promoting WSA-ESD at High School A 
gradually left their positions or transferred 
to other schools. In the interviews with them, 
the following words were heard: Teacher 3 
says, ‘ESD is a novelty and a hot topic, and 
my efforts were covered by various media, 
but I couldn’t make others understand why I 
was involved in ESD. I gradually found it too 
hard to commit and could no longer con-
tinue’. Teacher 4 says ‘We (unlike the B high 
school) have not been able to sow the seeds 
in our community’. What these words sug-
gest is that they have worked hard to survive 
and make ‘High School A’ a better place 
through WSA-ESD, but they have failed to 
truly form a community of practice. This 
indicates that ESD is not grounded in their 
own internal experiences, but is merely a 
proposition given to them from the outside.

23.4  Elements of WSA Promoting 
the Formation of ESD-CoPs

From the case studies of both schools, the struc-
ture of the WSA that facilitated the formation of 
ESD-CoP is analysed with reference to the WSA 
model of Wals and Mathie (2022). First, the dif-
ference in the area of CAPCITY-BUILDING 
seems to have a significant impact on the forma-
tion of ESD-CoPs: in High School A, the focus is 
solely on students’ competency, and teachers are 
automatically assigned to PIS groups according 
to their subject specialties. In contrast, teachers 
of High School B are encouraged to go outside 
the school at every opportunity, while a mecha-
nism for allocating staff is created according to 
their own level of interest in the community and 
to deepen their participation as Legitimate 
Peripheral Participants in the ESD-CoPs. This 
also creates a difference community connection 
between schools. High School A only focuses on 
COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS within the PIS 
framework, while School B actively collaborates 
with various organisations that provide informal 
learning in the classroom, extracurricular activi-
ties and events. This has resulted in a multi- 
layered and multidimensional connection 
between students, teachers and the community. 
Teachers are able to engage not only formally in 
the classroom, but also in a variety of contexts, 
such as community events, volunteer work and 
councils for community development in product 
development. In particular, we note that teachers, 
who have experienced both the limitations of 
schooling and the possibilities of non-formal/
informal education, value their students’ willing-
ness to go out into the community and ‘fail’. In 
community partnerships, teachers become com-
mitted to and coordinate ‘not letting students 
fail’. A similar point is made in ESD and environ-
mental education, where curricularised pro-
grammes such as service-learning, for example, 
cannot be truly radical, transformative or emanci-
patory practices (Butin, 2006).  To achieve the 
‘transformation’ sought by ESD, the practice 
must be ‘driven by ideology’ (Op. cit., p. 478)). 
The transformation of teachers themselves does 
not occur within the training or the classroom. 
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Rather, the process of mutual transformation 
occurs ‘outside the framework’ (Jackson, 2011), 
and it is the discomfort created by exposure to 
different perspectives that elicits reflection and 
meaningful learning (Jickling & Wals, 2008). In 
other words, the community connections them-
selves may need to be (re)imagined as a richer 
‘reciprocal relationship’ rather than fixed as a 
strong partnership. As Henry and Breyfogle 
(2006) suggest, schools and society as ‘partners’ 
in an identity will need to be transformed into a 
broader definition of ‘community’, where all par-
ticipants in collaboration to solve common prob-
lems are understood as stakeholders.

In High School B, all subjects and school 
activities, including school climate building, are 
positioned as ESD and not limited to PIS. PIS is 
positioned as the ‘gateway’ to ESD from the for-
mal education side, and classes and activities are 
prepared not only to learn about the community 
through competitions, etc., but also to address 
local concerns and issues together with the com-
munity. In addition to this foundation, there are 
classes and activities that address local concerns 
and issues together with the local community. In 
addition to this foundation, teachers are not com-
pletely separated from or left alone with informal 
education outside of school, but are connected in 
a perfect balance and play a role in supporting 
students’ activities in the community. The sys-
tematic PIS at High School A was merely a 
mechanical matching of students with many local 
actors based on the expectation and interest that 
they would be the link to the community. The 
systematic PIS at High School A was merely a 
mechanical matching of students with many 
community activists based on their expectations 
and interests as community ties. However, from a 
LEADERSHIP and COORDINATION perspec-
tive, the community coordinator at High School 
B, in an interview, respected these teachers’ 
strengths as ‘a perspective that teachers can only 
have’ and ‘a job that only teachers can do’, and 
had a better understanding of their work 
(OUESDPC, p. 16). In order to realise an educa-
tion that is centred on students, not on the needs 
of the school, it is an important task for teachers 
to engage steadily with the community while 

‘crossing the border’ between school and society, 
and this may suggest a new type of leadership.

23.5  Conclusion

In Lave and Wenger’s (1991) ‘legitimate periph-
eral participation’ and Wenger’s 
(1998)  ‘Communities of Practice’ and 
Engeström’s (1987) ‘learning by expanding’, the 
process of forming voluntary groups and learning 
organisations, learning to participate and share 
experiences in them and full communication and 
interaction between diverse groups are essential 
for the development of identity and empower-
ment. It is understood that the power of individu-
als and groups to create a sustainable society is 
demonstrated in the mutually transformative 
learning experiences of communities that are 
open to others and diverse. Therefore, it is essen-
tial to understand that ESD is not completed in a 
specific unit or class but is developed and 
expanded from its starting point. Based on the 
interests of students and teachers, it is necessary 
to allow multiple entry points in different disci-
plines and at different levels and to enable multi-
faceted participation in them. This is because 
they can be change-makers for a sustainable 
society.

Future research will continue to investigate 
the effectiveness of the structure that facilitated 
the transformation of teachers at High School B 
in bringing about systemic change in high school 
education itself, and how it will change and 
develop in the future should be closely moni-
tored. One limitation of this study is that the stu-
dents themselves were not focused on, and their 
development as practitioners should continue to 
be investigated. They are themselves legitimate 
peripheral participants in the ESD-CoP.
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24It Takes a Whole School: 
A Synthesis

Birgitte Bjønness, Ingrid Eikeland, Astrid Sinnes, 
and Arjen E. J. Wals

The whole-school approach offers a structure and 
language to exchange and celebrate diverse edu-
cational perspectives, priorities, and practices. 
Our goal in assembling this collection is not to 
offer a blueprint, a narrowing solution to prob-
lems of schooling in contemporary times, but to 
share promising and inspiring cases, to provoke 
dialogue and open conversations, but also to 
question, resist, struggle, and break with restrict-
ing traditions and orders. Of course, all schools 
are unique, contextually rich, complex, dynamic, 
and ever-evolving. They are educational commu-
nities, education homes assembled through 
scholarly expertise, professional practices, insti-
tutional structures, and lots of dedication, love, 
and care. Professional growth, Maxine Greene 
writes, requires a “quest for a better state of 
things for those we teach and the world we share” 
(Greene, 1995, p. 1). This quest brings together 
the innovative practices outlined in this collec-
tion. Here, we showcase diverse professional 
communities reflexively engaged in working 
together, teaching and learning together, in par-
ticular contexts and times. We offer this book as 

an invitation to think differently about schools 
and schooling. Above all else, this invitation is 
deeply educational. In this closing chapter, we 
highlight tensions, common threads, and notice-
able absences that might inform the future devel-
opment of the WSA in our pursuit of a world that 
is more sustainable than the one currently in 
prospect.

24.1  Transitioning Versus 
Optimizing

This book has brought together a wide range of 
perspectives on what a whole-school approach to 
sustainability can entail. Whereas there is the 
common thread of a more systemic approach to 
addressing sustainability, rather than an “add-on” 
approach, there are different ideas about the 
meaning of both systemic and sustainability, but 
also differences in where to emphasize bringing 
about deep change. Roughly speaking, there are 
those who use one of the petals of the WSA 
flower as an entry point with some starting with 
professional development of staff, some with the 
school’s architecture, some with the agency and 
empowerment of the members of the school com-
munity, some with a concrete sustainability topic 
like the school’s energy supply or addressing cli-
mate change, some more on school–community 
relationships. There are some who seem more 
comfortable in working within the existing 
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 structures and frameworks, tweaking them a bit, 
optimizing them, incrementally improving mat-
ters, while others seem convinced that a whole-
system redesign based on different values, 
principles, and ways of working is the only way a 
school can systemically work toward 
sustainability.

The idea of sustainability as something to 
embody, to enact, and to live, connects with this 
redesign perspective. One could say there are at 
least two distinct pathways: the optimization 
pathway and the transition pathway. The optimi-
zation pathway takes and accepts the current sys-
tem as a given, while the transition pathway 
considers the current system as highly problem-
atic. Incremental change simply won’t suffice 
from this perspective and, in fact, makes matters 
worse as it solidifies these existing systems and 
structures risks and might even distract from 
what is really needed.

The optimization pathway might be more suc-
cessful in getting school-wide support as it stays 
closer to people’s comfort zones and might be the 
only way to change often conservative schools 
and the communities of which they are part. The 
more radical transition pathway risks not having 
the support base and the commitment from all 
stakeholders involved and running into resis-
tance. The transition pathway only seems to have 
a chance in a somewhat special environment, 
with a special kind of leadership, a high level of 
joint commitment among all stakeholders, and at 
least some policy support.

In line with the optimalization approach, we 
see some efforts to present the WSA as an imple-
mentation problem in that there can be steps, 
indicators, benchmarks, and assessment schemes 
that can guide this implementation. More in line 
with the transition approach, we see schools and 
their stakeholders considering the WSA as some-
thing that needs to unfold guided by continuous 
monitoring and reflection where people in the 
school community together try to figure out what 
sustainability means and how schools can con-
tribute to it coming into being. This also implies 
that attention is guided towards giving voice and 
developing agency among the key actors in the 
system, including the young people, as well as 

considering matters of diversity, also inviting dis-
sonant perspectives, and inclusion, bringing in 
those who tend to be side-lined, and thereby too 
often silenced. For people who like to plan, man-
age, and avoid surprises, as many school leaders 
and teachers do, the transition approach  is a 
rather unsettling and uncomfortable path to 
embark on.

Culture and related policy environments also 
play a role here. At the meso-level, school culture 
influences the possibilities for enacting a WSA to 
sustainability but so does a country’s culture in 
terms of space for autonomy, voice, and freedom 
to co-design. In more egalitarian societies with 
tendencies toward deliberative democracy, a 
WSA might be realized easier than in more 
authoritative societies with hierarchical decision- 
making structures. Attempts to develop a WSA in 
the latter context might receive more resistance. 
This is not to say that developing a WSA in the 
former context is easy, as we see resistance there 
too and how fragile innovations can be (see, for 
example, Chap. 15, Leite). When a culture of 
testing and measurement and the ambition to 
score high on the PISA rankings drive educa-
tional policy at the national level, the environ-
ment for developing a WSA tends to be rather 
unfriendly. In countries where such a culture of 
accountability is under pressure, as student and 
teacher motivation are low, and the relevance of 
education for today’s world is being questioned, 
spaces for a WSA do open up.

24.2  Boundary Crossing

No matter what pathway is chosen, a WSA calls 
for boundary crossing between different parts of 
the educational system and society through pro-
moting collaborative cultures and participation. 
A WSA in its very nature calls for an “all on 
board” mentality to change schools in fundamen-
tal ways. These aspects are frequently brought up 
and grappled with throughout the contributions 
in this book, both through a theoretical and prac-
tical lens.  Thus, making boundary crossing a 
bold spot in the WSA discourse. 
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The contributions include examples of multi-
stakeholder collaborations, spanning students, 
teachers, school leaders, other staff, parents, 
researchers, politicians, NGOs, and other com-
munity members. To create connections and syn-
ergies between different stakeholders in the 
educational ecosystem is an ideal vision to strive 
for in a WSA, coming together with different per-
spectives to shape and promote sustainability 
education (see, for example, Chap. 12, Eikeland 
and Sinnes; Chap. 14, Manni et al.; and Chap. 21, 
Rumjaun and Atchia). This entails new structures 
promoting horizontal power relations and distrib-
uted leadership, collective decision-making, and 
creating shared visions, to name a few. To prac-
tice boundary crossing thus calls for cultures 
where it is unavoidable, and necessary, to become 
uncomfortable together and deal with uncertainty 
(see for example Chap. 18, Hargis, and Chap. 23, 
Shibakawa). Furthermore, to sustain these col-
laborations demand resources, time, a high level 
of coordination, competency in practicing collec-
tive decision-making and creating environments 
that nurture a culture of sharing and learning 
from and with each other (see for example Chap. 
11, Borg et al.; Chap. 4, Gericke et al.; Chap. 21, 
Rumjaun and Atchia; Chap. 10, Vanderveen 
et al.; and Chap. 5, Verhelst et al.).

The support given to the schools needs to be 
context-sensitive to the individual school’s ethos 
and culture (Koh & Askell-Williams, 2021). 
Multiple contributions in this book point to the 
fact that schools need to lead their own journey 
toward sustainability and educational innovation, 
rather than this being a fixed path provided from 
the outside. Furthermore, that schools should be 
provided with the support to build their own 
reflexivity competency, being able to continu-
ously rethink and reorient their educational prac-
tice, to adapt to a constantly changing nature of 
sustainability issues (see for example Chap. 7, 
Field et al.; Chap. 2, Mathie; Chap. 19, Phillips 
and Howard; and Chap. 13, Shintesetseg et al.).

To practice context sensitivity and collabora-
tive cultures spanning a diverse group of actors, 
calls for a movement toward co-research (Reason 
& Bradbury, 2008) where participants to a large 
degree have an active role in shaping and influ-

encing the knowledge and experience built 
around a WSA (see for example Chap. 22, Phuti).

24.3  Student Voice

A critical factor in a WSA to sustainability is the 
voice of the students (Torsdottir et al., 2023). The 
book includes cases where students are included 
in a direct way through observations, interviews, 
and written feedback (see for example Chap. 17, 
Ballegeer et  al.; Chap. 16, Mathisen and 
Johansen; Chap. 6, Morin et al.; Chap. 15, Leite; 
and Chap. 20, Nordén), or in an indirect way 
through teachers’ voice (see Chap. 9, Hugo and 
Iversen). There are also many chapters that high-
light the importance of student engagement 
through theoretical and policy-based lenses of 
student-centered education through ownership, 
empowerment, inclusion, participation, and dem-
ocratic citizenship (see for example Chap. 8, 
Rončević and Rieckmann, and Chap. 3, Zachariou 
et al.).

Looking back at the chapters in this book, one 
might conclude that student voice in the sense of 
a student’s capacity to access and influence 
decision- making processes, especially beyond 
the classroom, does not feature prominently. To 
further promote a focus on student voice is also 
strengthened by the backdrop painted by the con-
tributions in this book reporting that students 
have a very limited sense of empowerment when 
it comes to ESD issues, and where students, 
teachers, and others struggle with getting used to 
new roles and power dynamic when practicing a 
student-centered education. This might be seen 
as a blind spot or a weak spot as student voice, 
agency, and participation are not only returning 
themes in environmental and sustainability edu-
cation, but they are also recognized in article 12 
of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC).

In his dissertation on student voice in the 
classroom, Jeroen Bron (2018) points out that 
student voice means more than simply learning to 
speak and/or use freedom of speech. Rather it 
refers to a student’s capacity to access and influ-
ence decision-making processes. Based on a 

24 It Takes a Whole School: A Synthesis



328

 literature review Bron identifies five arguments 
for giving students a voice in education and 
curriculum development:

 1. “Normative: Young people are entitled to the 
right to have a voice in matters that affect 
them.

 2. Developmental: Many children and young 
people assume responsibility and exercise 
autonomy outside school. However, they are 
seldom offered this opportunity within. We 
regard students as citizens with developmen-
tal readiness to participate and assume respon-
sibility within school.

 3. Political: Inviting students to participate in 
curriculum design changes the power para-
digm, providing opportunity for voices that 
are often marginalized to speak and for those 
in positions of power to listen and hear.

 4. Educational: Participation in negotiating and 
decision-making processes has educational 
benefits, contributing to the development of 
citizenship and twenty-first century skills.

 5. Relevance: Involving students in curriculum 
development adds significant stakeholders in 
the curriculum discussion, improving the rel-
evance of curricula.” (Bron, 2018, p242).

In a WSA, student voice can be or should 
come in when considering all elements of the 
flower, not only in curriculum and education but 
also in school ethos, leadership, identifying pro-
fessional development needs of staff, shaping 
school- community relations, and in finding ways 
to make the school itself more sustainable. The 
fact that student voice in decision-making pro-
cesses remains somewhat hidden in the book, 
seems to indicate that schools either do not see its 
importance or struggle to find ways to open up 
spaces for the systemic embedding of student 
voice. In a study on development toward a WSA 
in Mongolian schools (see Chap. 13, Shinetsetseg 
et al.), student voice was particularly found to be 
a struggle as it is a completely new culture. 
Interestingly, several of the schools in this 
case did manage step by step to create a culture 
for collaborative decision-making especially 
enjoying the student voice as part of the process.

24.4  Decolonization

As we have entered a time of sensitivity toward 
phenomena of exclusion, abuse of power, revi-
sional histories, and marginalization of indigene-
ity, along with associated polarization and 
radicalization, schools will also need to grapple 
with a heavy and loaded topic of decolonizing of 
education, especially but not exclusively, in the 
Global North. This is a complex and ongoing 
process that involves recognizing and addressing 
historical and ongoing colonial legacies, biases, 
and inequalities within educational systems. 
While the importance of inclusivity and diversity 
is acknowledged in some of the chapters, only 
few contributions are entering this terrain by 
emphasizing the importance of including per-
spectives from historically marginalized groups, 
including indigenous knowledge, literature, his-
tory, and contributions from various cultures and 
backgrounds (see Chap. 7, Field et al.; Chap. 18, 
Hargis; Chap. 19, Philips and Howard; and Chap. 
8, Rončević and Rieckmann). The decolonizing 
perspective also points at the revitalization of 
indigenous and local languages within educa-
tional systems. In terms of capacity building for 
staff, cultural competencies might need attention 
as well so that teachers and school leaders can 
better understand and respect the cultures, tradi-
tions, and histories of marginalized 
communities.

In terms of pedagogy, a more critical peda-
gogy, one that encourages students to critically 
analyze and challenge colonial narratives, stereo-
types, and power structures, might be needed. 
Such a critical approach aims to expose tensions, 
inequalities, and exploitation, as well as the 
underlying mechanism and processes (Andreotti, 
2007, 2011). Sund and Pashby (2020) argue that 
education needs to explicitly interrogate coloni-
ality as a central condition of today’s global 
issues, and to acknowledge it as a key element of, 
what they refer to as, ethical global issues peda-
gogy that centers on “delinking as a decolonial 
praxis.” This delinking has several activities, 
including: the exploration of multiple perspec-
tives that reflect different worldviews and narra-
tives and explore and engage with the complexities 
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and contractions between them, and “denatural-
izing” dominant one-sided narratives (on prog-
ress, development, consumption, etc.) and 
recognize how these concepts are socially and 
politically constituted.

24.5  Posthumanism 
and Rewilding

Another emerging trend in environmental and 
sustainability education that still needs to find its 
way in the WSA discourse is the rise of posthu-
manism (e.g., Duobliene & Vaitekaitis, 2021), 
rewilding (e.g., Carver et al., 2021) and wild ped-
agogies (e.g., Blenkinsop et  al., 2022). 
Posthumanism encourages humans to extend 
moral consideration to nonhuman entities, foster-
ing a greater sense of responsibility toward the 
natural world. This shift arguably can lead to 
more ethical and sustainable ways of living. 
Nature-inclusive education and wild pedagogies 
place nature at the center of the learning process 
and emphasize experiential learning in natural 
environments that fosters a deep connection to 
the natural world. These parallel streams that 
have quite different roots but likely will intersect 
in the years to come, advocate a decentering of 
the human and recognizing and strengthening our 
entanglement with nature. Posthumanism and 
wild pedagogies offer complementary insights 
into how we can foster a more sustainable rela-
tionship with the natural world (Paulsen et  al., 
2022). Posthumanism encourages a shift away 
from anthropocentrism, while wild pedagogies 
and rewilding provide a practical framework for 
nurturing a deeper connection to nature and pro-
moting sustainable practices rooted in the life 
world (Jickling et al., 2018).

Whereas the WSA to sustainability tends to 
emphasize problem-solving and working on 
issues around health, well-being, climate, inclu-
sivity, biodiversity, and so on, not much is being 
said about our relating to and our relationship 
with other species, our surroundings, and the 
affordances of immersing ourselves with other 
beings without being inhibited by misplaced 
superiority. The idea of more eco-centric and 

relational ways of being and creating schools that 
invite such a way of being is still in its infancy.

24.6  Levers and Ways Forward 
to Make a WSA Possible

As educators we are obligated to ask what school-
ing ought to mean in an era of social and ecologi-
cal uncertainties. We cannot lose schools entirely 
to discourses of management, accountability, and 
efficiency. A WSA seeks to recognize that schools 
matter way beyond PISA scores and individual 
performance. To energize projects and prospects 
of schooling is to awaken and listen attentively to 
those involved, to embrace dialogue and institu-
tional questions, and reflect on institutional histo-
ries and responses.

This book provides a collection of diverse 
educational perspectives and practices from edu-
cational communities worldwide. There are 
promising practices and perspectives that hope-
fully inspire ways forward. Throughout the book, 
we find examples of the importance of educa-
tional policy building, social and material inno-
vation, and practicing holistic and connected 
rather than siloed approaches to sustainability. 
The continuous reflection and dialogue between 
different practitioners in community of practices 
is highlighted as vital to shape and promote a 
WSA.

We also find blind spots revealing a need to 
pay closer attention to those traditionally cast to 
the shadows, marginalized, and thereby too often 
silenced. A WSA calls for a more diverse and 
inclusive perspective which “highlights the con-
nections between viable interdependent ecosys-
tems and viable interdependent communities— 
and that our future depends on maintaining the 
widest possible diversity in cultural approaches 
to sustainable living” (Bowers, 2005, p. 148).

In the end, we are talking about good educa-
tion here. In an ideal world, we should not need 
to call for the importance of paying attention to 
sustainability in education or the need to advo-
cate a whole-school approach to sustainability, as 
it would be what schools are doing by default. 
As we are approaching 2030, the year the SDGs 
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and the Paris Agreement should be realized, we 
can only hope that a new normal in education will 
be emerging, one where a whole child can enjoy 
a whole school in a whole community nested in a 
whole Earth. 2030 might be a bit too optimistic, 
but at least we are seeing niches unfold that show 
promise in realizing a much-needed transition in 
education and society at large.
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