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Abstract 

The pandemic has been a humanitarian crisis leading to vast social and economic disruptions particularly impacting the 
vulnerable sections of society. Identifying these novel emergent situations and assessing its global implications entails rethinking the 
traditional approaches of identifying and implementing solutions. Lessons learnt from the pandemic highlight the urgent need to 
respond to the global issues and uncertain situations with sustainable solutions.  

As stated by Leicht A., Heiss J. and Byun W. J.(eds) in the UNESCO (2018) publication, Issues and trends in Education for 
Sustainable Development, ‘Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is central to the 2030 Sustainable development agenda and 
has been recognized as the key enabler of sustainable development as well as an integral part of quality education.'  It can be 
considered as a key enabler to bring transformation by empowering learners of all age groups with core competencies for 
understanding and responding to the ever-changing world in a resilient manner. This paper aims to discuss how embedding Education 
for Sustainable Development in the curriculum can engage, enable and empower learners to be agents of change and bring 
transformation required to ensure sustainability and achieve the agenda of 2030. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The outbreak of COVID 19 pandemic is one catastrophic event in human history which affected the entire global population 
and disrupted all aspects of human life. The trajectory of pandemic varied across the countries and impacted all the sections of society 
especially hitting the disadvantaged and vulnerable sections of society disproportionately. It forced many families to be roped in the 
cycle of poverty and deepened the inequality and existing gap between the haves and the have-nots. The pandemic also disrupted the 
education system and made it a global concern requiring immediate attention. Though the immediate consequences on children 
education were school closures, increased rate of drop out, lack of access to learning opportunities and digital divide yet the long-term 
consequences are the difficulty faced in restoring the disrupted system of education and the fear of school closures abruptly ending the 
education of children who have dropped out from school. If we look at the estimates provided by UNESCO, we find that ‘Out of the 
total population of students enrolled in education globally, UNESCO estimates that over 89% are currently out of school because of 
COVID-19 closures. This represents 1.54 billion children and youth enrolled in school or university, including nearly 743 million 
girls.’  

 
Looking at the overall situation and the magnitude of the pandemic, we can analyze that although people across globe have 

shown great adaptability and taken numerous steps through global solidarity to restore and   recover from the consequences of the 
pandemic yet its long-term effects will require time for complete recovery. The analysis of the entire scenario also leaves back 
numerous lessons, we all learn collectively from a crisis situation. It significantly arises the need to rethink novel and sustainable 
solutions for addressing the current and upcoming global challenges for building a sustainable future. So, what is the right approach 
with which we can bring transformation that assures sustainability? The answer is Embedding Education for Sustainable Development 
in the curriculum which will help in building the current and future generations as sustainable citizens who can act as agents of change 
and be ready to adapt and address uncertainties and unprecedented challenges in a more resilient manner. 

 
MEANING OF EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

As stated by Leicht A., Heiss J. and Byun W. J.(eds) in the UNESCO (2018) publication, Issues and trends in Education for 
Sustainable Development,’ Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is commonly understood as education that encourages 
changes in knowledge, skills, values and attitudes to enable a more sustainable and just society for all.’ ESD is explicitly mentioned in 
Target 4.7 of SDG4, which aims to ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable 
development and is understood as an important means to achieve all the other 16 SDGs (UNESCO,2017). It is holistic and 
transformational in nature  and aims to build core competencies in the current and future generations learners  to take responsible and 
informed decisions for building a sustainable future. ESD is placed at the centre of the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda which 
highlights the need to reorient the system of education where all learners will be equipped with skill set to address the global 
challenges with sustainable solutions.  
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NEED OF EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT (ESD) 
1. ESD is required to develop sustainable skills to manage uncertainties and unprecedented times with resilience and reflection. 

All learners from all generations need to develop systematic and critical thinking skills, curiosity and imagination, self 
regulation and resilience as these skills form an essential element of the framework of ESD. 

2. ESD helps in building respect for ideas and perspectives of other people so that they are able to cope up with any situation of 
failure, rejection or adversity with collaborative efforts and solidarity. It focuses on developing core competencies where 
learners model sustainable behavior to bring transformation and positive change.  

3. 3. The very basic framework of ESD is built on developing a shared vision among learners of all age groups enrolled in 
different levels of education to shape a sustainable future which is focused on working towards the five P’s of   SDG’s namely 
People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace and Partnership. 

4. It engages learners in practices to value the limited resources and create new social, economic and institutional models for 
leading a quality life and preserving a sustainable future. ESD empowers learners with the knowledge, skills and attitude to use 
anticipatory thinking, to act autonomously and suggest innovative and creative solutions to manage and resolve conflict and 
crisis situation with collaborative decision making ability. 

5. The action oriented transformative pedagogy of ESD helps in developing informed learners who have kept themselves abreast 
with latest global trends and challenges that have triggered global debates and call for immediate action aimed to ensure 
sustainability.  

6. It empowers learners of all age groups and accelerates action in all areas of education by placing ESD in all policies, programs 
and activities to contribute to sustainable development and respond to the ever changing world as responsible citizens. 

7. 7. ESD create   learners who show solidarity with and empathy for the marginalized and disadvantaged and inspire learners to 
be mindful of their needs while planning programs and actions and base them on the principle of equity and justice. 

8. 8. It plays a significant role to inculcate 21st century skills in learners of all age groups, so that they are able to understand the 
consequences of their actions and are capable of addressing the global challenges and sustainability issues with right attitude, 
maturity, reflection and mindfulness. These learners become future agents of change who bring transformation for building 
sustainable communities which cater to the needs of all without any disparity. 

 
The needs mentioned above highlights that ESD entails rethinking the inefficacy of the traditional models of delivering 

education to develop a sustainable future. As ESD is a fundamental element of Target 4.7 of Sustainable Development Goal 4 i.e. 
Quality Education, it strives to enable, empower and engage learning communities for promoting sustainable development and arise 
the need to inspire learners in all learning environments and at all levels of education to apply a whole institution approach and embed 
the philosophy of sustainable development into the very fabric of the curriculum.  

 
EMBEDDING EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT (ESD) INTO THE CURRICULUM 

ESD is not a matter of adding new content for teaching about sustainable development separately; rather it is mainstreaming 
the concept of sustainability in all aspects of the curriculum. For doing so, the whole institution approach needs to be adopted wherein 
all the stakeholders work together to integrate principles of sustainability in different aspects of curriculum. By doing so, the whole 
education institution undergoes transformation and functions as a role model for the learners to adopt sustainable ways of life. To 
achieve this aim, curriculum is restructured and reforms are made by formulating policies based on inclusion and equity educational 
pedagogy is re designing to become action oriented, learning environment is reshaping to be nature friendly and the teaching learning 
process is modified to promote sustainable development and develop21st century skills in the learners. To increase the efficacy of 
ESD, it is important that the curriculum is flexible and has involvement of all stakeholders. Mainstreaming sustainability in the 
curriculum through ESD requires the transformation of the entire educational process and develops its base on the grounds of 
inclusion and equity where every learner gets an opportunity of full participation and equal access to education.  
 

A well designed curriculum embedded in the holistic framework of ESD will be supported by a progressive action oriented 
transformative pedagogy promoting active, student centered experience based learning. In reference to the Indian scenario, the 
fundamental ethos of such a curriculum framework finds its roots in the National Education Policy 2020 which ensures universal 
access to quality education, emphasizes on providing equitable and inclusive education, expands avenues for distance and open 
learning and makes education multidisciplinary. Inculcating the spirit of ESD in the learning environment helps in providing all 
learners irrespective of their diverse backgrounds with a platform to explore ample opportunities to engage, enable and empower 
themselves with the learning content that enriches their minds and make them well informed reflective learners. Incorporating a green 
school approach in the learning environment will ensure to promote sustainability in the culture of the institution and   life style of all 
educational stakeholders. The design of the buildings of these institutions would embrace nature and strengthen the connection 
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between the learner and the learning environment. Likewise, sustainable practices will be embedded in the culture of the institution to 
conserve and preserve its surroundings and value the resources of the institution. 

 
As ESD is not an end product in itself but a continuous journey in the path of learning, it is important to include sustainability 

related topics in the curricula and develop teacher competencies for preparing the learners to rise up to address uncertainties and 
global challenges with right knowledge, skills, attitudes and value system. This call for restructuring of the teacher education and 
teacher training programs at all levels which will act as a catalyst to help teachers interweave the issues related to sustainability in the 
available academic content. Every facet of teacher education program should be designed in such a way that it works towards building 
the capacity of the teachers to make their learning process meaningful, interactive, and application based and contextual. The learning 
methods used by teachers in such a curriculum is redesigned where teachers and learners work in collaboration and use 
multidisciplinary approach to co engage in numerous tasks. They work together for critically identify and examine the potential global 
issues, find untapped opportunities and devise multiple sustainable and novel solutions using critical thinking and deep reflection. In 
such an engaging and enriching educational process, the learners of all age groups are equipped with knowledge of coping 
mechanisms and adaptive skills to face the unknown and unprecedented times with intergenerational solidarity, adaptability, tolerance 
and resilience to bounce back from any crisis situation Sutcliffe, K., and Vogus,T.(2003).  

 
The learners placed in a curriculum which focus on ESD are exposed to a myriad of activities which are deep rooted in social 

justice and whose main aim is to care for the common good and promote inclusivity. It also ensures that the learners develop 
sustainability competencies and are trained in Education for disaster risk awareness and management. Partnerships are developed by 
the stakeholders to network with likeminded organizations so that learners can get real insight into deep rooted social problems by 
getting involved in activities like research based collaborative project work, field visits to the marginalized and disadvantaged 
communities, exchange programs, group discussions on real life problems and community development programs together. The 
further learning process involves working jointly with the partner organization towards resolving complex social issues like inequality, 
poverty, lack of access to education, unequal distribution of resources associated with irresponsible patterns of consumption and 
production. Any sustainable solution practically implemented by any institution should be openly documented as a research document 
which is freely available and accessible to everyone in printed and online form. It is only through such initiatives that we can promote 
learning from each other and strengthen partnership at global level.  
 

The 2015 report Rethinking Education: Towards a Global Common Good? Emphasize the importance of education as a 
strong response to address all global concerns. In the light of the above, the vision of a curriculum embedding the spirit of ESD is to 
reorient the entire education system from the lens of humanism and place the focus on sustainable development as a common good. A 
spirit of gratitude should be developed in all learners to build resilience and adaptability. Various platforms should be provided to all 
learners to transfer their knowledge by practically applying it in engaging learner lead projects, programs and activities. The lesson 
plans needs to be restructured and embed the element of human values, rights and SDG’s. It should not only focus on cognitive 
development of learners but should also be designed to develop socio emotional development of learners. It should serve as an 
important tool to shape the overall personality of learners and transform them into sustainable citizens who are self aware, who think 
critically, work ethically and are ready to adapt in every situation through sound emotional regulation. It is also important to adopt 
novel ways of assessing the process of embedding ESD into the curriculum and monitor the progress made and challenges faced in its 
implementation. Once the assessment is complete, effective steps should be taken to bridge the gaps and make better predictions to 
ensure sustainability and achieve the goals of education. 
 
CONCLUSION  

Education is a catalyst in bringing change and developing inclusive society based on the principle of equity. Its aims and 
objectives can be achieved by embedding ESD into the curriculum. As ESD is as a key element of all sustainable development goals 
and is placed at the heart of 2030 agenda for sustainable development, it impacts all aspects of human life in a big way. Hence 
embedding it the curriculum will help in achieving the targets of other sustainable goals as well. As ESD play an important role in 
promoting sustainability, it cultivates hope for addressing the uncertain situations and the global challenges with mutual collaboration 
and solidarity. It provides a strong base to nurture and foster the development of learners beyond textbook teaching. By embedding 
ESD into the curriculum assures the development of 21st century skills and personal attributes to understand the challenges and 
combat them with effective knowledge, skills, attitudes and beliefs. It helps in bringing transformation in education system by 
restructuring the different aspects of curriculum and roots its fundamental basis in developing sustainable citizens and sustainable 
future. It develops sustainable competencies through progressive and action oriented pedagogy provided in a nurturing learning 
environment by adopting research driven methods to build responsible and informed learners who have the potential to become 
sustainable citizens Hence a curriculum driven with the spirit of ESD helps to strengthen partnerships at local, state, national and 
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international level and provide platform for learning from each other through a multidisciplinary approach. Such curriculum empower 
learners with right knowledge, engages them in student driven programs and projects and enables them to practically apply what is 
learnt in uncertain situations and real life scenarios.   
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