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Environment and school initiatives – ENSI:   
a precious network for thirty years!

Christine Affolter
Environment and School Initiatives (ENSI) and Éducation21, 
christine.a.affolter@bluewin.ch 
Reiner Mathar
Environment and School Initiatives (ENSI) and Hessisches Kultusministerium, 
reiner.mathar@t-online.de 

ENSI HISTORY
environment and school initiatives (ensI) was set up as a research and development 
project of oecd ’s centre for educational Research & Innovation (ceRI) from 1986 to 
1994 and changed into a decentralized international network under the umbrella 
of ceRI in 1995. as a result of a reorganization of oecd all decentralized networks 
became independent in 2002 and ensI was recognized as an international non-
profit-association in 2008. ensI is now an association under austrian law and 
is based at the ministry for education and Women’s affairs in vienna. the ensI 
network is financed by its members and through its own project work.

ensI cooperates with major international organisations such as unesco, unece, 
unep (carpathian convention), Rce/un-universities, cee India, baltic21 and others. 
the members of ensI are all experts coming from governments, international 
organisations, institutions such as universities, schools, nGo’s and civil society. 
partners come mainly from europe, asia and australia. the network’s organisational 
structure consists of a permanent board with a secretariat for daily businesses and 
project coordination. ensI partners cooperate actively in projects proposed by them 
to the general assembly and being planned and submitted by the secretariat in 
cooperation with the interested partners. 

through these collaborative processes ensI’s work and activities are directed by 
working environments and the needs of its members: the network prepares stu-
dies on teacher education, carries out research and develops guidelines for future 
oriented teacher education. ensI also organises studies on school development in 
education for sustainable development (esd) and develops guidelines and quality 
criteria through cross analysis of these studies. ensI influences policy decisions at 
the international level by combining international processes of quality develop-
ment and quality improvement and formulating guidelines and criteria. It supports 
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schools by helping them in their own development and promotes international ex-
change by influencing networks across europe and other regions of the world: “ensI 
organises and affects the exchange of expertise in the field of research education on 
sustainable development (sd) and also offers a platform for senior experts, as well 
as for young, innovative researchers.” (Quotation from unesco Review of contexts 
and structures for education for sustainable development 2009, arjen Wals). the 
engagement to actively involve young researchers in the ensI network is described 
further in this book in the chapter “cultivating action and collaborative Research on 
esd: case study on the ‘new researchers generation’ in ensI’s network” (mayer and 
tschapka, in this publication). furthermore, the involvement of young researchers 
is also reflected in the innovative contributions that many of them provide in other 
chapters of this publication.

ensI’s strength lies in the combined work of policy makers, researchers, teacher 
educators and their students, pilot schools with teachers and students, communi-
ties and a broad variety of organisations from the field of environmental education 
(ee) and esd. as a result of  the unique framework of partners ensI is able to react 
swiftly to needs and questions and because of this is one of the frontrunners in 
international esd developments. 

ENSI MISSION
from its beginning ensI has supported and initiated educational developments that 
promote environmental understanding, active approaches to teaching and learning 
and citizenship education, through research, policy development and the exchange 
of experiences and knowledge.

ensI’s projects and work all try and include a number of what have been called 
‚dynamic qualities‘. these include ‚dealing with complexity‘, ‚the ability to reflect 
on personal  values‘, ‚the ability to take responsibility‘ and ‚initiative and readi-
ness to take action‘. very importantly, projects also include the will to bring these 
competences into reality. this set of skills has been part of ensI projects since the 
beginning and are favourably accepted internationally. they have guided ensI over 
many years of intense and fruitful international and national work.
   
using these dynamic qualities and  respecting to the cultural identity of the 
partner’s, ensI has made a significant contribution throughout the ten years of the 
un-decade on education for sustainable development. five large projects with a 
total of more than hundred partners have been delivered between 2002 and 2014. 
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• school and community collaboration for sd (codes, 2011-2014)
• partnership and participation for sd (suppoRt 2007-2009) 
• esd in the carpathian region (casalen 2007-2009) 
• teacher competences for esd (csct 2004-2007) 
•  school development through environmental education (seed 2002-2005)

partners in these projects came from the following countries - australia, austria, 
belgium/flanders, canada, croatia, cyprus, czech Republic, denmark, finland, 
france, Germany, Greece, hungary, India, Italy, Japan, Republic of Korea, malaysia, the 
netherlands, norway, poland, Romania, serbia, slovakia, slovenia, spain/catalonia, 
sweden, switzerland,  united Kingdom, ukraine.

the outcomes of all five projects have delivered significant contributions to the 
work of teachers, principals, authorities, teacher educators, students and research 
partners.

WHOLE SCHOOL APPROACH  -  A RED LINE IN ENSI ACTIVITITES fROM THE   
bEGINNING 
In 2012 a unesco Report on the global status of esd is strongly emphasizing, that  
esd has to build up competences foR a more sustainable life and is not teaching 
and learning about sustainable development only.
the concept of sustainable development has to change the general guidelines 
and core elements of societies. that means esd is not about, but for sustainable 
development. looking at esd from this perspective integrating topics of sustai-
nable development into the curriculum of just some subjects is not enough. the 
question is, what are the contributions of all subjects at school and all training in 
the vocational sector? learners and educators must link the concept of sustainable 
development to their subject and everyday practice of education. that includes the 
educational organisation or schools as an institution. however, a prerequisite for 
this is that sustainable development should not be seen as a closed concept with 
given solutions. It must be considered as an on-going process, finding new and the 
best solutions. that’s why esd should introduce the concept of life-long learning to 
everyone at school. While children stay at school they need the possibility to deve-
lop and realise their specific concept of life-long learning. against this background 
there is a need for change within the whole education sector. teaching, learning, 
student’s participation and cooperation with the local community and partners 
in the society all need to change. Instruction must be replaced by co-construction 
between students, teachers, parents, partner and experts from outside schools. 
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different areas of cross-curricular education such as environment education, health 
education, education for democracy etc. can be doorways to esd. the impact on the 
concept of the whole school approach will be shown by describing the elements 
in detail.

this general change of education towards esd means that schools must be seen as
role models for sustainable development. pupils and students spend an increasing 
part of their daily lives in school, so that school becomes more and more the place 
of authentic real life experiences. esd must be offered and realised at school and  
include issues such as food- and consumer education, social learning, energy use 
and personal resource management. furthermore, a school is the perfect place to 
reach a whole generation in a safe learning environment. Young people can test and 
develop key life skills and their own lifestyle. the understanding that sustainability 
is the guiding principal will help schools to develop.

from its beginning ensI integrated this in the basic concept of environment educa-
tion and later on in esd. the concept of dynamic qualities is one element of it using 
the school and it´s organisation as a learning area for ee and esd is the other side. 
When schools made research on their energy consumption and then developed 
solutions on the technical and behaviour side, they contribute to the development 
of sustainable lifestyles. other projects and areas for schools include traffic and 
mobility, water and waste management. from the beginning ensI schools linked 
their activities to the local community and sought to spread their experiences and 
change even the behaviour in the local community and families. elements of the 
whole school approach to esd include all elements of teaching and learning, the 
management and the maintenance of the school. the mind map shown in figure 1 
links the various aspects of the whole school concept.

the ensI network works with ensI based experts and supports studies on school 
development and ideas of the whole school approach to esd. ensI experts have 
been involved in studies by the australian Research Institute in education for sustai-
nability (ferreira et al., 2006) and the british “s3 concept” (uK Government, 2008). 
While the australian study investigated ways in which learning for sustainability 
can be mainstreamed in teacher education, the “s3 concept” of the british school 
inspection system offers an interesting self-evaluation instrument for esd It pre-
sents a great possibility to interlink different aspects of sd and esd, by identifying 
different doorways to esd including: 
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• focus on food and drink;
• focus on energy;
• focus on water;
• focus on travel an traffic;
• focus on purchasing and waste;
• focus on school buildings;
• focus on school grounds;
• focus on inclusion and participation;
• focus on local well-being;
• focus on the global dimension. 

the transition from different areas of esd to a whole concept means that different 
“cultures” of cross-curricular education need to be considered, especially in the 
following areas: environmental education, education for global development, health 
education and education for democracy.

the latest realisation of the concept is integrated in the national curriculum frame-
work for esd decided by the standing conference of ministers of education (KmK) 
June 2015 in Germany. this curriculum framework includes a new chapter on whole 
school approach for esd (‘der lernbereich Globale entwicklung als aufgabe der 
ganzen schule’) and will lead to a change in the practice of German schools in the 
long run (mathar, 2015).

CODES: SCHOOL AND COMMUNITY COLLAbORATION fOR SUSTAINAbLE   
DEVELOPMENT
codes is a multilateral network - a network of networks comprising twenty-nine 
partner organisations whose work focuses on collaboration between schools and 
communities to address esd and issues of sustainability. experiences before and 
during the un-decade on esd showed that establishing collaborative networks, 
including schools and civil society, is crucial for the implementation of esd. these 
locally based networks are on the one hand places where citizens can find local 
identity and on the other they can act as change agents for fostering local culture 
and knowledge, develop a common language and act as a forum for ideas and 
visions. schools and communities share many challenges including the integration 
of immigrants, dealing with the consequences of the economic crisis and a loss of 
cultural identity in a more and more globalised world. better mutual understanding 
of these and collaborative work on future leading developments is crucial for the 
well being of a local society.
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codes’ overarching aim throughout the  project  from 2011 to 2014 was to explore, 
and provide models, ideas, learning and teaching methods, case studies, tried and 
tested tools as well as helpful suggestions for reflection. a challenge for any holistic 
approach to a thematic field lies in the diversity of stakeholders. hence in the 
codes project team as well as in school-community collaboration projects, codes 
started its work with an investigation of existing school-community collaboration, 
focusing on the factors that made them successful. the context of the existing case 
studies and experience was diverse in terms of stakeholders, cultural backgrounds, 
and countries and therefore demanded methodologies that respected and ack-
nowledged diversity, developed its theoretical base and produced tools to facilitate 
practical applications. project partners, all of them experts in the field of teaching 
and learning as well as collaboration analysed, developed and piloted methods and 
materials for collaborative partnership projects. codes tools for school-community 
collaborations used the quality areas for such collaborations developed in the 
publication ‘Keystones on school-community collaboration for sustainable deve-
lopment’ (espinet and Zachariou, 2014). these quality areas include participation, 
communication, learning, action, vision, resources, mandates and research. the 
codes partners have developed the following products:

• travelling Guide for school-community collaborations for sd (handbook for the 
reflective practitioner) (affolter and Réti, eds., 2014);

• toolbox for school-community collaborations for sustainable development 
(methods, techniques and tools for collaborations) (maso, ed., 2014);

• Interactive Website for school-community collaboration (platform open for 
school and community projects);

• digital handbook for local authorities for school-community collaborations 
(Wagner-luptacik and smith, 2014);

• profiles of isolated communities and ways into integration (Research in coope-
ration with remote communities) (liarakou et al., 2014);

• Key stones on school-community collaboration for sustainable development 
(tool for reflection on the quality of school-community collaboration) (espinet 
and Zachariou, 2014);

• selected cases of school-community collaborations for sustainable develop-
ment (selection of successful collaboration projects) (espinet, ed., 2014).

THE fINAL EVALUATION Of CODES bY THE EACEA 
the eacea (education, audiovisual and culture executive agency of eu)  ranked the 
project as excellent. some of the challenges and highlights of codes are mentioned 
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by the evaluators: “the nature of esd as a subject demands an approach which is 
multidisciplinary; in order to be meaningful, it must operate at the interface bet-
ween formal education and the different levels of the community, so the approach 
has also to be multidimensional. the emphasis, placed in the original codes applica-
tion, on the need for the network to exemplify collaborative knowledge-building in 
its processes and in its products, was appropriate. but this assemblage of key factors 
produces complexity laid upon complexity, and careful attention is needed to ensure 
that the necessary complexity does not prejudice the clarity and applicability of 
outcomes. In the event, codes products between them, and in some cases within 
a single product, manage to achieve a fair balance between complexity and appli-
cability. for example, the Keystones document provides an analytical framework 
for school community collaboration for sustainable development, whereas the 
blog collection of cases is aimed above all at the practicing teacher. Within a single 
outcome, the travelling Guide addresses basic questions arising from collaboration 
and includes a theory box, but also exemplar cases. a key objective for the network 
was to promote the adoption of esd methods in science education more generally, 
thereby further enhancing inquiry-based learning; in the event, over 50% of codes 
cases have science education at their heart.” 

over the full project period a group of ensI Junior researchers collaborated closely 
with experts, conducting a multi layer evaluation, setting focus on internal and 
external learning processes. the analyses and reflection of processes within the 
project group contributed significantly to a deeper understanding of ‘learning’ and 
‘intercultural understanding’. this unique matrix of evaluation is described further 
in this book, in the chapter “evaluating education for sustainable development 
programmes consistently with education for sustainable development values: a 
challenge for evaluators” (mayer and dillon, in this publication).

the codes partners experienced an intense and fruitful collaboration over three 
years – codes has reached its goal of growing into the status of a learning organi-
sation, with a strong link to reflection and to democratic, solution finding processes.

for more information about ensI and codes, visit ensI’s homepage at www.ensi.org 
and find here all projects outcomes free for download.
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