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AbSTRACT
this article is based on research into the reach and quality of education for sustai-
nable development (esd) in one county in england, shropshire, and one district in 
poland, siedlce. the two phase comparative research was undertaken in 2012. Que-
stionnaires to all schools in both areas revealed that only a minority of schools could 
claim to approach education for sustainability in a significant way.  only around 
10% of schools had a working esd policy, esd coordinators and serious approach to 
integrating esd into the curriculum. for most schools, esd was still project- and out 
of school based. this research was followed by detailed interviews with pupils and 
teachers in a small sample of schools in both countries which revealed that even 
in some of the 10% of schools, actual understanding of esd was really quite weak. 
there was a stress on basic actions such as recycling and saving energy, but little 
critical understanding of sustainability as an approach and why certain activities 
were important. polish schools showed less progress towards esd than the english 
schools, but bearing in mind the investment into policies and curriculum support 
in england the difference was perhaps not as great as might have been expected. 

KEYWORDS
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INTRODUCTION
2014 was the official end of a major united nations initiative, the decade of educa-
tion for sustainable development (desd).  no doubt there will be different levels of 
evaluation of the decade and no doubt successes, failure and points for learning will 
be documented in detail. this article is one contribution to this process and one that 
it is hoped will provoke debate. 
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action in the desd seems to have focused in two areas. firstly there has been 
emphasis on the creation of documents, strategies and policies and committees 
to provide a formal foundation for education for sustainable development (esd) 
in national education systems and schools, and secondly there have been a huge 
range of projects in schools, ranging from practical activities such as biodiversity 
conservation and increasing recycling, to more attitude and emotion based ones 
such as art related projects and musical celebrations. many of these are described 
on the unesco web sites of good practice and the global eco schools network also 
provides plenty of examples of the kinds of activities that schools are doing (eco 
schools, 2015; un, 2015; Waszkiewicz 2004).

the mid term Report of the desd (un, 2009) concentrated on the first area, measu-
ring whether documents and strategies had been produced by un member states, 
where it painted a generally positive picture. this of course is to be applauded 
because policies are important foundations and building blocks for classroom and 
learning change. also to be celebrated are the probably thousands of projects and 
actions of different scales that have taken place across the world during the desd 
that have in some way touched the lives of millions of children and young people 
(un, 2014).  but - there are a number of “buts”. 

the problem is that measuring progress through the numbers of countries with 
esd policies or strategies or the number of young people taking part in projects, 
activities and initiatives, or even the amount of energy saved or waste recycled is 
almost certainly going to give a misleadingly optimistic picture, for a number of 
reasons. educators are aware of these but nevertheless they are worth restating:  
• In many, if not most countries of the world, the gap between policy, no matter how 

good it is, and children’s experience in the classroom, is huge and often never bridged.
• projects are great at getting young people doing things such as switching off 

lights and saving energy and water because short term and simple practical ac-
tions are easy to do.  longer term change in both school systems and individual 
behaviour is more of a challenge.   

• simply taking part in an activity does not mean that young people really 
understand why they are doing what they are doing, whether they are doing the 
best thing, and how what they are doing links to global sustainability.  

• there is a huge difference between what happens in a school and classroom and 
what behaviour young people adopt in their personal social and family lives.  

• there is little emphasis on system thinking, or critical thinking.  Young people switch 
off lights without asking “why?” and “is there something better we could be doing?”
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• there is a tendency for evaluation of the desd focus on case study “best prac-
tice” methodology, usually in the hopes of inspiring others, rather than “average 
practice” to really measure the current situation.   

• finally there is still confusion over what sustainable development (sd) really is, 
and the differences between sustainability and sustainable development. the 
result is that almost anything vaguely connected with our lives on planet earth 
is considered education for sustainability. 

as a result more evaluation is needed that looks at: 
1. the average picture in all schools;
2. the quality of what happens in our classrooms around the world and the 

impacts of our education for sustainability on longer term thinking and action.   

the purpose of this research is a contribution towards filling those gaps. 

What this research aimed to do was to look at all the schools in an area, not just the 
“good ones” to get a fairer and more reliable picture of the real situation in the school 
and classroom. In 2012 research was undertaken on the implementation of esd in 
all the secondary phase schools in the country of shropshire in england, and district 
or county of siedlce in poland. the secondary stage of formal education was chosen 
because in both in poland and the uK schooling is compulsory up to this phase and 
according to the oecd the knowledge and skills of pupils at the age of 16 at the 
completion of this phase of education are a reflection of the effects of compulsory 
formal education that prepares students to take on social roles in adult life.  

two research approaches were taken. firstly, to find out the situation across all 
schools a questionnaire was sent to all secondary schools in both shropshire and 
siedlce. the questionnaire was sent directly to the teachers most likely to be able to 
respond, usually the Geography teacher. secondly, the researchers visited a sample 
of the schools in poland and the england to talk to students and teachers about 
their understanding of esd and the implementation of esd in their schools. as part 
of this visit students in the sample schools also completed a questionnaire.

MAIN RESULTS Of THE QUESTIONNAIRE Of SCHOOL PERfORMANCE
the first stage was undertaken through an online questionnaire and was based 
on the self-evaluation questionnaires found in the polish certification system of 
esd schools “Green certification” and the uK’s “sustainable school self evaluation” 
document. the survey was sent to all secondary schools in shropshire and siedlce, 
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and 40 polish and 34 english teachers responded. the research was done between 
april and June 2012. In poland all the schools were state schools, whereas in the 
uK two independent schools were part of the questionnaire research. In poland 
responses came from all schools and in england 80% of schools responded. 

of course there are challenges in doing these kinds of questionnaires because those 
completing them define the words used differently.  When asked for example if a 
head teacher is “supportive” or whether esd is given a “high priority” respondents 
will have different views on what those words mean. We had no control over who 
answered the questions either. In some cases it was the head teacher, but in most 
it was the teacher who was either formally or informally in charge of esd. When 
this variation is added to the fact that many teachers will naturally and sometime 
unconsciously overestimate progress then it is clear that the results can be taken as 
only a general indication of the status of esd. Where the figures between the coun-
tries are different by a large percentage then such result are likely to signify some 
contrasts between the two areas. small differences are unlikely to be meaningful. 

Table 1. School ESD policies

How important is ESD in your school policies and plans? PL (%) UK (%)

ESD is not really a priority or a low priority 45 12

ESD has a medium priority  - in the curriculum 40 76

ESD has a high priority – in the school plan, curriculum and 
management

15 12

Is the Head Teacher committed ESD in your school ? PL UK

The head teacher does not give a high priority to ESD. 15 12

The head teacher is not personally involved, but supports teacher 
initiatives

85 78

The head teacher places a high priority on ESD 0 6

How do you classify the coordination of ESD in your school? PL UK

ESD activities are inconsistent and uncoordinated 15 0

ESD activities are run mostly by enthusiastic teachers 75 82

There is a formally appointed ESD coordinator in the school 10 18
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Table 2. Results concerning the curriculum 

In terms of the curriculum,  table two shows that around one third of schools in the 
uK and one sixth in poland claim to integrate sd very strongly into the curriculum 
and  that there is a slightly greater level of coordination between teachers in the uK.  
nearly all the schools integrated sd into both the curriculum and extra curricula 
activities with no schools just taking the extra-curricular route.  the most popular 
application of esd to “real life” was through out of classroom activities, whereas 
only a relatively low proportion made sustainability links with the local community 
and local government. most of the out of classroom activities were nature based 
and related to geography and biology and so focused on just one aspect of esd. an 
additional question relating school esd activities with business would have been 
useful, though would probably have also showed relatively low interaction.

Table 3. Results concerning school management 

Which of the following “real life” activities take place PL UK

Doing out of classroom observations 60 76

Special sustainability events for the whole school and parents 50 36

Special sustainability events for the local community 20 24

Cooperation with the local government 25 12

Using data (e.g. from the energy audit) for mathematics (or other 
subjects)

20 35

Do you include sustainability topics such as energy saving, recycling, 
healthy eating, climate change, biodiversity, cultural diversity in your 
curriculum?

PL (%) UK (%)

Hardly at all 5 0

Occasionally 25 24

Quite often 55 41

Very strongly 15 35

Do teachers of different subjects coordinate sustainability across 
subjects? 

PL UK

Yes 45 59

No 55 41

Are issues of sustainability considered in your school during additional 
activities like eco-clubs ?

PL UK

Sustainability is covered in extra activities and the curriculum 95 82

Sustainability is only covered in extra activities 0 0

Sustainability is not really  covered in extra activities 5 18

Very strongly 15 35

Not considered or 
just started

Integrated into 
some lessons

Integrated into 
some lessons and 
practical projects

In School Policy, 
lessons and 
management

Poland England Poland England Poland England Poland England

Food and 
drink

0 6 25 6 70 47 5 41

Energy 10 6 30 23 60 53 0 17

Water 5 12 60 35 30 35 5 17

Travel to 
school

35 12 20 30 30 41 15 18

Purchasing 35 35 10 12 50 47 5 6

Waste 5 0 10 0 70 47 15 53

Decision 
making

35 24 65 36 0 29 0 12

the results in table 1 show that policy support for esd is stronger in the uK than in 
poland. a greater proportion of shropshire schools have an esd policy, an actively 
supportive head teacher and a named coordinator. the biggest difference is in the 
emphasis given to esd in school policies and plan where although the proportion of 
schools giving a high priority to esd is about the same nearly 8% of english schools 
gave it a medium priority where as 45% of polish school gave it a low priority. In terms 
of the role of the head teacher and coordination there is not so much difference. It 
is only in around 10% of schools where strong support and effective whole school 
policies can be found. differences are more significant when it comes to participation 
in the eco schools programme where none of the polish schools were taking part 
whereas half the english schools are eco schools, and participation in training related 
to esd where teachers in the uK had taken part. although these differences might 
be expected given the energy and funding committed by the uK department for 
education to national sustainable schools policies, it is perhaps surprising that only 
around 18% of schools having a formal esd coordinator, only 12% considered that they 
demonstrated what might be thought of as a coordinated and integrated approach.  
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In terms of the application of sustainable policies into the management of the 
school it seems that uK schools are significantly further ahead of their polish 
counterparts. In the areas of food and drink, energy management, water con-
servation and waste management, a larger proportion of uK falls into the last 
category compared with polish schools. bearing in mind that answers in this last 
category is an indication that strategic management decisions are being made, 
this is a significant difference. having said that, it is only about 20% of schools that 
fall into the highest category and even in the uK only around 5% of schools have 
any meaningful sustainable purchasing policy. In addition it seems that that uK 
schools are further down the line of student involvement in decision making about 
sustainability issues. these differences are interesting and could be a reflection of 
the fact that in the uK there has been a drive towards sustainable management 
with support being provided for head teachers and school managers. schools in the 
uK also have significant control of their own budgets, more so than in poland, and 
hence can make decisions relatively easily. In shropshire local authority as in many 
others, there is also coordination of functions at local government level. hence over 
the past three years the sustainability team has been working with the education 
team to support schools in the reduction of their energy consumption. 

RESULTS Of THE SECOND RESEARCH STAGE
the purpose of the second research stage was to investigate students esd compe-
tences, in order to find out what quality of esd is being delivered. a schools self-
evaluation of its journey towards esd is one thing, but how well students are being 
equipped to live and work for sustainable lifestyles is another. In other words, „what 
has changed as a result of the learning process at the individual level?“ (seed, 1999). 
over the past desd much thinking has been done on the topic of esd competences.  
this work was largely started by stephen sterling in 1998 who prepared a report 
for the panel on esd in the uK which listed a number of generic learning outcomes 
(sterling, 1999).  he stated that by the time a student had reached 16 he or she 
should display competences related to the following areas:

1 - Interdependence of society, economy and the environment (from local to global). 
2 - Citizenship - rights and responsibilities, participation and collaboration. 
3 - Needs and rights of future generations. 
4 - Diversity - cultural, social, economic and biological.   
5 - Quality of life, equity and justice.  
6 - Changes for sustainable development.  
7 - Uncertainty and the precautionary principle.  
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this initial work by sterling was influential on subsequent thinking about compe-
tences especially in the uK and had a significant impact on curriculum and policy 
thinking.  It was a simple and understandable set of criteria and hence for this 
second stage of the research  it was decided to link sterling’s competences frame-
work with that developed by the oecd for the monitoring the implementation 
and evaluation of the desd at an international level.  these competences were 
developed throughout the desd and the final report from the oecd describes them 
in more detail (stevens, 2014).  these competences were grouped into three areas 
and used as a basis for the student questionnaires and discussion questions.  the 
questions were devised focusing on the following key esd competences.

• A holistic approach to the topic of SD.  the research was concerned to find out 
whether students made connections between daily activities (such as shopping, 
energy conservation and waste) and sustainability issues which are directly 
linked to these activities. 

• The “civic value” attitudes expressed by students and their willingness to work 
towards SD.  these questions assessed students‘ motivation and the kind of 
activities the students take part in.

• The student’s assessment of the current situation, their vision of the future, 
and the actions that should be taken to improve the natural environment and 
people’s quality of life. 

the questions were asked in two ways to a sample of students; through a questi-
onnaire and through structured interviews. In both poland and england, 50 students 
took part in these interviews; five students in ten randomly selected schools from 
the total number in the region. the interviews last around an hour and teachers 
were not present in polish schools but were present in three of the english schools. 
some interesting contrasts were revealed in the questionnaire including:

• 80% of the uK students claimed to have heard of the phrase “sustainable 
development” compared with 38% in poland though of those 20% in the uK and 
63% in poland couldn’t give a meaning to the phrase. of those that could define 
it nearly all said it was to do with creating a safe and healthy life for future 
generations. very few made any direct links with development. 

• When asked about global environmental problems in (respectively) poland and 
england, 10% of students could not name any problems and 18% of students 
in poland and 30% in england could only mention only one. two or more were 
mentioned by 48% students from poland and 44% in england.   In both poland 
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and england, students most frequently mentioned global warming (poland 64%, 
england 84%). In poland, others mentioned were acid rain (54%), the ozone hole 
(28%), smog (26%) and deforestation (18%).   

• In england, other factors were mentioned by smaller numbers of students com-
pared with poland and included child labour (20%), low wages in poor countries 
(6%), child mortality (2%), and restrictions on access to water and food in poor 
countries (2%).

• When asked “why is it important to save energy?” most students (poland 70%, 
england 76%) selected only one reason and explanations were very simple 
and did not engage with the complexity of the issue. two of the threats, the 
“depletion of energy resources” and a “concern for the environment” were most 
often mentioned (24% in both countries). of the students who gave two or 
three arguments, four students from poland and nine students from england 
mentioned the need for energy conservation for future generations. 

• When asked what waste should be collected for recycling the large majority of 
students mentioned glass, metal, plastic and paper. around one third of polish 
students mentioned electronic waste compared with 6% of english students 
with the proportions being the other way round for organic waste.

• When asked why recycling was important three quarters used the general phra-
se “protecting the environment” and only around a quarter (more though in the 
uK) were able to make the links with materials recovery and saving resources.

• In terms of who was responsible for implementing sustainability english 
students rated politicians and business people having a high responsibility than 
individuals. In poland individual responsibility rated the highest. 

• When asked what they were doing to help the environment 16% of polish 
students and 8% of english students didn’t mention anything. of the rest, 
most students listed the segregation of waste (poland 78%, england 72%) 
and  energy saving (poland 22%, england 32%) . travelling bus or walking were 
also mentioned, but by very few (poland 8%, uK 16%) as was giving money to 
charity (poland 8%), donating clothes to the relevant causes (poland 6%) and 
buying fair trade products (england 6%). Interestingly none of the students in 
either country mentioned the possibility of reducing consumption of things like 
clothes, electrical goods and so on.   

• In poland 50%, and in england 30% of students could not name any environment 
or development organisation. among the most well-known international 
organisations Greenpeace was the most common (poland 36%, england 38%), 
however students from england were most familiar with fair trade organization 
(fair trade) mentioned by 54 %.
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• In poland only 30% gave schools as the main source of environmental informa-
tion whereas the figure was 60% in the uK.

furthermore, the interviews with the students were focused on their attitudes 
towards sd. the discussion revealed some interesting outcomes:

• students were asked to talk about the impact of their personal shopping habits 
on sustainability. In both countries most students were unable to explain any 
impact their purchases had on the environment and the quality of life of people 
in different countries of the world.  a few talked about the cost and impact of 
transport and packaging. 

• most students from both countries do not read labels and making product se-
lection seems to be driven only by taste, fashion and price. a number of students 
said that they did look at information on the label but not to find out how the 
product affects the environment. In the discussion a number of students from 
english schools admitted that they knew the “fair trade“ label and that they 
sometimes bought fair trade products. 

• In both poland and england all the students gave the reason why so many 
products are made in china as cheap labor. a few students developed the idea by 
talking about undermining the domestic economy, china gaining employment 
and earning an income from the goods made and if we stopped buying from 
china they would lose their jobs. 

• In the discussion about the increasing use of paper there was a clear difference 
between the students. all the polish students said that the impact of paper 
consumption on the environment was that trees were cut down and that this 
was generally a bad thing though could not explain why. english students on the 
other hand considered that paper consumption has no negative impact on the 
environment because actions are taken to reduce the impact of cutting down 
trees to make paper. one of the students pointed gave more detail „consuming 
large amounts of paper contributes to the cutting down of trees. If they are from 
certified tree it should be ok. trees absorb co2 and produce oxygen“.  

CONCLUSIONS
What are we to make of the conclusions of this research as a whole?  

from the questionnaire to schools the main conclusions are that only around 10% 
of schools have integrated esd into their schools policies in a meaningful way and 
that although esd does appear in lessons this is only in between 40-60% of the 
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schools and varies tremendously according to the topic. schools still rely largely 
on projects and out of school activities to deliver esd. When it comes to the school 
demonstrating sustainability through practical action there is a similar imbalance 
with only a small proportion having policies on energy use and other areas of 
sustainability. Waste is the biggest focus. polish schools tend to lag behind uK 
schools in most areas of both policy and practice, though an interesting anecdotal 
comment made by a teacher in poland who has experience of teaching in both 
england and poland is that because of the bigger resource focused approach 
to teaching in england (photocopied handouts, electronic whiteboards, larger 
numbers of computers and so on) and the fact that most children travel to school 
by car, the ecological footprint of a polish school is likely to be much lower than a 
comparable english school.

the overall results from the questionnaires and the discussions with students are 
interesting in that they reveal the quality of what is happening in esd in schools. 
this compares somewhat unfavourably with the more positive conclusion that 
might be drawn about the state of esd if simply the results of questionnaires were 
taken as evidence. When this level of detail is examined, the relatively low state of 
esd of schools becomes even more worrying as even those schools in the top 10% 
as it were reveal a fairly basic approach to esd. 

firstly, the detailed schools based work revealed a relatively low level of knowledge, 
understanding and application of environmental and development issues. a second 
conclusion is that students mainly related sustainability to basic activities as sorting 
waste, saving water and energy but without really understanding the links between 
these activities and broader sustainability issues. thirdly, students did not relate 
their consumer habits with the impact on the state of environment and the quality 
of life of other people. for example, although students thought that recycling was 
important, very few made the link between personal consumption and their pro-
duction of waste with recycling. finally, most students did not think critically about 
sustainability issues and only seem to be able to manage to think about one aspect 
of sustainability at a time in a very general way.  

It seems that polish students’ understanding of sustainability is at a lower level 
than those from england. the polish students generally took a narrower and largely 
ecological view of sustainability, found it more difficult to link local with global 
quality of life issues and their own personal consumer habits with sustainability 
and found it challenging to explain why they followed certain environmental beha-
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viors. even in the uK only a minority of students had what might be called a good 
understanding of sustainability. It appears that students in both countries find it 
challenging to link sustainability issues and different aspects of sd and understand 
the sometimes complex problems that are causing an unbalanced functioning, and 
even more challenging to put principles into practice in their own consuming lives.    
so are we to be depressed by the situation? Well – yes and no. there are two main 
concerns. the first is that it is fairly easy to get students to do basic environmental 
behaviors such as recycling, and saving energy. however, without broader under-
standing of sustainability and why these actions are important, these habits are 
accepted uncritically by students as the best solution. such an approach does 
not lead to a reduction in consumption as a method to eliminate the harmful 
effect of overconsumption on the environment and implicitly also sanctions the 
phenomenon of consumption – as long as it is recycled. unthinking habits also 
rarely give young people the skills to be able to think for themselves in different 
situations or come up with new solutions. a second concern is that these results are 
also worrying because this research was undertaken with 15/16 year old students, 
a large proportion of whom would be leaving school after completing their full 
time education. the low level of understanding is also of concern for those that 
remain in full time education because after 16, subject choices are limited and 
might not have sustainability opportunities. the experience of these two parts of 
the european union might not be typical of either their countries or other countries 
in the region. further research of this nature and at this scale is required. Whether 
these experiences are encouraging or dispiriting also depends on what role people 
consider that education for sustainability has in driving forward more sustainable 
life styles in general and what the outcome of esd should be. this is still a question 
that is hotly debated around the world.

NOTE 
this article is a summary of a much longer paper.  this paper is available to down-
load free of charge at www.senseandsustainability.co.uk. 
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