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1. Introduction 
This report presents a summary of the key themes emerging from a public consultation process, to 

inform the development of the second National Strategy on Education for Sustainable Development 

to 2030.  

The public consultation was jointly launched on April 22nd, 2021, by the Minister for Education, 

Norma Foley T.D. and the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science, Simon Harris T.D. and remained open until 30th June 2021.  

The general public and other key stakeholders were invited to complete an online survey and/or to 

make detailed, written submissions, outlining their views on the development of the new strategy. A 

public consultation paper was developed, which provided background information on ESD and 

guidance on the format for submissions. In addition, a number of focus group meetings with key 

stakeholders were held to inform the new strategy.  

A total of 90 written submissions were received, alongside 150 responses to the online survey. This 

report reflects qualitative information gathered through the public consultation process. A separate 

report details the findings of the online survey. 

Background information  
The National Strategy on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 2014 – 2020 is now at an end 

and there is commitment to developing a follow-on strategy for the period to 2030.  

Following discussions between the Department of Education and the Department of Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, it was agreed that Ireland’s new National 

Strategy, ESD to 2030, should be a joint strategy between the two Departments, given that ESD 

constitutes a lifelong learning and education strategy, spanning from early learning and care to 

higher education and research and extending into non-formal and informal learning spaces in the 

community. 

ESD is central to the delivery of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 2030 

Agenda. Therefore ESD needs to be part of the current national conversation that is taking place 

about sustainability, climate change and the increasing global inequalities that have been 

exacerbated by COVID-19. Education on such important societal challenges must be kept to the 

forefront of national policy making. ESD is key to equipping learners of all ages with “the relevant 

knowledge (the ‘what’), the key dispositions and skills (the ‘how’) and the values (the ‘why’) that will 

motivate and empower them throughout their lives to become informed active citizens who take 

action for a more sustainable future”. 

The ESD to 2030 Public Consultation Paper and ESD Survey was developed with input from the 

Departments’ ESD Advisory Committee – which is comprised of representatives from other 

Government Departments, educational programmes, higher education, the teacher unions, the Irish 

Second-Level Students’ Union, and a range of NGOs. 

UNESCO, the lead UN agency for ESD, published Education for Sustainable Development: a 

roadmap1, in 2020. This provides a global framework for the further implementation of ESD to 2030. 

UNESCO stated that ESD must be integrated into global, regional and national policies which relate 

to education and sustainable development so that these policies can create an enabling 

environment for pedagogies that support individual empowerment and provide skills for socio-

                                                           
1 https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374802  

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374802
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political engagement. Coordinated efforts are encouraged for ESD to find synergies with other 

relevant national and international agendas, and policies on education and sustainable 

development.  

The UNESCO roadmap identified five key priority action areas for ESD to 2030: Advancing Policy; 

Transforming Learning Environments; Building Capacities of Educators; Empowering and Mobilising 

Youth; and Accelerating local level actions. This framework provided the structure for the Irish public 

consultation paper and this report to align the Irish National Strategy for ESD to 2030 with the 

international agenda for ESD for 2030.  

 

2. General observations 

Key messages from the consultation process 

Relevance of ESD in the current global context 

 ESD is highly relevant in a rapidly changing world, where we are faced with complex and 

inter-related global issues, such as climate change, the biodiversity crisis, migration, a rise in 

far-right populism, racism and growing global inequalities exacerbated by COVID-19. Care for 

the planet, its people and sustainable lifestyles should be central to education.  

 The emergence of new social movements demanding change, such as Black Lives Matters 

and School Strikes for Climate, reflects growing public concern with global issues such as 

racism and climate change. 

 The EPA’s recent report on the State of the Environment in November 2020, proposes a 

decade of action in the 2020s.  

 The Third Report and Recommendations of the Citizens’ Assembly2 found that citizens in 

Ireland feel powerless to respond to the climate crisis in their everyday lives – one of the 

report’s six overarching themes argues that greater public engagement and education are 

essential to any strategy tackling climate change.  

ESD and Lifelong Learning 

 ESD is included as a target in SDG 4.7, as well as being an enabler for the achievement of all 

17 SDGs. A number of Irish higher education institutions (HEIs) are utilising the SDGs as a 

framework to inform and underpin their teaching and learning, research and wider activities.  

 While youth is an important target group, it is equally important that people of ALL ages and 

backgrounds are able to engage in ESD, to support the societal transformation required for 

sustainable development.  

 Integrating ESD with the principles of flexible and lifelong learning can assist in improving 

equity of access for wider socio-economic groups in Irish society. 

 ESD, as an integral part of lifelong learning, is the key to building the awareness and capacity 

needed to address the climate crisis and embedding a commitment to sustainability within 

our culture.  ESD’s integrated approach (examining environmental, social and economic 

dimensions) enables such global issues to be addressed in a holistic way and not in isolation.  

 Core values of ESD include a commitment to human rights and anti-racism. Educational 

bodies need to be made aware of their public sector duty, as it relates to human rights and 

sustainable development, with a view to mainstreaming these areas. 

                                                           
2 How the State Can Make Ireland a Leader in Tackling Climate Change (Citizens’ Assembly, 2016) 
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 The transformation of our society will require people, skills and knowledge that can 

transform the overall economy into a green economy and not the creation of a separate 

parallel economy. Respondents strongly emphasised the need for ESD to be embedded 

across all levels of education and all disciplinary areas, where appropriate, not just restricted 

to areas such as STEM. There are opportunities for education providers to rebalance 

educational offerings to support upskilling and reskilling for the green economy. 

 Critical-skills needs in the labour market, to support sustainable development and green 

jobs, should be factored into the design and delivery of education at the post-primary and 

tertiary levels, with guidance supports playing a key role in making students aware of the job 

roles and pathways available to them. 

 The urgency of the climate and biodiversity crisis is not currently reflected in educational 

structures, cultures and documents and this needs to be addressed by reviewing relevant 

policies and processes across educational institutions. 

 A distinction should be made between public awareness raising on sustainability and ESD as 

a deeper educational process that leads to the development of complex ESD/sustainability 

competences. Sustainability competences should be considered core to universal learning 

outcomes at all levels. 

 

3. Advancing Policy 

Key messages from the consultation process 

Inter-departmental and stakeholder coordination 

 With a number of different government departments and strategies having shared and 

mutually reinforcing objectives, there is a need to ensure that an appropriate mechanism is 

in place to support inter-departmental and stakeholder coordination, to maximise impact.  

 It was proposed that a multi-stakeholder Steering Group be established to support the 

implementation and monitoring of the strategy and promote a sense of mutual 

responsibility and opportunities for sharing information and learning. A number of strong 

and influential working groups could be established under this Forum, to drive forward 

actions in the strategy.  

 One respondent proposed that the Oireachtas sub-committee on Education, Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science should review updates on ESD at least 

once a year.  

 A number of submissions proposed the development of a sectoral network to enable deeper 

and more seamless collaboration on ESD and sustainability, across both formal and non-

formal education.  

 The key role and expertise of civil society in supporting the implementation of the ESD 

Strategy, was highlighted in a number of submissions.  

 The purpose of the Annual ESD Forum should be reviewed, albeit there was interest in 

continuing with such an event, or series of events, to facilitate networking, sharing of good 

practice and research on ESD among stakeholders.  
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Policy alignment and coherence 

 The importance of coherence across government, including policy alignment and synergies 

between the ESD Strategy and in particular the following strategies and initiatives was 

expressed:  

o SDG National Implementation Plan (in development) 

o Climate Action Plan, 2021 

o DFA/Irish Aid Global Citizenship Education Strategy (2021-2025) 

o National Access Plan 2022-2026 (in development) 

o Impact 2030, Ireland’s Research and Innovation Strategy  

o National Smart Specialisation Strategy (in development) 

o National Volunteering Strategy 2021-2025 

o Adult Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy (2021-2030) 

o Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy for schools (in development) 

o Future FET: Transforming Learning, The National Further Education and Training 

Strategy  

o National Youth Strategy 

o National Action Plan Against Racism (in development) 

o Creative Ireland Programme 

o Our Rural Future: Rural Development Policy 2021-2025  

o Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities Strategy 2019 - 2024 

o The Public Libraries Strategy ‘Our Public Libraries 2022 – Inspiring, Connecting and 

Empowering’. 

 

 Links to the Access and Inclusion agenda – the links between ESD – core values of which 

include equality, diversity, human rights, social justice – and SDG targets 4.33 and SDG 4.54, 

were highlighted. It was noted as important that ESD policies are cognisant of the same 

inclusion and diversity principles underpinning the education system, with particular 

attention to the objectives of the Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) Plan 

(2017) and the forthcoming National Access Plan 2022-2026. 

 Community Education Framework – Further Education and Training (FET) community 

education provision reaches approximately 50,000 learners annually. With the development 

underway of a community education framework, there is scope to include specific provision 

for ESD in the framework.  

 

Awareness and understanding of ESD  

 The importance of awareness raising about the new strategy was emphasised, so that key 

stakeholders are familiar with the objectives and how to engage and support its delivery.  

 A challenge identified in multiple submissions is the confusion that can arise through the use 

of multiple inter-related terms, such as: Education for Sustainable Development; Education 

for Sustainability; Education for Environmental Sustainability; Global Citizenship Education; 

Development Education. It is important that there is a shared understanding of ESD and in 

                                                           
3 SDG 4.3: By 2030 ensure equal access for all women and men to affordable quality technical, vocational and 
tertiary education, including university 
4 SDG 4.5: By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure equal access to all levels of education 
and vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples, and children 
in vulnerable situations 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/6223e-climate-action-plan-2021/
https://www.irishaid.ie/media/irishaid/whatwedo/whoweworkwith/civilsociety/21-024---Global-Citizenship-Education-Strategy_V5.1_Digital.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/27c78-impact-2030-irelands-new-research-and-innovation-strategy/#:~:text='Impact%202030%3A%20Ireland's%20Research%20and,innovation%20on%20many%20national%20priorities.
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/3cba6-national-volunteering-strategy/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/655a4-adult-literacy-for-life-a-10-year-literacy-strategy/
https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/64d0718c9e/solas_fet_strategy_web.pdf
https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/64d0718c9e/solas_fet_strategy_web.pdf
https://www.creativeireland.gov.ie/en/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/4c236-our-rural-future-vision-and-policy-context/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/d8fa3a-sustainable-inclusive-and-empowered-communities-a-five-year-strategy/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/56d1d4-our-public-libraries-2022-inspiring-connecting-and-empowering-commun/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/56d1d4-our-public-libraries-2022-inspiring-connecting-and-empowering-commun/
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particular that the multi-faceted nature of ESD is made clear, encompassing its social, 

economic and environmental dimensions. There is a risk of fragmentation and weaker policy 

implementation in the absence of this. 

 It was raised that a distinction should be made between ‘education about sustainability’ and 

‘education for sustainability’ – the latter encompasses an action dimension, with an 

emphasis on attitude and behaviour change, in addition to knowledge acquisition.  

 The clear links to development education/global citizenship education (GCE) (DFA/Irish Aid’s 

new strategy will focus on GCE) were emphasised. Development education includes a focus 

on multiple perspectives, linking between local and global issues, development of critical 

thinking skills and taking action towards a just and sustainable world. In particular, 

development education questions political and unequal power relations between developed 

and developing nations and encourages individuals to consider their own complicity in global 

injustices. 

 Sustainable development must be tangible and understood by all learners – plain English and 
an inclusive approach should be adopted, to ensure an understanding of sustainable 
development concepts among the general public and in education. 

 Young people and their representative organisations can play a role in supporting social 
media campaigns and websites to channel information about ESD. 

 

Funding and incentive systems  

 A number of submissions emphasised the importance of aligning funding and incentive 

systems with ESD/Sustainability objectives. For example, it was proposed that 

ESD/Sustainability should be monitored through the System Performance Framework in 

higher education, with the potential to link HEI funding to a demonstrated commitment to 

sustainability. 

 A mechanism for co-ordinated funding of NGOs to support their work in the area of ESD 

should be considered. 

Frameworks and tools to monitor and evaluate progress on ESD 

 ESD is integral to SDG 4.7 and Ireland is obliged to report on progress towards this goal at a 

national and international level. To date, there is no singular framework in place to support 

this process. It was proposed that this could be a focus of the new Strategy on a cross-

departmental basis (working in particular with Irish Aid/CSO) to develop a framework to 

monitor implementation and progress towards SDG 4.7, that is consistent with international 

requirements for reporting on SDG 4.7. 

 A number of international assessment tools, that address aspects of ESD were referenced as 

a means of monitoring progress on ESD at a national level.  

 The importance of monitoring progress on ESD/Sustainability objectives was emphasised 

and consideration should be given to how to support education providers and leaders to 

integrate ESD into their institutional policy frameworks and develop ambitious and coherent 

policies and action plans on ESD against which progress can be assessed. 

 The Department of Education’s Inspectorate has committed to reviewing Looking at Our 

School: A Quality Framework for Primary / Post-Primary Schools to ensure that the 

framework articulates expectations and makes provision for the promotion of ESD in 

teaching and learning. 

 The Athena Swan Charter was highlighted as an example of an important transformative 

initiative for gender equality in higher education institutions. The potential to introduce a 
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similar framework to drive progress on ESD/Sustainability across the higher education sector 

was raised. Other examples that could be used as reference points for the development of 

such a Charter/Framework include the Campus Engage Charter and Healthy Campus 

Framework. Such frameworks provide key principles to guide education providers, while 

allowing them to develop specific actions appropriate to their institutional context.  

 The Green Campus and Green Schools programmes were highlighted as existing initiatives 

that many higher education institutions and schools are engaged with, and which are subject 

to an application/review process.  

Quality assurance processes 

 A number of submissions highlighted the opportunity to embed ESD in quality assurance 

processes. For example, consideration could be given to including ESD/Sustainability criteria 

as part of the validation or programme review processes for education and training 

programmes accredited by QQI. The 2020 Teaching Council guidelines for course 

accreditation ‘Céim’ may provide a useful reference here.  

 In higher education, the optimum time to introduce ESD is at programme design / review / 

validation / revalidation stage.  

 Priority 1: Advancing Policy - possible objectives 

1.1 Collaboration: Strengthen international, inter-departmental and multi-stakeholder 
coordination, to facilitate information sharing, accountability and engagement on ESD. 

1.2 Policy alignment: Support policy alignment and coherence across government and among 
government agencies, in areas linked to ESD. 

1.3 Communication: Raise awareness and understanding of ESD and its centrality to lifelong 
learning among key stakeholders. 

1.4 Mapping and monitoring: Develop existing and new frameworks and tools to monitor and 
evaluate progress on ESD and enhance accountability. 

1.5 Research: Create an enabling environment for research to inform effective policy and best 
practice for ESD 

1.6 Funding and incentives: Explore potential to align funding and incentive systems with 
substantive and structural sustainability and ESD 

1.6 Award Standards: Progress inclusion of ESD in award standards 

 

4. Education and Training – Transforming Learning Environments 

Key messages from consultation process 

Leadership for ESD 

 Support was expressed for whole-of-institution approaches to ESD. The role of senior 

leaders in education bodies in providing leadership on ESD was emphasised, with a need for 

both top-down and bottom-up approaches. It is recognised that leadership is a crucial factor 

in the successful implementation of ESD. 

 It was noted that the different management and patronage structures and networks 

between primary and post-primary level schools should be reflected in the strategy’s 

approach to leadership for ESD. The needs of small and multi-grade primary schools should 

also be considered.  

 The need to adequately resource and reward ESD/sustainability post-holders to embed ESD 

in all aspects of education provision was raised with the following proposed: 
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o Including ESD in the roles and responsibilities of holders of Posts of Responsibility in 

Schools.  

o In further education, assigning responsibility to a dedicated staff member in ETBI to 

drive and coordinate the delivery and integration of ESD across relevant 

programmes in ETBs and the professional development of FET practitioners/tutors, 

should be considered. 

o In higher education, it was noted that Sustainability Managers typically have wide-

ranging briefs and are over-stretched – it was suggested that additional dedicated 

roles are required to ensure that ESD permeates all aspects of higher education, 

including teaching and learning, research and innovation, university outreach and 

campus operations.  

o Additionally, a number of submissions identified the need for engagement and 

leadership for ESD (in Teaching and Learning, Research, Third Mission activities) to 

be recognised and rewarded in terms of career progression and promotions in 

higher education.  

ESD competencies 

 Some of the key competences that were suggested as areas that learners should develop 

through engaging in ESD include: Systems Thinking; Critical thinking; Integrated Problem 

Solving; Collaboration and Self-Awareness; Empathy; Resilience, Sustainability leadership. 

 The importance of developing transversal skills through relevant ESD education and training 

provision was raised - skills such as advanced cognitive skills, problem-solving skills, social 

skills, creative thinking, design thinking, digital skills and emotional intelligence skills.  These 

skills will be required in addition to the technical skills needed for sustainable development. 

 Reference was made to the Council of Europe’s Competences for a Democratic Culture5, as a 

useful guide that could inform competencies to be developed at all levels of education in a 

lifelong learning approach. It was noted that a number of HEIs (such as UCC) have developed 

graduate attributes that reflect similar competencies to those identified by the Council of 

Europe. 

 The development of a European sustainability competence framework is one of the policy 

actions set out in the European Green Deal as a catalyst to promote learning on 

environmental sustainability in the European Union.  

 Implementing a tool to monitor sustainability literacy among learners was proposed – the 

Sulitest 6initiative was referenced as a tool that could be utilised in higher education.  

Pedagogical approaches associated with ESD 

 A number of submissions made the case that ESD is at the heart of quality education. Whole 

of institution approaches to ESD were proposed. 

 ESD approaches should create and enable behaviour change to embed the policy goals of 

the National Strategy on ESD to 2030, the SDGs and the Climate Action Plan, among other 

strategies. 

                                                           
5 https://www.coe.int/en/web/campaign-free-to-speak-safe-to-learn/reference-framework-of-competences-
for-democratic-culture  
6 Sulitest is an international tool that was created to help Higher Education Institutions, Companies and 
Organisations around the world ensure that their graduates, employees, stakeholders and managers 
demonstrate core knowledge about the global challenges of the 21st century. 
https://www.sulitest.org/en/vision-mission.html  

https://www.coe.int/en/web/campaign-free-to-speak-safe-to-learn/reference-framework-of-competences-for-democratic-culture
https://www.coe.int/en/web/campaign-free-to-speak-safe-to-learn/reference-framework-of-competences-for-democratic-culture
https://www.sulitest.org/en/vision-mission.html
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 ESD pedagogies have a strong relationship with a constructivist approach to teaching and 

learning, which emphasises active learner engagement and collaboration in constructing 

knowledge. Trans-disciplinary and inter-disciplinary holistic approaches were highlighted.  

 ESD signature pedagogies referenced, and which have been embedded to a significant 

extent in education provision in recent years, include those that are:  

o problem-based 

o design-based 

o challenge-based 

o technology-enabled learning  

o participatory 

o value the voice and agency of the learner 

o value criticality and reflection 

o leave space for creativity and imagination 

o inquiry-based learning, which functions as an action-oriented and transformative 

approach to ESD, which motivates and empowers learners to connect with, care for 

and take action to protect their world 

o place-based learning and project-based learning, to build ecologically and socially 

resilient communities 

 Attention should be paid to the emotional dimension of ESD work, which aims to change 

hearts, minds and behaviours. 

 A number of submissions felt that the new strategy should promote and extend 

opportunities for outdoor learning through ESD at all levels. The network of Outdoor 

Education and Training centres operated by the Education and Training Boards were 

referenced as a potential resource in this regard. 

 ESD approaches should engage meaningfully with global justice principles that are at the 

heart of Sustainable Development.  

 

Embedding ESD in curricula and programmes at all levels 

 Further embedding ESD in relevant curricula and programmes at all levels of education, to 

ensure that learners acquire knowledge, skills and attitudes to promote and advance 

sustainable development was a significant focus of submissions. Specific issues were raised 

at different levels of education and issues raised are delineated below.  

 Curricula need to be pluralistic and adaptable to various contexts and individual diversity. 

Inclusion of references to the role of affect (or emotion) in ESD and consideration as to how 

students and teachers can feel supported and empowered to take an active part in 

sustainability policy. 

 The principles of universal design for learning (UDL) should be promoted across all 

educational levels to support more inclusive learning environments. 

 The mapping of existing programmes that support ESD and identification of gaps was 

proposed in a number of submissions. 

 It was requested that funding be made available to support further collaboration on 

programme development underpinned by ESD principles between different actors, such as 

collaborations between Further education and Higher education institutions and bodies 

offering youth education, or sports initiatives. 

 Some suggested that care should be taken to avoid an overt focus on ‘Reward’ programmes, 

over depth of learning in ESD, particularly relevant to Schools.  
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 With regard to initial teacher education (ITE) programmes, it was noted that the inclusion of 

Global Citizenship Education and Education for Sustainable Development within the Céim 

standards provides a positive environment for change in ITE over the next 4-5 years. 

 The Strategy should consider how to further strengthen links and partnerships with 

Enterprise across the tertiary education sector, to ensure that employees develop the 

required skills for sustainable development and for meaningful participation in the circular 

economy. 

 

Early Learning and Care 

 Demand for a Green Pre-Schools programme from the early learning and care sector, with a 

waiting list for participation following a pilot in 2012, was noted. It was indicated that this 

could be rolled-out if resourced, with the potential to further enhance ESD in early learning 

and care.  

 It was suggested that a specific ESD plan for the early learning and care sector, with 

reference to Aistear’s principles as appropriate, could be developed. 

Primary Level 

 As work to finalise the current draft Primary Curriculum (NCCA, 2020) progresses, there is 

scope to further enhance the visibility of ESD within the framework. A pedagogical approach 

that places children’s voice, choice and agency at the heart of the framework, and which 

incorporates inquiry-based learning would be warmly welcomed.  

Post-Primary level 

 It was suggested that the curriculum could further support ESD learning by allocating more 

time to Environmental Education, Climate and Biodiversity. 

 A number of submissions referred to Geography as a key space for ESD and its place in the 

new Junior Cycle Curriculum was a concern expressed.   

 Stakeholder collaboration on the development of Transition Year modules, to help educate 

students on the Sustainable Development Goals was proposed. 

 The ongoing review at senior cycle was cited in a number of submissions as an opportunity 

to further embed ESD. 

 Further development of the senior cycle aspect of the TAKE 1 programme and extension to 

non-ETB schools was proposed. 

 It was proposed that the State Examinations Commission should be tasked to compile and 

report on where ESD is reflected in assessment and that the Inspectorate also has a role to 

play in supporting or assessing ESD in schools. 

Further Education and Training  

 A call for an increased focus on adult and community education in the next Strategy was 

made, including a focus on promoting and developing critical global literacy and empowering 

communities to take action for sustainable development in their communities.  

 Respect and Equality are two principles which underpin the core values of the ETB sector. 

ESD can assist in embedding and supporting knowledge and skills linked to equality, diversity 

and inclusion among learners.  

 Reported progress in the previous strategy indicated over 300 courses in FET already linking 

to ESD. However, there is an opportunity to more explicitly integrate ESD into FET provision, 

as well as pedagogical and teaching and learning capabilities. To support a wider range of 

learners to engage in ESD, the FET sector should explore the development of accredited ESD 
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provision at levels 1-6 on the NFQ. Non-accredited programmes at levels 1-4 are also 

required to support adult learners to begin their ESD journey and it was noted that there are 

a range of part-time courses already available in this regard, on topics such as 

Understanding Climate Change, Sustainable Living. 

 Teagasc, the Agriculture and Food Development Authority, engage with approximately 5,000 

to 6,000 learners annually through Further and Higher Education programmes. They 

expressed a need to strengthen curriculum content to reflect future environmental 

sustainability needs at the next QQI Level 5 and 6 award review. 

 Examples of initiatives that are already underway and that would align with the objectives of 

the ESD Strategy include:  

o The ETBI ‘Take 1 Programme’, developed in 2019 for the ETB post primary sector 

aims to support schools to engage with the SDGs as part of ESD. There is an 

opportunity to incorporate the ‘Take 1 Programme’ into relevant courses as part of 

the curriculum in the Further Education sector. 

o The SOLAS Green Skills Action Programme. This project is underpinned by SDG4: 

Quality Education and links specifically to Target 4.4 and Target 4.7. It includes a 

focus on provision in Near Zero Energy Building (NZEB), Retrofit and the 

development of new and innovative Green Skills modules, as well as provision for 

upskilling and reskilling in areas linked to sustainability.  

o In 2021, Skillnet Ireland launched a new national initiative to address climate talent 

and skills development called Climate Ready – Talent for the Green Economy. It is 

designed to accelerate Ireland’s capacity to transition to a low carbon economy, by 

assisting SMEs on their sustainability transformation journey, building capacity to 

embed and deliver ESD in their company’s further education practices. 

 

Higher education 

 Participants in the HEA consultation event (Dec 2020) felt that much of the emphasis in HEIs 

to date has been in the areas of campus operations and carbon efficiency and they 

advocated for a greater focus on curriculum reform going forward.  

 A number of HEIs are using the SDGs as a framework for their teaching and 

learning/research. 

 There is scope to further integrate and mainstream quality ESD in curricula. It was noted that 

this requires time and adequate resourcing and that any developments related to 

embedding ESD across higher education curricula, should be supported by meaningful 

consultation with those who learn, those who teach, and those who shape related policy 

and practice at a local level. 

 In higher education, the optimum time to introduce ESD is at the programme design /review 

/ validation/ revalidation stage.  

 The UCC Connected Curriculum initiative was cited as a national exemplar for a whole of 

university approach to integrating civic and community engagement and sustainability in the 

curriculum. 

 It was proposed that a suite of compact modules on ESD could be designed and developed, 

based on identified needs, which could be deployed with educators from pre-primary 

through to further and higher education to enhance capacity. The modules could include 

coverage of the core concepts, principles, signature pedagogies and key competencies (as 

outlined by UNESCO) in education for sustainable development. They could also include case 
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studies of effective ESD integration aligned within thematic areas outlined within the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

 Similarly it was proposed that ‘capsule’ modules on the topic of sustainability could be 

developed, to act as short stand-alone inputs on sustainability, or combined for more 

sustained learning for sustainability within formal and non-formal education contexts. 

 The emergence of micro-credentials was also referenced as a possible space for ESD, with an 

Irish Universities Association (IUA) led project offering scope to develop and promote micro-

credentials on ESD, gender equality, climate action and related themes, in partnership with 

enterprise, public sector and civil society partners. The IUA project is underpinned by the 

values of ‘Leadership in Lifelong Learning’ and ‘Tackling Economic and Societal Challenges’. 

 The opportunity to stimulate demand for learning about sustainable development across a 

range of professional and business areas, through part-time and flexible courses for those in 

employment and those seeking to upskill, with funding from the National Training Fund was 

highlighted. 

 In terms of student awareness of options to avail of learning opportunities linked to ESD, it 

was proposed that a Roadmap/List of programmes be developed across providers. The 

option to include the SDGs symbol as a badge on college prospectus with courses that are 

mapped to the SDGs was raised. 

ESD resources 

 The availability and accessibility of ESD resources and research was a focus of some 

submissions. Currently there are a plethora of resources available across various 

organisations in the training and education system in the sustainable development space. 

 While resources for primary and post-primary levels are available centrally via Scoilnet, 

there may be scope to further enhance visibility of hubs where ESD resources and research 

relevant to further and higher education settings can be found. Education providers and 

individual learners need to be supported to navigate the system(s) and prioritise the offers 

that are relevant and responsive to their needs.   

o For early years education, it was noted that there is a need for additional resources 

and programmes on climate change.  

o For primary and post primary levels, a mapping exercise of existing resources was 

suggested. 

o Ensuring centralised, up to date, simplified and age referenced teaching resources 

are easily accessible, including exemplars to support teachers. 

o Potential to explore engagement with DECC re availability of Irish language materials 

on the SDGs for use in the FET sector. 

 Ensuring the quality of educational resources developed was raised, particularly in relation 

to climate change education. It was proposed that a steering committee be established to 

develop a framework or criteria for the development of future resources and to review and 

assess existing resources, as well as associated professional development opportunities. 

School and Campus environments as places and educational spaces for sustainability 

 In line with a whole of institution approach to ESD, respondents highlighted the potential of 

School and Campus environments, as places and educational spaces for sustainability.  

 The role of Green Schools and Green Campus, supported by An Taisce and the Department 

of the Environment, Climate and Communications (DECC), in assisting Schools, HEIs and FET 

providers to embed ESD into learning and their operations was highlighted. While circa 95% 

of schools participate in the Green Schools programme, in higher education, 18/40 
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campuses engaged with the Green Campus programme have achieved their Green flag and 

there is an opportunity to increase this number further. 

 A number of submissions suggested that the use of Outdoor Learning should be promoted. 

The network of Outdoor Education Centres are potentially a useful site for ESD activities. 

 Notwithstanding the work already underway through the Green Campus programme, it was 

noted that increased supports, resources and guidance are needed for higher education 

institutions to ensure campuses become exemplar locations, demonstrating impact in terms 

of sustainability energy, biodiversity, access, equality etc. This is of particular importance in 

light of the new carbon budgets and reporting that will be introduced as part of the Climate 

Action Plan.  

 There is considerable scope to trial innovative solutions to sustainability challenges on 

higher education campuses, as they are in effect like mini-towns or cities, and can serve as 

‘living laboratories’. 

 In terms of wider school and campus operations, a number of submissions referenced 

particular actions that could be taken to improve the overall sustainability of learning 

environments, encouraging and/or requiring those learning and working in these 

environments to adopt sustainable practices. A number of such areas are reflected in the 

Climate Action Plan, published in 2021. Examples of areas identified in submissions include: 

o Energy and Waste Management – aligning with new legislation to promote a 

Circular Economy; publishing carbon footprint reports annually; developing common 

KPIs across providers to monitor sustainability objectives; retrofitting buildings; 

reducing waste from catering facilities. 

o Green Procurement – seeking inclusion of sustainability criteria in national contracts 

and frameworks for procurement of goods and services by education providers. 

o Transport – Transport to and from educational providers as a focus; encouraging 

cycling and walking. For example, the new Safe Routes to School Programme was 

launched in March 2021, by the Department of Transport, the National Transport 

Authority (NTA) and An Taisce Green Schools and encourages as many pupils and 

students as possible in primary and post-primary schools to walk and cycle to school. 

 Priority 2: Transforming Learning Environments – possible objectives 

2.1 Leadership: Develop and support leadership for ESD 

2.2 ESD Competencies / Transversal Skills: ESD competencies core to learning outcomes  

2.3 ESD Pedagogies: Promote and support the use of ESD pedagogies among educators 

2.4 Embedding ESD: Further embed ESD in curricula and programmes at all levels to ensure 
learners acquire knowledge, skills, values and dispositions to promote, advance and take 
action for sustainable development 

2.5 Educational Resources: Enable access to high quality resources for ESD 

2.6 Whole institution approaches: Transform Early Learning and Care Settings, Schools and 
Campus environments into places and educational spaces for sustainability 

 

5. Capacity building of educators 
It was evident from the level of interest and engagement in the various consultation events that 

there is a large cohort of highly motivated and talented staff and students, in addition to other 

relevant stakeholders, committed to progressing the ESD agenda in Ireland. Support to further build 

the capacity of educators to lead and deliver ESD to learners was a strong focus across the range of 

submissions and inputs received.  
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Teacher education and professional development 

 While much teacher education and continuous professional development (CPD) takes place 

within higher education institutions, separate attention to the needs and feedback of those 

involved in teacher education is worthy of consideration. Learning about ESD/GCE needs to 

span across initial teacher education (ITE), induction and in-service provision. A requirement 

already exists for the inclusion of Global Citizenship Education, including ESD, within all ITE 

programmes under the Teaching Council’s Céim Standards for Initial Teacher Education. 

 Cosán, the National Framework for Teacher’s Learning, provides a clear and accessible 

framework for ongoing professional learning to be recognised, in the context of teachers' 

status as registered professionals. 

 All teachers require support in developing strategies of dealing with complexities in the 

classroom. In order for higher education institutions to provide high quality support to all 

student teachers, further staff training for lecturers and tutors is required. 

 The opportunity to scale-up support for teacher professional development (including Adult 

and Community education) through targeted support for research and curriculum 

development in Centres of Excellence for teacher education was proposed.  

 Capacity building endeavours should bring together teacher educators in collaborative and 

supportive groupings to work together towards common goals as well as to share learning, 

research and experiences of teaching for sustainability. Opportunities for communities of 

practice and Teacher Education Networks to develop and receive support would be 

welcomed.  

 Greater incentives for post-primary teachers to engage in ESD CPD was proposed. For 

example, it was suggested that including CPD hours for teacher training on ESD under 

eligibility for substitution cover from DoE, may assist in boosting take-up of ESD-related CPD 

at post-primary level. It was noted that Primary School teachers receive Extra Personal Days 

that they can take over the course of the year, earned through participation in summer 

courses with an approved organisation. The development of a part-time upskilling 

programme for teachers in ESD could be explored and an examination of options to support 

teachers undertaking any programme through the Refund of Fees Scheme or other 

methods. 

 The opportunity to achieve greater reach through online provision of CPD courses on ESD 

was flagged, however further supports are required to deliver these. One example given was 

the Marino Institute of Education online CPD programme.  

Higher education 

 To effectively embed ESD in curricula and programmes, capacity building is required for all 

academic staff in higher education, particularly with regard to transformative pedagogies for 

ESD and interdisciplinary/multidisciplinary approaches.  

 A need for senior leadership in higher education institutions to receive training on 

ESD/Sustainability and the SDGs was raised. Technical support is also required to support HEI 

leadership to integrate ESD/Sustainability into institutional policy. Similarly, it was suggested 

that Professional, Management and Support Services staff would benefit from training in 

terms of managing wider campus operations, in a manner consistent with ESD principles and 

values.  

 It was proposed that a focus on sustainability should be included in induction programmes 

for all new staff and in staff professional development programmes. It was suggested that 

dedicated staff are required to coordinate staff training across disciplines and institutions. 
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 A number of submissions highlighted a role for the National Forum for the Enhancement of 

Teaching and Learning in Higher Education (NFTL) in capacity building initiatives for ESD. 

 The NFTL identified open education courses, as a means of supporting inclusion, equity and 

enhanced pedagogy for ESD and that this should be emphasised within the next ESD national 

strategy. 

 The IUA’s Campus Engage project was referenced as a key support for this broad area of 

work in universities.  

 Tools to support HEIs to develop case studies with qualitative evidence of impact were 
requested. 

 

FET  

 It was recommended that ESD be further integrated in Initial Teacher Education programmes 
for FET tutors. The Teaching Council Céim Standards could provide a model for this.  

 There is an opportunity to progress the professional development of FET practitioners in ESD 

course development and delivery through the FET Professional Development Strategy. 

Consideration should be given to support for FET practitioners to engage in professional 

development programmes in the area of ESD, as many tutors are part-time. 

o An example provided was work underway via the CDETB’s Climate Justice Education 

strategy 2019-2022. CDETB has adopted a two-strand approach, which includes 

stand-alone courses on climate justice and climate change for learners and support 

for trainers through training and resources to integrate climate justice into their 

teaching practice, across disciplines. CDETB piloted 3 courses in 2021, with positive 

feedback received.  

 Teagasc indicated that their research and Knowledge Transfer staff will have an important 

role to play in updating and upskilling Teagasc educators on environmental sustainability. 

 

Peer to Peer learning and collaboration 

 Peer to peer learning is viewed as an important capacity building support for both students 

and educators at all levels. A number of examples were provided of existing initiatives that 

could provide opportunities for sectoral learning. For example: 

o ECO UNESCO Youth for Sustainable Development Global Leaders and ECO-choices 

programme use peer education as an effective tool for engaging young people in 

ESD.   

o Through the work of Student Councils and Student Unions. 

o The EUA Thematic Peer Group, of which NUIG was a member, examined the 

Environmental Sustainability of Teaching and Learning in 2020/21; 

o IT Carlow is involved in a consortium with a mission to build human capacity in 

education for responsible living. 

 Interest was expressed in establishing a national network of higher education stakeholders 

/ESD Champions/ communities of practice to share learning on ESD. The Ubuntu Network 

and DICE Networks provide examples for this in initial teacher education at post-primary and 

primary levels.  

 Opportunities to showcase and share good practice at an international level would be 

welcomed – for example, resourcing an ESD colloquium with national and international 

speakers on a biennial or triennial basis (Green Campus FEE Network indicated that they 

could assist with this). 



 

17 
 

 There are significant funding opportunities available via Erasmus+ for international peer 

learning and collaboration on aspects of ESD, including awareness-raising about 

environmental and climate change challenges. Priority is being given to projects aimed at 

developing competences in various sustainability-relevant sectors, developing green 

sectorial skills strategies and methodologies, as well as future-oriented curricula that better 

meet the needs of individuals.  

 The Erasmus+ Work Programme outlines a number of objectives for 2022, including 

supporting actions that contribute to promoting education for environmental sustainability, 

for example by: 

o (i) raising awareness and prompting of concrete actions at both personal and 

societal levels for addressing today's environmental challenges;  

o (ii) developing the key competences (knowledge, skills and attitudes) for climate 

change and sustainable development especially the underlying science of the 

challenges and their possible technological solutions;  

o (iii) strengthening the professional competences of teachers;  

o (iv) testing of innovative practices to prepare learners from early school ages and 

educational staff to become "agents for change" (e.g. behavioural changes towards 

recycling, reduced consumption, and sustainable lifestyles); and  

o (v) supporting whole-school approaches to sustainability.  

Reward and incentives 

 It was suggested that the integration of Professional Development in ESD should be 

supported by appropriate Digital Badges and other systems of recognition for educators, 

where they do not yet exist.   

 Submissions highlighted the need for rewards and incentives to encourage and acknowledge 

educators that take on leadership roles with respect to ESD. A number of different ideas 

were proposed including support for: 

o ESD Teaching Fellows (Higher Education) 

o ESD Champions / Green Gown Awards 

o Embedding recognition for ESD and Community Engaged learning7 practice in 

promotional processes within higher education 

 In higher education, it was noted that support to enable academics to engage in 

interdisciplinary collaborations for ESD should be facilitated. 

 

 Priority 3: Capacity building of educators - possible objectives 

3.1 Capacity building: Systematic and comprehensive ESD capacity development in the 
education, professional development and assessment of educators at all levels of the 
formal and non-formal education system. 

3.2 Peer learning: Provide opportunities for peer to peer learning and sharing of good 
practice in ESD  

3.3 Rewards: Develop initiatives to recognise and reward excellence and commitment to 
ESD 

 

                                                           
7 Community-engaged learning and teaching are academic approaches that seeks to engage and accredit 
students, within the curriculum, for working in partnership with civic and civil society organisations (CSOs) to 
act on local societal challenges. (Campus Engage) 
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6. Empowering and Mobilising Young People 

Young people (under the age of 25) have expressed strong interest in engaging in ESD – reference to 

recent research by Students Organising for Sustainability demonstrates this demand; as do 

submissions from the Union of Students in Ireland and the Irish Second-Level Student Union.  

Young people are recognised as key contributors to sustainable development by other stakeholders 

also.  Empowering young people to engage with the SDGs is viewed as critical to understanding the 

challenges that the future presents to society, and to take advantage of opportunities presented by 

the green economy.  

An inclusive approach is necessary – ensuring the inclusion of young people that may have 

disengaged from the formal education system; and young people from a wide variety of 

backgrounds. Irish Aid’s Global Citizenship Education strategy will have a strengthened focus on 

engaging with a wider range of schools and young people from a variety of backgrounds and it will 

be important that there is strong alignment here with the ESD Strategy and the relevant government 

departments. 

Youth voice, leadership and recognition 

 The inclusion of youth voice as part of planning and decision-making for ESD /Sustainability 

is considered important. Young people should be supported to develop leadership skills to 

support them in contributing to these processes. The example of the Climate Ambassador 

programme was highlighted.  

 Young people should also have opportunities to lead initiatives for sustainable development. 

Youth projects provide a positive opportunity to explore sustainability through non-formal 

learning and in collaboration with communities.  

 There are opportunities for collaboration with organisations such as GAA, NWCI, Forόige, 

through the strategy in reaching and engaging young people.  

 The Creative Ireland Strategy has a Pillar on ‘Creative Youth’. Creative Youth has co-funded 

projects and activities to engage young people, often transition year students with links to 

ESD e.g. Fighting Words, Junk Koture. It is hoped that creativity can be embedded more 

holistically in education via policy, CPD, ITE and pedagogical practices, and the inspection 

model of the D/Education Inspectorate, across the curriculum. This marries with the 

pedagogical practices of ESD and active learning and engagement, and the empowerment of 

young people. 

 The role and involvement of Student Unions and Student Councils in driving and supporting 

actions for ESD was highlighted. The further promotion of Student Councils at primary level 

was suggested. 

 The importance of recognising young people’s contributions to ESD was emphasised. 

Positive examples cited include the BT Young Scientist Award and ECO-UNESCO Young 

Environmentalist Awards. 

Training and development for young people 

 The need for training and development opportunities for young people on ESD was raised. 
This can include peer to peer learning, non-formal learning, as well as formal learning.  

 There is potential to explore the role of the National Student Engagement Programme 

(NStEP) in supporting student engagement and leadership on ESD, particularly among 

Student Union representatives in higher education. 

 There is value in providing non-accredited ESD/global citizenship education opportunities to 

students in non-formal spaces, particularly training with an action orientation. This 
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recognises the need for spaces for young people to participate in ESD outside of formal 

structures, such as green schools committee, as not all young people will have confidence to 

put themselves forward as formal student representatives. 

o An example of an existing partnership initiative in higher education is the SUAS 

STAND programme. In partnership with USI, SUAS is working to expand its reach to 

smaller HEI campuses.  

 An idea to engage and upskill young people proposed was to host annual (or more frequent) 

“hackathon” events whereby a real world problem is presented, and the subject matter 

experts are drawn together to work towards an innovative solution. Seed funding could be 

offered for the best / most viable project ideas, to develop tangible solutions.  

Student engagement in ESD through volunteering 

 The opportunity for students to participate in civic action and contribute to social 

development and sustainable communities through volunteering was highlighted.  

 The need to raise awareness among students of the skills and graduate attributes that they 

can develop through such participation was emphasised. Scaling the StudentVolunteer.ie 

platform and giving students official recognition for their contribution to ESD through 

student volunteering by capturing non-formal learning in transcripts/diploma supplement 

was proposed. 

 There are significant opportunities through Erasmus + and the European Solidarity Corps for 

young people to engage in action for ESD. These schemes will fund volunteering and 

solidarity projects for over a quarter of a million young people aged 18 to 30 in Europe. The 

four key priorities under Erasmus+ and the European Solidarity Corps are: inclusion, active 

participation, supporting environmental sustainability and digital transformation 

 Priority 4: Empowering and Mobilising Young People - possible objectives 

4.1 Young People’s role: Recognise young people as key contributors to our sustainable future 
and ensure that they are meaningfully included in the design, delivery and monitoring of 
policies and programmes on ESD. 

4.2 Training and development: Support relevant training and development opportunities and 
tools for empowering young people to engage at local, national and international levels, by 
enhancing their knowledge, skills, values and dispositions to make themselves heard. 

4.3 Youth-led initiatives: Create policy and participation opportunities for young people to 
engage, upskill and use their voice for sustainable development online and offline, through 
Youth-led and Youth-focused groups, organisations and networks at local, national, and 
global levels. Encourage and support peer-to-peer learning, as part of this approach. 

4.4 Volunteering: Increase awareness and uptake of ESD and SDG-related volunteering 
opportunities among young people, which take place at local, national and European levels. 

 

7. Accelerating Local Level Actions 

 

School links to communities 

 The importance of linking schools with their communities was highlighted. School 

engagement with community organisations outside of their direct learning environment 

could help to address for example, social justice issues, anti-racism and support local 

sustainability projects (place-based learning). 
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 Existing structures should be maximised to support broader engagement, innovation and 

collaboration across schools and communities such as for example with Local Authorities, 

Public Participation Networks, Tidy Towns and Public Libraries. 

 Opportunities could be created for different schools to work together in their local 

community on sustainability focused projects. 

 Through BEACONS, the Teaching Council is leading a diverse group of stakeholders and 

people to explore new ways for supporting more and better conversations between 

teachers, parents and students at the local community level. ESD could be integrated into 

this initiative to improve engagement between local communities and national consultative 

processes on issues of common interest and importance. 

 

HE links to communities 

 The ‘third mission’ of higher education institutions in helping to build ecologically and 

socially resilient communities was highlighted, with a need for top down and bottom-up 

approaches. HEIs are well placed to capitalise on linkages with local communities and to 

contribute expertise to support local level actions. This can include outreach and on-campus 

ESD activities. 

 The IUA’s Campus Engage initiative is dedicated to supporting Irish higher education 

institutions to embed, scale and promote civic and community engagement across staff and 

student teaching, learning and research. 

 Technological Universities are specifically mandated to be responsive to the needs and 

interests of the stakeholders in the regions in which they are located. 

 There are opportunities to harness the knowledge and expertise of community partners 

including Pavee Point, Irish Refugee Council and other NGOs to enhance programmes in 

higher education. 

 Opportunities exist for work placements to focus on solving real world problems with 

communities, enterprise engagement.  

 The introduction of bursaries via the NFTL to enable Teaching and learning partnerships 

between HEIs and government agencies, NGOs and citizens to address societal challenges, 

including the SDGs, would be welcomed. 

Adult and community education 

 Forms of adult education that do not involve compulsory accreditation are well placed 

to build local, co-operative capacities in response to local conditions, which can 

empower communities and progress a deep sustainability education agenda. 

o A specific example provided was of the City of Dublin ETB Adult Education Service, 

which is rooted in local communities, with strong links to many civil society 

organisations and inter-agency community-based networks, making it well placed to 

engage large numbers of adults in programmes that explore local challenges and 

concerns alongside global issues of sustainability and social justice.   

o The Adult Education Service funds a wide range of independent adult and 

community education providers across the City through an annual grant system.   

This system should ensure that ESD is embedded into funded programmes. 

 ETBs would welcome opportunities to support in celebrating inclusion and diversity as part 

of the wider education community. There is potential to engage in a public showcase of the 

role of culture in sustainable development at local and national level. 
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 ETBs would welcome opportunities to collaborate with agencies and businesses at 

community level. 

 

Local authorities, enterprise and community actors 

 Meaningful and transformative actions for ESD can take place in local communities, 

particularly where stakeholders are supported to examine the needs and desires of their 

immediate environment and community. Civil society and community-based organisations 

can play an important role in facilitating this engagement with ESD.  

 The UNESCO Learning City Initiative has potential for advancing ESD in the community. 

 The development of local learning networks to deliver training and awareness on ‘green’ 

measures at local level (ASSAP programme; GIY initiatives, Leave no trace, NFGWS etc.) 

should be supported. 

 There is an opportunity to embed ESD into the My Journey Distance Travelled Tool , which is 

a validated tool that measures soft skills relevant to employment, education and training 

and personal development. This can be used by course providers with service users, and was 

designed for the Social Inclusion and Community Activation Programme (SICAP) by Pobal.  

 Under Pillar 2 of the Creative Ireland Strategy ‘Enabling Creativity in Every Community’, local 

authorities are required to produce Culture and Creativity plans, setting out how each 

county will encourage communities and citizens to engage, participate and enable their 

creative potential. There is significant potential for positive synergies here, in bringing 

creative responses to ESD in the community. The Creative Community activation fund (co 

funded by DECC), has funded a number of projects with links to ESD themes. 

 To accelerate sustainable solutions at local level and engage with wider community, 

engagement with DRCD on Broadband Connection points (BCPs) was proposed. The use of 

BCPs as pilot sites for community-based and innovative education and training programmes 

to improve access to ESD and connectivity can be advanced. 

 Policy instruments should promote and support the development of locally designed 

projects that can provide a stimulus for larger national projects and thereby create an 

environment of local and global citizenship. 

 There is a need to engage business representatives in upskilling and reskilling initiatives 

linked to ESD, to ensure that Irish enterprises (including SMEs) are equipped to contribute to 

the sustainability agenda and green transition. 

 It is important that education institutions engage with local authorities to ensure joined up 

strategies e.g. on waste management and transport.  

 Irish Aid plan to launch a revitalised “Community Initiative“, building on the learning to date  

from the Saolta  and Youth 2030 programmes  in the youth, adult and community education 

sectors, as part of their new Development and Global Citizenship Education Strategy.  

o Through the Saolta programme, workshops are held with Public Participation 

Networks across the country with the aim of integrating the SDGs into County 

Development Plans. 

o Aontas is one of the partners in the Irish Aid funded Saolta programme.  Goal 3 of 

the Aontas Strategy is ‘Lifelong Learning for Sustainability’. Under this strand, a 

Sustainable Development Learners as Leaders programme commenced in June. 

https://www.pobal.ie/programmes/social-inclusion-and-community-activation-programme-sicap-2018-2022/distance-travelled-tool/
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Culture 

 Creativity will be important in addressing global challenges. There is a role for the arts in 

helping to educate and communicate on global issues, as well as in deploying creative 

approaches in the delivery of ESD with learners. 

 Sport can play a key role in fostering an inclusive culture within communities - UNESCO has 

recognized that sport promotes values including fairness, teambuilding, equality, discipline, 

inclusion, perseverance, and respect and provides a universal framework for learning these 

values, which contribute towards a democratic and inclusive culture. There is potential to 

link with initiatives such as the GAA Green Clubs.  

 Intercultural learning is an important aspect of ESD – there is an opportunity to consider the 

experiences of newer communities living in Ireland and to invest in strengthened links with 

global communities in Ireland to learn from international perspectives.  

 Consulting and working closely with local stakeholders provides an opportunity to embrace 

and celebrate cultures and traditions and a shared vision of progress for all community 

members.   

 Learners should be asked to think critically about culture and specifically whose culture in 

their exploration of ESD (Decoloniality framework referenced). The ESD Strategy should 

embrace a multicultural perspective and create spaces to recognise and challenge dominant 

narratives. 

 Transforming educational institutions and the whole of society will require the challenging of 

cultural norms to embed a new culture of sustainability across society.  

 

 Priority 5: Accelerating local level actions - possible objectives 

5.1 Community linking and collaboration: Foster, support and expand links and collaboration 
between education providers and their local communities, civil society organisations and 
local authorities to educate, raise awareness and understanding of the need for action and 
engagement on sustainable development. 

5.2 Local authority engagement: Local authorities, in coordination with enterprise and all 
concerned stakeholders in the community, should consider and develop an action plan for 
how the whole community can become a learning laboratory for sustainable development 
and an important element of ESD for 2030 country initiatives, providing opportunities for 
all citizens and learners to become change agents. 

 

8. Research 

Research policy context 

The role of research in furthering the ESD and wider SDG agenda was explored in a number of 

submissions. Some felt that research should be included as a separate Pillar under the strategy, in 

addition to the five identified in the UNESCO Framework, whereas others felt it should fit under the 

‘Advancing Policy’ pillar.  

The national and international research policy context was considered: 

 Impact 2030: Ireland’s Research and Innovation Strategy (in development at the time of 

consultation) is expected to include a focus on research for public policy and issues such as 

Climate Change. Opportunities for alignment between the two strategies should be 

identified and pursued.  
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 Ireland’s Research Priority Areas for 2018-2023 include a focus on research related to 

Energy, Climate Action and Sustainability as key priorities. 

 Horizon Europe FP98, the EU’s key funding programme for research and innovation to 2027, 

has a budget of €95.5 billion. The mission’s approach will contribute to the goals of the 

European Green Deal as well as the Sustainable Development Goals. Across Horizon Europe, 

impact assessment will be based on how countries are working together to implement the 

SDGs across research and innovation. There is an opportunity to evolve the Irish sectoral 

response to better align higher education outputs with the ambitions of FP9. Horizon Europe 

Missions include:  

o Climate Neutral and Smart cities 

o Adapting to climate change, including societal transformation 

o Healthy oceans, seas, coastal and inland waters 

o Soil health and food 

 Irish higher education institutions are already actively involved in research on sustainability-

related topics. A number of examples of specialist research centres were cited. It was 

proposed that a national research centre on ESD in higher education should be established. 

 Enterprise-led research is crucial to developing industry specific ESD policy and integrating 

sustainability principles into further and higher education learning programmes. Skillnet 

Ireland has funded research projects that add to the body of knowledge of ESD and the SDGs 

in terms of sustainability, energy systems, sustainable finance and cultural diversity within 

the agri-food and bio-pharmachem sectors. 

 Irish Aid indicated that they would be interested in working in partnership with relevant 

stakeholders to provide funding for ESD related research through their Development and 

Global Citizenship Education Strategy.  

 

Thematic research related to ESD and SDGs 

 

A number of areas were proposed as a focus for research linked to ESD, including research to inform 

policy on ESD. Other areas proposed included: 

 Enhanced pedagogical research on ESD, so that teaching and learning approaches in 

different contexts are research informed. Educators should conduct research (particularly 

action research) on their practice to determine what works, with whom and why. 

 Research on the development of appropriate impact measurement methods and tools. This 

should include the development of ‘appropriate evaluation tools’ that move beyond 

measuring ESD/GCE in terms of numbers towards measurement of depth of criticality 

(thinking and analysis) and thoughtful action (change in professional and personal practice).  

 Research carried out in educational and research institutions has a role to play in 

monitoring, tracking and evaluating progress towards ESD targets via key performance 

indicators. 

 Link to Horizon Europe moonshot challenges – The understanding of educators, learners, 

communities, government bodies and other key stakeholders to gain deep insights into 

experiences and practices of ESD in Ireland. 

                                                           
8 https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-
and-open-calls/horizon-europe_en  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe_en
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 Action research call that seeks projects which deliver a positive outcome in terms of reduced 

emissions at the community level e.g. measurable change in community behaviour by mode 

of transport for example. 

 Research and strategies to reduce the gender gap in engagement among third-level students 

when engaging with GCE/ESD through non-formal channels.  

 A pan-country research project engaging youth organisations in a minimum of 5 countries to 

work together on how best to collectively capture SDG outcomes in the non-formal youth 

education sector. 

Research collaboration 

 It was suggested that teaching and learning research to inform ESD national policies could 

follow a similar research model to the current HE sector’s National Forum Next Steps 

Project9 which is examining how higher-level education can learn from the COVID-19 

pandemic.  

 The Teaching Council is working to promote research a central to teacher identity and there 

is potential to build a research movement for ESD among teachers, with their support.  

 It was proposed that a structured community PhD programme based on SDG 17 could be 

developed, to incorporate a focus on engaged research, community placement, and practice 

development. 

 The opportunity to partner with the EPA on Research was raised - EPA-funded 
environmental research and SDG-aligned research can inform ESD policy development and 
implementation - research that provides pathways for stakeholder engagement, EPA Citizen 
Science work and research linked to the SDGs. 

 Opportunities to host research collaboration events whereby key stakeholders, including 

academics, civil society, private sector can come together to explore partnerships for 

research grant opportunities would be welcomed. 

 Consider putting in place structures to leverage the outcomes of R&D to inform future 

policy. 

 Facilitate increased international collaboration on the grand challenge of ‘Reconciling 

Humanity with the Planet’, through established alliances like CHARM-EU. 

 

Sustainability criteria in research cycle 

 The Green labs initiative is being implemented in a number of higher education institutions 

and could be further rolled out across the sector. 

 There is an opportunity to link access to research funding to sustainability assessment, 

through a similar mechanism to that introduced for gender assessment, as part of the 

Athena Swan Charter.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-

level-education-can-learnhttps://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-

to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/from-covid-19-pandemic/  

https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/2021/05/11/minister-harris-launches-project-to-examine-how-higher-level-education-can-learn-from-covid-19-pandemic/
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 Priority 6: Research – possible objectives 

6.1 Research environment: Create an enabling environment for thematic research 
related to ESD and the SDGs 

6.2 Sustainability criteria: Consider introducing sustainability criteria, as part of the 
research lifecycle 

6.3 Engaged research: Researchers in higher education should explore how they can 
better integrate students, civil society groups and policymakers in research projects. 

 

9. Other themes emerging 

 

Digital  

 The use of technology for ESD learning, can facilitate bringing in multiple perspectives into 

the classroom, for example linking with schools in the Global South.  

 However, it can also present challenges for dealing with complex issues in the classroom and 

ensuring participatory pedagogies are used. 

 Digital strategies for schools should be aligned to the aims of ESD 

 The COVID-19 crisis and the response of the education system has seen the application of 

new and innovative means of integrating social, environmental, and other themes into the 

classroom (virtual and real) and immediate efforts should be made to capture these 

experiences, expertise and knowledge. 

Monitoring and evaluation 

 There was a clear message throughout the submissions that monitoring and evaluation 

mechanisms need to be put in place to evaluate progress on SDG 4.7. 

 Reference was made to reviewing guidance within policy recommendations made in 2020 by 

C. Holland et al to G20 leaders with respect to monitoring and evaluation of ESD integration 

at national levels. 

 It was noted that “What is measured gets managed” 

 There is a need to develop a robust monitoring and evaluation framework with SMART 

targets to track and evidence progress. 

 The need to go beyond course titles with ‘sustainability’ to assess extent to which ESD is 

embedded in programmes, by including review of learning outcomes and assessment 

methods. 

 View expressed that policy frameworks which may emerge, and associated tracking systems, 

should be considered in the context of the wider reporting frameworks that already exist 

rather than creating parallel reporting structures. 

 The need for an appropriate mix of quantitative and qualitative metrics for measuring 

educational processes and outcomes was highlighted. 

 The need to invest in institutional data collection systems to help prepare higher education 

institutions to gather data required for reporting under the System Performance Framework, 

Climate Action Plan, Horizon Europe funding calls and the Times Higher Education Impact 

Rankings, among other reporting requirements.  

 ESD should be included as part of assessment processes in education programmes. 

 Invest in a comprehensive ESD stakeholder mapping to provide an overview of strengths and 

gaps in the current implementation of ESD/GCE in the formal and non-formal spaces, 

including links to local communities. 
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International links 

 Considerable opportunities (and funding) available via Erasmus+ for capacity building, 

exchange for teachers, higher education professionals and learners. Erasmus + priority on 

sustainability. 

 Opportunity to benefit from international perspectives, through active membership on 

International working groups in the field of ESD, through international students and new-

Irish communities, participation in mobility opportunities for Irish educators and learners. 

 European Universities inititaive – sustainability is one of the core values underpinning 

partnerships. Opportunities to develop innovative programmes through these initiatives.   

 Horizon Europe – mission-oriented challenges. 

 Performance in International Rankings – Times Higher Education Impact Rankings (SDGs) is a 

driver for higher education institutions.  Irish universities are currently well represented in 

this ranking.  

 Higher education institutions should be encouraged to place additional emphasis on 

sustainability in their international partnerships. 

 


