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‘ By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire 
the knowledge and skills needed to 
promote sustainable development, 
including among others, through 
education for sustainable development and 
sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender 
equality, promotion of a culture of peace 
and non violence, global citizenship and 
appreciation of cultural diversity and of 
culture’s contribution to sustainable 
development 



https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/2111education%20and%20sdgs.pdf



Education for Sustainable Development goes beyond Target 4.7

To: Education for the SDGs: 17 Goals, 169 targets,
> 3000 estimated connections

- Sustainable development is the greatest challenge to humanity and 
justice in the world

- How we engage with it must be holistic and

- Reflect the complexity/interconnections

- ‘Sustainable’ is not sufficient - need to engage with ‘regenerative’ and 
‘restorative’ 



• Education can be transformative but learning 

approaches themselves need to be transformed 

to deliver an education which can deliver a 

regenerative, restorative and sustainable future

• An integrated approach in HEIs is needed to 

advance/live such an education:

- Knowledge – disciplinary, interdisciplinary, 

transdisciplinary

- Skillsets – critical thinking etc

- Mindsets, attitudes, behavioural change

• Research, Education, Innovation & the living 

campus framework must collectively become the 

instrument of educational delivery for learners

Not the traditional approach.

But European Universities are unique….

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://www.peoplematters.in/article/training-development/spearheading-digital-transformation-in-learning-17509
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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Sphere of Influence of an alliance goes beyond a single University

European Universities Alliances can play a unique role - an 

innovative experimental arm and enhanced pathways to deliver 

a restorative and regenerative approach to the  SDGs 

• Communities of change – living labs and testbeds

• Can experiment with leading edge pedogogical approaches, 

common science agendas and Research & Educational 

integrity framework and governance

• Collaborate across cultures and mindsets

• Learn from and contribute to our members

• Knowledge creating teams across research, education and 

innovation

https://freepngimg.com/png/11878-innovation-png-picture
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/


Transformational Module:
Driving Regeneration, Sustainability and 
climate Protection, with focus on 
institutional, organisational and cultural 
approaches
- Proposed and led by CHARM-EU with 
Una-Europa



Sustainability is a lens through which all the missions of a HEI need to viewed in 
order to live an approach which reawakens us to the ‘Age of Nature’
=> Promotes behavioural change 



Step 1

•Baseline Mapping of current sustainability and climate 
protection measures in all aspects of campus activity

•Identification of baseline from which changes can be made

Step 2
•Examples of Good practice

•Innovative thinking

Step 3

•Preparation of HEI sustainability Campus roadmap and climate 
action plan

•Should incorporate social, environmental and economic criteria

Transition to sustainable Campus

Proposed Module Guidance



Governance

Policy 
Development

Research, Education & 
Innovation

The campus as a 
living Lab

Following elements should be taken into consideration:



Governance:

• Internal structures to record and report on goals
• Adequate resourcing
• Making HEI finance and investments more sustainable
• Developing University/HEI level projects that generate 

equity
• Internal funding schemes to support innovative ideas
• Flexible work schemes
• Communication to promote behavioural change and 

strengthen awareness and commitment of students and 
staff

• Managing digitization of systems in order to reduce 
carbon footprint



Policy Development:

• The inclusion of guidance from internationally recognised 
principles in all University/HEI policies (administrative, 
academic, operational and research)

• Policies to support adequate external stakeholder 
engagement

• The inclusion of recommendations/guidance from EU 
policies – eg green procurement

• Policies to support sharing of educational and research 
infrastructure and resources within and between 
Universities/HEIs

• Balancing of internationalisation, mobility and travel 
needs



Research, education and innovation:

• The development of skills provisioning and training to embed eco-friendly and 
sustainability criteria and practices in all education, research, innovation and outreach 
projects

• Engagement with external stakeholders to drive sustainability initiatives
• Support for the development of innovative, entrepreneurial starter/spin off companies 

which address SDGs
• The enabling of synergies between research and education -> future based 

sustainability skills
• Inclusion of sustainability in common science agendas/engagement plans with other 

HEIs in Europe and beyond (particularly in the Global South)
• Support for the development of interdisciplinary/Transdisciplinary 

research/researcher career and education-enabled approaches
• Build on knowledge created from projects already funded – test/validate toolkits
• Provision of platforms to enable and encourage student-led sustainability engagement 

activities



The Campus as a living lab:

• The incorporation of the New European Bauhaus and low 
impact principles in building design, retrofitting, operation 
and renovation

• Provision of cooperative and collaborative spaces and 
opportunity for stakeholder engagement

• Transitioning the campus to a carbon neutral, sustainable, 
living lab space which ensures accessibility and inclusion 
across all of its community



“The reality is that this issue is much too important to be left to 
politicians and to the United Nations. It's an issue for all of us, and 
it's an issue where we need more and more momentum.”
- Mary Robinson, climate activist and chair of the Elders.

Alliances can go beyond innovative thinking to operationalise and provide this 
momentum to become sustainability pioneers: 

- to make sustainable development personal in all our lives and in so doing

- to advance education across our entire community for a sustainable future





Current and future ESD in Higher Education 

CHARM-EU Annual Conference

Dr. Antje Brock 
13.01.2022



Line of Argument 

1. Context

2. Development of ESD in Higher Education

3. Why we need an Update / Readjustment of ESD

4. Some didactical implications



1. Context: (E)SD is mature for mainstream

General environmental/sustainability awareness: „Umweltbewusstseinsstudie“(UBA 

2019, 2021, n = 2.000)

Most important topics: 

• 2019: Nr.1: Environmental and climate protection

• 2021: Nr. 3: Social justice, Nr. 4 Environment and climate (after educational and

health system)

• Stated lack of action of responsible sectors: industry, economy; policy

• Stated gap between own awareness and action

• Transcends extent of knowledge and sympathy for SD!

• Aim of SD accepted by majorities (at level of general principles, not concerning concrete

solutions) within last  few years

• Megatrend which defines the future for decades to come

• -> What does that deep shift mean for ESD and for HEIs? 



Context: ESD 2030-Implementation Structures Germany





Findings - Document Analysis (2017-2019)

• 1.015 documents from higher eduaction (> 4.500 total)
• General trend: Increasing references to ESD and SD   

(often mere mentioning!)
• Often at level of content, not ESD-didactics in HEIs
• Clear trend towards (E)SD implementation: 

- University Development Plans
- Target agreements: federal states and universities

„While considerable
momentum can be ob-
served within the political
and mostly federal state-
controlled laws, plans, 
and agreements, the
analyzed documents [...] 
written by higher
education institutions
prove to be less ambitious
at present.“ 

(Holst et al. 2020:11)

„[S]ystem of higher education is characterized by a 
controversial tension between the constitutionally
granted autonomy of institutions and the societal or
political attempts to influence their directions“ Holst 
et al. (2020:10)“ (Holst et al. 2020:11)



Findings - Expert interviews

• Societal responsibility vs. autonomy of HEIs

• Oscillation between external demands (society, politics, job market etc.) and academic

traditions

• Hurdles for (E)SD: still: „thinking in disciplines“

• Leverage points: 

- Enhancing SD-profile of HEIs

- Students as (co-) creators of SD, 

- Increase (E)SD-related funding

(Singer-Brodowski, Etzkorn, Grapentin-Rimek: 2019)



Findings – Quantitative Study

● Online study April 2018 Sample: 2.564 young people (14-24 yrs) and 525 teachers

● Measured (E)SD implementation, knowledge, attitudes, emotions, behavior & 

well-being

● 50% of students & apprentices and 1/3rd of pupils never encountered SD in 
educational institution

● Stresses a bottle neck „from projects to structural implementation“ of ESD:

○ Qualification of multiplicators

● Clear wish for more (E)SD

(Grund & Brock 2020; Grund & Brock 2019; Grund & Brock2018)



Which role did ESD play in your teacher training at the university? (2018) 

ESD and teacher training (incl. Vocational training)

(Brock & Grund, 2018) 



ESD – Status Quo (2018) vs. ideal 

ESD de-facto (2018)* ESD - desired**

Total: 9% 34% 

Pupils: 10% 35%

Teacher (incl. Voc. 

training)
16% 43%

Pupils all-day schools: 15% 37% 

Students: 8% 34%

Apprentices: 9% 31%

*“In approximately how many percent of your current total class/study time at your educational institution do you see clear

references to SD?“ 

**„In an ideal educational institution that completely corresponds with your vision: How many percent of your total 

class/study time would show clear references to SD?“(0% = no references, 100% =clear references during whole study time)

(Brock & Grund, 2018; Grund & Brock, 2018) 



There is a problem/challenge, created by a success of past
sustainability-related education... 

Need for updating/ adjusting ESD?  

Awareness and

knowledge, yes! 

But what about

motivation and

well-being?

SD becomes mainstream



Hope concerning the global future? (2018, n > 3.000)

(Grund & Brock, 2019)

• Future scenarios: desirability and

expectation regarding 6 future

scenarios (in 50 years time)

• 3 positive and 3 negative scenarios

dealing with climate change, social

inequality and digitalization

• Example positive climate change

scenario:  „All parts of society

became aware of the importance of

climate change and curbing it has

been made the top priority. By that, 

the earth system could be kept

stable"



Awareness and Hope - SD

• Awareness concerning SD-challenges already before FFF etc., but:

• 75% of the sample are pessimistic about the global future

• LCA: 50% of the sample are sustainability-affine but disillusioned

• Lower probability of positive socio-ecological futures  lower well-being

→  Seems gap between SD- related problem awareness and.... 

(Brock & Grund, 2018; Grund & Brock, 2018; Grund & Brock, 2019; Grund & Brock, 2020)



Problem size - Agency -Gap

Perceived (collective) 
agency

Perceived extents and kinds of
sustainability problems



Update of ESD – One core task: Decreasing Problem size- Agency -Gap

Concrete, (effective) 
solutions/ -heuristics

Politics/ 
Individual 

action

+

Perceived extent of problem

SD-relevant Information

Education



(Ojala 2017)

GAP – didactical implications? 

Getting stuck in „hyper-
activation“of concern/ fear,

pessimism, fatalism

Denial, Distancing, 
belittlement, 

distraction, cynicism

Conveying realistic view and
effective possibilities for action

Downplaying Catastrophizing

Didactical attitude

Reaction Educands



Didactical implications – Connecting SD and Well-being: 
Double-checking underlying assumptions about co-creators of SD?

Critically reflecting – and counterbalancing – underlying assumptions of well-
being: helplessness, worry, sadness, frustration regarding the global future 
are widespread (Ojala 2016)

Image of athletic, robust mental state Low well-being – mental overload



4. The future of ESD

• Study: ESD-practitioners in non-formal ESD-sector (n > 632) in 2019 
• Likely high transferability to HEIs
• Expectations concerning next 10 years of ESD:
• Increasing awareness and informedness of learners
• SD-topics: 

- increasingly politicized and polarizing (system-relevant questions)
- but also more solutions-focused

• Expected central (classical) themes in future: climat change, biodiversity, social justice, 
new themes: Quality of change needed: deep transformation

-> Ambivalences SD: 
• Its polarizing vs. cohesive power

(Brock & Grund, 2020)



Implications for ESD - Didactical balancing act

• Conveying extent and quality of SD-challenges – fostering individual 
and collective agency

• „Problem-size-agency- fit“

• But: Differentiation who should be transformed first
(children/young people vs. decision makers)?! 



More Pull, less Push

• „The value of incentives energizes behavior: no drive that “pushes” 
is required because the goal is “pulling” the acting individual.“                    
(Beckmann, Heckhausen 2018)



• Relevance of positive initiations for Bildungs-processes
underestimated & under-researched (Walsh et al. 2020; Bethelmy & 

Corraliza 2019)

• Relevance of emotions within transformative learning is
underestimated (Taylor, 2001; Buttigieg & Calleja, 2020)

• „Self-transcending experiences“ (STEs) (Yaden et al. 2017) 

->  „epistemic emotions“ (awe, wonder, feeling moved
etc.) that can change relation with world/others (Keltner & 

Haidt 2003)  

Self-transcending emotions

Brock & Grund, 2020



• „ There is a distinct lack of magic and enchantment (this does not refer to the
supernatural type of magic, simply those powerful ‘awe and wonder’ experiences that
drew us into our subject—the ‘wow’ factor) coupled with a lack of holism that makes the
overall experience memorable and life enhancing.“(Dyer 2007:394)

• Experiences: Vague, but strong perception of meaningfulness, self-sufficient, memorable, 
can point towards existential level

One type of pull: Fostering emotionally resonant relations
with the world



Connectednes with nature



Connectedness with nature



Connectedness with places



Connectedness with people



• Focus on imagining realistic, but desirable futures for young people, systematically
supporting them (Hicks 2014) 

• Future(s)-workshops (Zukunftswerkstätten) (Jungk, Müllert 1987, Lauttamäki 2014)

• Backcasting

• Designing „classical“ elements in attractive and timely manner (excursions, 
exchanges etc.)

• “Emotionally literate“ seminars (Cefai 2014)

• Didactics of „controversial issues“, 

• Topics which can evoke strong emotions, conflicting explanations, interests, 
values -> potential to polarize (Kerr/Huddleston 2015, Pace 2019)

Didactical Implications for HEIs 



Didactical Implications for HEIs

• Less push doesn‘t mean feel good-(E)SD

• Focus on „we“, „supportive collective“,  constructive social bonds

• Kindle sense of mattering

• Addressing educands as co-creators of SD-transition presupposes and fosters
trust and agency

Guiding question: How to shape memorable, meaningful, educational experiences
that foster agency and connectedness? 



Holst et al. (2020)


