Implementation of the ESD Strategy: What’s it for? 

Firstly we must be clear that this is an education for sustainable development strategy - not a sustainable development strategy. 

It is not simply about delivering a set of preferred sustainable development skills or behaviours (whatever these might be deemed to be from to time). Any skills, whether ‘hard’ or ‘soft’, can be applied equally effectively to sustainable or unsustainable development.

The strategy aims to get people THINKING and LEARNING about sustainable development. Rather than simply focusing on skills, perhaps we should talk of inculcating a disposition towards sustainability. This could include: 

· a sense of connectivity (or a ‘systemic view’)

· a respect for other people and other things in other places and times 

· a sense of wonder at the world

· an openness and willingness to learn

While these dispositions may be ‘learned’, they are not easily ‘taught’ – so the ESD Strategy suggests exploratory educational approaches such as experiential learning, teaching outside the classroom, philosophical inquiry and reflection, simulations and discovery through learners’ own investigations. How we educate is as important as what we teach.
As we hope to educate in this way, so we should attempt to win support for ESD in the same exploratory and reflective manner because there is a real danger in attempting to preach to others or telling them what to do. 

For example, at this moment, leading universities in England are hostile to an ESD strategy consultation document issued by their Government funding body. They claim it is prescriptive, that it is teaching a new Government orthodoxy of sustainable development, some even view it as an assault on academic freedoms. Their perception may be inaccurate but this negative reaction has undone years of patient hard work. 

Addressing ESD more effectively will mean change and any complex system finds change problematic. Simply supplying copies of this ESD Strategy will not be helpful. NGOs traditionally work with disadvantaged members of society; our approach should also be to work with those in power, understanding their problems and supporting them as they work out their solutions. We should aim to be on hand to help:

· acknowledge the good things that they are already doing

· advise their advisers

· provide illuminating examples of practice from elsewhere

· supply positive criticism 

· share our challenges and failures

We will be more effective if we take a long-term view of cultural and organisational change and find ways of inviting people and organisations to consider what ESD and SD will mean for them. They will come up with their own action plan – don’t write it for them… even when you are invited to do so. Facilitate.
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� A great deal of relevant work that is NOT labelled ESD already takes place in ‘the mainstream’. Some examples in the UK post 16 sector include: 


- improving levels of basic literacy and numeracy (termed ‘skills for life’ in the UK)


- generic cross-sector skills for the regeneration of poor areas (‘skills for sustainable communities’)


- efforts to find ways of developing ‘generic employability skills’


Although these initiatives are promoted for the purposes of economic development, they can still be applauded as a component of an ESD strategy – but we must remember that wealth is not an end in itself. Over the last 50 years people in the UK have become wealthier but not happier. The UNECE ESD strategy outlines an education for a healthy, happy, just society.





