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THEME ARTICLE

The UN resolution calls for UNESCO to ensure linkages
between the Decade of Education for Sustainable
Development (DESD) and the Education for All (EFA)
movement, which includes the literacy decade. One of the
four major thrusts of ESD is to reorient education
programmes to include knowledge, skills, values and
behaviours related to sustainability in each of the three realms
of sustainable development highlighted at the World Summit
on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg:
social, environmental and economic. It is through the
application of learned knowledge, skills, values and
behaviours – outcomes of a quality education – that we can
change the way we and others live to ensure a sustainable
present and future. 

Why is the quality of education so pertinent
today?
Traditionally the quality of education has been an internal
affair, the responsibility of educational authorities at
governmental and institutional levels. Today, however, NGOs,
businesses, a range of government ministries and the general
public are all taking an interest. To explain why education has
become a more high profile issue, several key factors have to
be taken into account.

First, the growing importance of the quality of education
cannot be divorced from the heightened salience of education
policy and education reform within the whole range of public
policy, mainly because of the acknowledged linkages between
education and economic performance, participation in the
global economy, and the building of knowledge societies.
Much concern about the quality of education derives from the
belief that good education is an effective lever of economic
growth and development in this age of accelerating
globalisation.

Second, the nature of the problem has been redefined.
Traditional approaches to the quality of education have often
relied upon ‘proxy’ measures such as increases in financing
and other inputs in the level of educational provision. While
clearly not irrelevant or unhelpful, such outlays may not
prove decisive when another criterion for defining and
measuring the quality of education is used, namely,
measurable educational outcomes (knowledge, competencies,
skills, and behaviours). Governments and citizens are
increasingly concerned about the discrepancy between outlays

and outcomes – what is learned – and this necessarily raises
further questions about ‘what works?’ in teaching/learning
processes.

Third, such questions are fuelling a growing trend towards
greater government interest in and use of evidence through
which student attainment may be monitored both nationally
and cross-nationally. This interest has two important
dimensions. The first is whether students are learning the
right things to lead a decent life in a fast-changing world. The
second is closely related. Monitoring of student performance
over time and comparatively, including across national
boundaries, can provide information vital for assessing how
well or how badly education systems are preparing young
people for future adult roles as creative, thinking citizens who
can sustain themselves and contribute to the well-being of
their families, communities, and societies.

Fourth, such information is becoming more politically
sensitive as it points to the unevenness of quality both within
and between education systems. Quality varies widely from
one education system to another and, within a single
education system, there may be sharp variations in quality,
e.g. between public and private schools; between urban and
rural schools; between education for the majority and
education for minorities, immigrants, the marginalized, etc.
Even in the same classrooms boys and girls can have
significantly different learning experiences. The unevenness
of quality is a critical issue facing education systems and is
particularly important in regard to the widening education
gap between countries, the tasks of development, and the
effects of internal disparities on social cohesion.

Fifth, the growing diversification of societies is placing
fresh demands upon education systems and is challenging
assumptions about the purpose and functions of education.
Issues concerning the quality of education cannot be
separated from these developments, which have an impact on
the learning environment provided by schools. Problems of
discrimination, racism, and violence within schools affect
learning opportunities and learning achievement.

Sixth, and directly related to the point above, are questions
that point to the fundamental purposes of education. Why are
we teaching and learning? Disparity in educational quality
often mirrors other disparities, which many view as directly
tied to the fulfilment of human rights. Thus education is
being asked to become one tool, of many, that can build
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societies based on peace, equality and democratic practice –
societies that support sustainable development.

‘Quality education’ as a dynamic concept
Attention to the concept of quality education has come to the
fore as learners, parents and communities, educators, leaders
and nations acknowledge that what is learned and how
learning occurs is as important as access to education. 

One difficulty is that while most people understand
intuitively what they mean by ‘quality of education’ there
may not be a common understanding of the term. The
conventional definition includes literacy, numeracy and life
skills, and is linked directly to such critical components as
teachers, content, methodologies, curriculum, examination
systems, policy, planning, management and administration.
Basic skills remain essential but education is increasingly
understood to be more than ‘reading, writing and arithmetic’
and extends to the ‘expanded vision’ of education as
articulated at the Jomtien Conference on Education for All in
1990 and re-affirmed at the Dakar World Education Forum in
2000. 

There is a demand for education to reflect upon its
relevance to the modern world. While in the past much of the
emphasis related to cognitive understanding and
development, now there is a need to also address social and
other dimensions of learning. Education is expected to make
a contribution to addressing sustainable human development,
peace and security, and quality of life at individual, family,
societal and global levels.

UNESCO promotes quality education as a human right
and supports a rights-based approach to the implementation
of all educational activities. A quality education must reflect
learning in relation to the learner as individual, family and
community member, and as part of a world society. 

ESD in this evolving concept
The goal of the ESD decade is to promote education as a
basis for a more sustainable human society. This means that
one of the purposes of education is to inculcate a deep and
broad understanding of sustainability in learners and to equip
them to be able to, and to want to, live their lives in a
sustainable manner. Thus, education must:

• develop an awareness of the concept of sustainability;
• ensure that the system is clear in its objectives – the

question of why we learn (what are the expected learning
outcomes) being of equal import as what we learn, how
we learn, where we learn and who learns;

• enable learners to understand the importance of
integrating among disciplines and the nature of inter-
disciplinarity;

• allow students to develop the skills to understand and act
on both the global and local nature of the wide range of
issues that are included in sustainable development; and

• instill in learners that ability and will to integrate
sustainable living practices, for themselves and others, in
their daily lives.

A key point here is that this goes beyond the acquisition of
knowledge, although that is important. The idea here is
simple, but not simplistic – it is to ensure that education for
sustainable development includes but is not limited to
education about sustainable development. It must include the
practice of the principles of sustainability.

UNESCO’s conceptualization of a quality education is one
that promotes and supports sustainability. It includes and goes
beyond issues of environmental education, to embrace the
more holistic vision of sustainable development that came out
of the WSSD at Johannesburg. In particular, it is concerned
with application of the principles and ethics that underpin the
outcomes of the WSSD.

A framework for understanding components
of a quality education
At a practical level, UNESCO is concerned about six key
dimensions of quality education from a rights perspective. 

1. A quality education is one that seeks out learners and
assists them to learn using a wide range of modalities,
recognizing that learning is linked to experience, language
and cultural practices, gifts, traits, the external environment,
and interests. It is inclusive and can adapt to different
learning needs.

2. What the learner brings to her or his own learning and to
that of a group is extremely important. Learners must be
healthy, well-nourished, and ready to participate and learn.
Children born into poverty, girl children, and those speaking
a minority language or dressing differently due to cultural
norms are more likely to be discriminated against and less
likely to receive the care and benefits that will enhance early
development and learning. The diversity of experiences and
perspectives, especially those relating to sustainable
development, which can add significantly to the learning
experience, are frequently ignored or devalued.

Every learner that is excluded from accessing, participating
in, or contributing to education is a learner who stands to
miss out on learning what is needed for sustainable
development. From the beginning, omission is a commission
of an act against sustainable development. 

3. Educational content is well understood as a component of
quality, but this needs to be re-examined in light of the
changes that have occurred in the world, and information
technologies and globalisation processes that have in some
ways brought societies closer together. Much of what is
taught world-wide is no longer relevant to learners. There is a
need for relevant curricula and materials for literacy,
numeracy, and ‘facts and skills for life’, which include
education on rights, gender equality, respect for the earth and
other life forms, health, nutrition, HIV/AIDS, peace, and
respect for, and appreciation of, diversity. 

These and other topics are all important content for
sustainable development if we are true to the mandate that
was put forward at Johannesburg. In particular, the skills for
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life and the commitment to gender equality can make a long-
term difference with regard to achieving sustainable
development. The skills for life, eg. self-confidence and good
decision-making, will stand learners in good stead to use the
other knowledge and competencies gained from a basic
education in support of a sustainable future. The global
change that is required for a sustainable future will not be
possible of fifty percent of the world’s population is not an
active partner.

Culture has particular and valuable contributions to make to
the content of education. It plays a major role in shaping how
problems are articulated and solutions sought, as well as
being essential to the development of personal and national
identity. Understanding different cultures and their
contributions facilitates a better understanding of how others
interpret the world we share.

Thus, we are not arguing so much for a subject area in the
curriculum called sustainable development. Rather, we are
proposing that, just as sustainable development reflects the
interaction of numerous actions in many different spheres, so
the ideas, issues, topics and problems related to sustainable
development should be integrated into what, how and where
we learn.

4. The processes of education are a frequently overlooked
aspect of quality. To put in place practices and behaviours
that support sustainable development requires a sense of
responsibility and citizenship on the part of every learner.
This cannot occur unless learning/teaching processes
confirm, on a daily basis, the equality of those learners as
individuals and as stakeholders in our shared future. Quality
educational processes require well-trained teachers able to
use learner-centred teaching and learning methods, and life
skills approaches. Even the term ‘learner-centred’ must be
reconstructed to address issues of disparity and
discrimination, eg. with regard to culture, language, and
gender. Teachers who do not value other cultures, do not
accept different cultural perspectives, or tend to overlook or
undervalue learners who represent different cultural
backgrounds foster learning processes that are not conducive
to achievement by all. 

5. Evidence is mounting that the learning environment must
also be considered part of educational quality. There must be
adequate hygiene and sanitation facilities, and, if possible,
health and nutrition services in the vicinity. School policies
and their implementation must promote physical and mental
health, safety, and security. The psycho-social environment
also deserves serious attention so that practices such as
gender discrimination, bullying, corporal punishment, and
forced work are eliminated. Learning environments need to
be responsive to cultural differences, both physically, and in
terms of recognising different values and approaches. There
are many wonderful opportunities to integrate into the
learning situation traditional knowledge and practices that
support sustainability.

The physical learning environment is much easier to
understand in terms of learning to live sustainably.
Environmental issues such as cleanliness, pollution, and
recycling are relatively easy to address, even with very young
learners. These are the kinds of issues around which
youngsters, particulaly, organise very well. However it is
important to remember that the environment is only one of
the WSSD pillars and that environmental issues can be a
good entry point to dealing with the social and economic
pillars. 

6. An enabling environment that is rights-based and
supportive of sustainable practises is important. A quality
education must be offered within a managerial and
administrative system that also supports effective learning.
This presupposes a system that is well managed, with
transparent processes guided by the implementation of good
policies and an appropriate legislative framework. It also
requires sufficient resources, recognizing the full range that
can be brought to bear in support of education.

How realistic is this vision?
Most important is that this vision can be made operational –
it can be put into practice in villages and in towns, in homes
and universities, in the North and the South. This vision can
be implemented because it is an approach not a recipe, and
quality improvement is an incremental process. There is no
single starting or ending point because there is no one ‘right’
way to do it. 

What is important is to recognise the principles and ethics
that underpin a commitment to sustainable development and
ensure that they are put into practise in all learning situations,
formal or nonformal, regardless of the age or other
characteriscs of the learner. In practical terms, for example,
ongoing reform of teacher education would provide
opportunities to address the processes and content of
education; a food for work programme might address issues
of hunger preventing learning; and a textbook review process
can ensure that examples provided in texts are illustrative of
sustainable practices.

UNESCO’s vision of quality is one based in human rights
and an understanding of universal human values. It
recognizes cultural and historical roots of learning and
knowledge and the realities of the 21st century. It believes
that these aspects are fundamental to sustainable
development. It is a unifying concept that is not uniform. 

We ask you to join us in promoting a new vision of quality
education as the key to a successful Decade of Education for
Sustainable Development.

Mary Joy Pigozzi is Director of the Division for the
Promotion of Quality Education, UNESCO

This is an edited version of a speech given at the Global
Environment Action Conference, Tokyo, Japan, October,
2003
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