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Following recent revisions, there are now two main aims for
the school curriculum in England: [i] providing pupils with
opportunities to learn and achieve; [ii] promoting pupils’
spiritual, moral, social and cultural development, and helping
preparation for life: 

‘The school curriculum should ... develop (learners’)
awareness and understanding of, and respect for, the
environments in which they live, and secure their
commitment to sustainable development at a personal,
local, national and global level’ (DfES/QCA, 1999: 11).

What can we make of this? At least three reactions seem
possible. Firstly, an ‘at last’ response; in the period leading up
to the 1999 review, there was a spirited effort by a broad
coalition of NGOs to have a focus on sustainable development
included in the national curriculum. Such groups can feel
some satisfaction here. However, many will probably take a
‘not enough’ view, being disappointed that so little flesh was
actually attached to the bare bones of the directive quoted
above. Some will certainly regret that the sustainable
development education panel’s elaboration of seven key
concepts in terms of values, skills and understandings, and its
identification of specific learning outcomes at each of key
stages 1 to 5 did not find their way into national curriculum
documentation (SDEP, 1998: 31-44). Others, meanwhile, will
have been relieved that the government did not impose these
on largely unaware schools. 

However, judging by draft QCA materials it seems likely
that the seven concepts will re-emerge as guidance to
schools in England, and that exemplar approaches will only
be provided if they illustrate ways of addressing the
concepts. In Northern Ireland (OWC/EEF, 2000: 16-22), a
matrix shows how knowledge, understanding and skills
might develop over the key stages based on a similar
conceptual expression of sustainable development. A
detailed study of such documents is important as, grappling
with challenging ideas, they show how difficult it is to guide
without being directive. This is not to argue that there is
nothing of merit here; rather it is to wonder whether such
detailed elaborations are the best way of helping schools
navigate their way through these difficult waters at this time,
and to argue that more thorough research studies should have
been carried out before getting to this stage.

Others will likely take a ‘too much’ perspective, viewing
the shift from environmental education to sustainable
development education as either unnecessary, in that nothing
is gained, and/or problematic because the contradictions in the

language make ‘sustainable development’ meaningless. See
Pawley (2000) and Stables (2001) for an exploration of such
arguments which have existed in one form or another through
the 1990s (Jickling, 1992; Jickling and Spork, 1998; Knapp,
1998).

Alan Reid and I (Scott and Reid, 2001: 23/24), in exploring
the new national curriculum aims, asked: ‘Should the
curriculum be used expressly for the purpose of securing (with
all the value implications this carries) something as
fundamental as a commitment, to something as vague as
sustainable development (with all the ideological implications
this carries)?’ We argued (after Foster, 2001) that it is
unhelpful to use education directly to attempt to achieve the
goal of sustainable development because society cannot use
education and learning in an instrumental way to bring about
what it can only possibly understand through education and
through learning. 

Paradoxically, this means that sustainable development and
learning are inextricably linked because education in its many
forms is needed to help people learn what sustainable
development can mean. We argued (p. 24) that it is possible
for the school curriculum to set out to secure learners’
personal commitment to sustainable development provided we
mean by this that ‘the curriculum has to encourage and enable
people to think about their lives in relation to sustainable
development, and thus think about sustainable development
itself, not in the abstract, but in the crucible of everyday
decision-making’. Only in this way can curriculum bring a
critical focus to bear on the ‘relationship between social
development and economic opportunity, on the one hand, and
the requirements of the environment on the other’ (Unesco,
1997). We concluded (p. 24): 

‘Sustainable development is inescapably important to us –
whatever it turns out to entail. The curriculum not only can
be used, but needs to be so used, to help us view our lives
in the sustainable development context, and sustainable
development in the context of our lives. Perhaps securing
our personal commitment to doing this doesn’t seem quite
so problematic a purpose for curriculum, after all.’

But this vision of educational institutions enabling and
encouraging learners to explore in an open-minded and open-
ended fashion what the concept can mean in relation to their
own lives and interests (see Gough and Scott, 2001) is
somewhat different from a prescription of learning outcomes
built on specifications of key concepts dispensed by
government. And here is another paradox: the role of schools
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is integral to processes of thinking and learning about what
might constitute appropriate futures, but its role has to be
limited. As Jensen and Schnack (1997: 165) argue: ‘... it is not
and cannot be the task of the school to solve the political
problems of society. Its task is not to improve the world with
the help of pupils’ activities. These activities must be
evaluated on the basis of their educational value and
according to educational criteria. ... The crucial factor must
be what students learn from participating in such activities...’.
And Lindblom (1992: 219), in discussing learning from action
in the context of incomplete information, argues that ‘citizens
...(will need to) do what they have learned and then learn
what they have done.’ These reminders of the core role of
learning, and its dialectic with doing, are crucially important. 

Such arguments support the idea that schools need to be
free to mediate policy and educate pupils about sustainable
development with their curricular and pedagogical discretions
unfettered by rigid guidance about what to teach and what
should be learned. So what role is there for specifications of
key concepts and associated learning? 

Perhaps citizens can have three kinds of responsibility. The
first is to become as informed as possible about sustainability
issues, and to think about these in relation to their own lives
and interests. The second is to be able to weigh arguments,
discuss possibilities and practicalities and come to a conscious
view about what actions to take (or not) – as an individual, in
the family, and at work – and to know why such actions
should (or should not) be taken. The third is to act (ie live),
whilst keeping under personal review the appropriateness of
actions. 

So what can education do in relation to this, and what are
practical ways forward? Perhaps educators have four kinds of
responsibility: one, to help learners understand why
sustainability ought to be of concern to them. Two, to help
learners gain plural perspectives on issues from a range of
viewpoints (for example, looking at the killing of whales from
the perspectives of indigenous societies as well the more usual
conservation versus whale-meat arguments). Three, to provide
opportunities for an active consideration of issues through
appropriate pedagogies which, for example, might begin from
learners’ (and teachers’) different interests and explore the
range of values attached to them, helping pupils understand
what they are learning and its significance. And then, to
encourage them to make up their own minds as to what to do,
individually and socially. Carrying this out in relation to the
wider world, and to how pupils’ lives and interests interact
with it, is crucial. Doing less than this seems neglectful; doing
much more runs the risk of indoctrination, and government
agencies and NGOs walk a tightrope when they attempt
guidance in such matters because of their need to stimulate
without prescribing, and our need to see conceptual
frameworks as scaffolding to build learning around, rather
than as prisons to restrain ideas and creativity. 

Such a consideration of interests and values seems
necessary to an effective engagement with issues raised by
sustainable development, as openly examining such interests

and their value bases offers some protection against forces
which would shape society in particular fashions and/or
according to pre-determined nostrums, in ways corrosive of
democracy and liberty. Institutions such as schools need to
exercise the moral responsibility that society requires of them,
and be free to take up and explore sustainable development
issues with learners. As Enslin (1999) argues, for societies and
freely-cooperating individuals within them to be free to
choose right actions, they need themselves to experience the
conditions of choice which allow this. If schools are to be
nurseries for such choice and learning, they need help for the
journey, rather than a detailed description of the destination.
They need all our encouragement to experiment with learning
in relation to sustainable development whether or not what
they do and achieve actually conforms to a government
agency’s ideas on curriculum and learning. They also need all
our help in sharing their work in this crucial area.
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