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‘...without significant precautions, education can equip
people merely to be more effective vandals of the earth.’
(Orr, cited by Hicks 1999, pg 248) 

The above quote has grave implications for educators and
poses a challenge for educational change that must be met
worldwide. As a high school teacher of English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) my belief is that such change is necessary. I
have been fortunate to work in various parts of the world with
wonderful teachers and students yet, too often, the Orr
quotation applies. Schools may teach about global issues, but
often do not assist or even encourage students to bring about
personal, community, or global change. To create change,
students need to learn to communicate effectively, gain
experience to plan and carry out actions, and develop skills to
critically evaluate various views on an issue. Education’s
challenge is to equip young people with these skills so that
they can share in the global decision making process.

To meet this challenge two teams of high school teachers,
one in Japan and one in Thailand, developed community-
based sustainable business projects at their schools. These
teachers did more than just teach about sustainable
development – they based their
projects on sound pedagogy to
ensure the students gained
confidence, experience and skills
for global participation. To
encourage other schools and
teachers, this paper will outline how these exemplary projects
used the popularity of sustainable development to infuse
communicative/action competence and critical thinking skills
into EFL curricula.

Kamakura Jogakuin High School and
Mukdaharn High School 
Kamakura Jogakuin Girls’ High School is a high-level
academic private school south of Tokyo, Japan. The majority
of graduates are able to go on to four-year university
programmes. Mukdaharn High School is a co-ed public
school in northeast Thailand. Few of the graduates are able to
go on to university programmes. Apart from the obvious
geographic and cultural differences, the schools share many
similarities. Both are based on a modernist education model
at a time when postmodernism is challenging traditional
methods. Both are strict, yet teacher/student relationships are
excellent. Both have a dynamic and enthusiastic Foreign
Language Department promoting English as a skill helpful

for becoming a global citizen. Further, both schools are
searching for new ways to meet changing curriculum
demands from national education ministries (Mombusho,
2000; Thai National Education Act BE 2542). It was in these
contexts that teachers at both schools independently
developed community-based, sustainable business projects.

The projects are ongoing cooperative efforts between a
school and a local business. Originally based on the ZERI
Link Programme from England (Breakthrough Technologies,
ZERI Foundation) the teachers have adapted and improved
the projects to fit their specific needs. Kamakura Jogakuin is
in its third year of partnership with Shiseido Cosmetics. The
project is open to third-year high school students (17/18 year
olds) and runs an entire academic year. Typically there are
about 18 students who elect to join. Mukdaharn High School
is starting its second year with Ploy Palace Hotel. The project
is open to all junior and senior high school students (13-18
year olds) and is run over five intense days. Last year there
were 94 students who participated. For the next project
students from other schools and provinces will also join. Both
projects challenge students to use their English while learning
how to adapt and implement sustainable business practices in

a real life situation. Students study
the operations of the company and
present their findings to the
company’s management before
publishing them on the Internet to

share with schools in other countries. The Kamakura
Jogakuin and Mukdaharn High School projects do not
simulate case studies-they deep-end students into actual
business situations. 

The businesses are keen to assist in the projects for several
reasons. First, being a good corporate citizen is an important
business strategy. We see more and more corporations adding
environment and community sections to financial year-end
reports and prominently displaying ISO 14000 ratings if and
when achieved. Second, companies are made up of people
who also have children and want their children to have
successful futures so it is not difficult to gain parents’ support
for education projects. Third, the companies hope that a
youthful perspective will show them something that has been
overlooked. Ideally this might lead to reducing waste, thus
increasing profits but, more realistically, involvement with
young people keeps a company in touch with future markets
and helps them anticipate change. These are strong
motivating factors for a local business to work with a high

Youth projects for sustainable development

Active participation in creating a sustainable future for the world requires skills of critical thinking, communication
and action. Graham Harper describes projects in Japan and Thailand where Modern Foreign Languages
Departments have helped students to develop these skills by investigating the implementation of sustainable business
practices by local companies through the medium of English. 

... projects do not simulate case
studies-they deep-end students
into actual business situations. 
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school. This support is crucial to a successful project, for the
business offers the location, experience, and reality to
motivate the students.

Five steps to sustainability
Even with motivated students, to introduce sustainable
business concepts and ideas in a first language, let alone a
foreign language, is not an easy task. EFL pedagogical
strategies, such as jigsaw reading or vocabulary drawing help
ease this task considerably. (See www.e-o-
n.org/Projects_International). To give the quest for
sustainability structure, five steps have been organized for the
students and companies to follow.

(for more information and links to these sustainable business
theories, organizations or methods please refer to http://www.e-o-

n.org/Projects_International/resources/htm)

For each step students must assess the implications of the
corresponding organization’s sustainable business theories or
methods. Using this knowledge, they must then observe,
probe and research a part of the company’s production to
answer five questions. The number of yes answers indicates
how well the company is doing at each step. 

Everyone is a teacher and a student
1) Is there an education program on environmental

protection?

2) Do the people involved know how to find information on
environmental protection?

3) Do the people involved know how to use information on
environmental protection?

4) Has contact been made with other groups about
environmental protection?

5) Is there a process to hear people’s ideas on environmental
protection?

Clean up your act
1) Is the site clean and organized?

2) Is there an inventory of all resources coming into the
site?

3) Is there an inventory of what is being produced with
each resource?

4) Is there an inventory of how much waste is being
generated?

5) Does the inventory show where the waste is being
disposed of?

Do more with less
1) Is water, energy and materials use being minimized?

2) Are toxic materials being eliminated?

3) Are renewable resources (energy / materials) being used?

4) Are products or services designed for reuse or recovery?

5) Are the products or services designed to last a long time?

Look at the BIG picture
1) Is the source/type of raw materials considered when

making or buying something?

2) Is the processing of raw materials considered when
making or buying something?

3) Is packaging and transportation considered when making
or buying something?

4) Is product disposal by the end-user considered when
making or buying something?

5) Is the entire life cycle, environmental impact considered
when making or buying something?

Be generous
1) Is waste from one process being used in another process?

2) Is waste that cannot be used in another process being
eliminated?

3) Are companies joining together to work in a cluster?

4) Is the cluster of industries making business stronger?

5) Is the cluster of industries making the environment
stronger?

It is possible that the company is doing better in one area
over another, and the students are made aware of the fact that
there is no one single path toward sustainability. The five
steps can then be pictured below as a pentagon, to plot in
which areas the company is either weak or strong.

From one project to the next, by asking the same types of
questions, students can see if the company has made any
progress towards sustainable business practices. This allows
the students to enjoy success and to reflect on learning steps.
However, yes/no questions can limit the scope and
imagination of the students’ research therefore, throughout
the process, students are encouraged to develop their own
questions and record them with answers for the next year’s
students to build upon. By following this system high school
students are able to give valuable feedback to business
managers. This involvement in real issues, while being
tentative in endorsing any one path towards sustainability,
does give hope that sustainable goals can be achieved
(Huckle, 1999).

Everyone is a teacher and a student
Agenda 21

Clean up your Act
Cleaner Production, ISO-14000 series

Do More With Less
Eco-Efficiency, Renewable Energy, 4R’s

Look at the Big Picture
Green Procurement, The Natural Step

Be Generous
By-Product Synergy, Industrial Ecology
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Hope
This hope comes from seeing the students reflect on what
they personally are doing at school and home. While the goal
of the project is to help the company become more
sustainable, the company ends up helping the students
become more sustainable. These changes are often small –
but powerful. For example:

– It is common practice for Japanese women to flush
public toilets twice. Once to mask sounds of urinating.
Twice to actually carry away waste. Every year of the
project students have spoken out against this waste of
water and tried to change other students’ attitudes. 

– Thai schools often attract stray dogs. The school
cafeteria is an obvious spot for them to congregate.
Students have asked for cooperation from the city
government to help them get rid of the stray dogs and
clean up their lunchroom.

Other changes include simple acts such as turning off lights
when leaving a room, separating garbage, and being aware
that what they buy has an affect on the local economy and
environment. The effects of the projects therefore go far
beyond the company location.

The education effects are also very powerful. By asking
the students to use their English in a realistic and meaningful
way, communicative competence in a foreign language is
developed. By challenging the students to identify
sustainability issues at the company, and plan and carry out
actions within the local community, action competence is
developed. Finally, by incorporating each level of Bloom’s
taxonomy (1956, 1964) into the projects’ objectives critical
thinking skills are developed.

Knowledge Students will identify and list the
recommendations of different organizations and/or their
theories for sustainable development.

Comprehension Students will summarize and explain how
sustainable development affects their lives – at home,
school and local community.

Application Students will recommend a change to a
business operation and predict how it will affect
sustainability.

Analysis Students will relate how sustainable business
practices in their sponsor company affect the economy and
environment of the local community.

Synthesis Students will prepare and give a presentation to
company management on a plan of action to achieve
sustainable business practices.

Evaluation Students will judge the effectiveness of their
presentations to defend the practicality of their
recommendations.

Conclusion
The projects at Kamakura Jogakuin and Mukdaharn High
School are great successes. They prove that high school

students are capable of tackling real-life business situations
and presenting realistic recommendations to company
managers. Further, they show both the schools and businesses
the necessity of cooperation between non-traditional partners
as a key ingredient for sustainability. As an EFL teacher who
is now focused on integrating communicative competence
and action competence with critical thinking skills to help
youth participate internationally in civil society activities, the
results of the projects have been most satisfying.

I have never seen my students study so eagerly before!
Thai English teacher

I have never thought of things like this before!
Thai English student

I wish all our classes could be project work.
Japanese English student
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