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Abstract 

This study started out from my conviction education of youth is the route towards 

sustainable development. Researching the discourse, practice and added value of 

adjoining fields by way of direct observations and extensive exchanges between 2004 

and 2007, a supportive cooperation of people came about, crosscutting societal 

domains. An alliance of knowledge and experience which in retrospect was the 

beginning of a truly multi-disciplinary partnership for ESD. From the beginning it 

consisted of people from schools, industry, science and governmental institutions as 

well as organizations in youth care, sports, the arts, and many more with direct added 

value for youth. Parallel to the publication of a wide array of science- and practice-

informed issues in a jointly published magazine, meetings with an inter- and 

transdisciplinary character evolved into large-scale regional events, manifestations of 

all possible aspects of youth development for the wider public. It was a period during 

which Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) was lived as a positive, a bundle 

of opportunities and possible directions.  

Although already in those years the pressure on formal education to change 

dramatically was increasing, the alliance chose to respect schools, have them hold 

their ground as probably best place for the transformation envisioned - schools seen 

as agora, as nexus of learning in the social-demographic area in which youngsters 

root their development, their ‘Open Educational Area/region’, ‘OPEDUCA’. 

 

Starting out from an original design, the gathering of practitioners’ and experts’ 

insights and experiences evolved to an encompassing vision and instrumentarium for 

ESD, put to the test in daily practice from early on. Having caught the attention of 

(inter-)governmental programs by 2007, the informal and largely unstructured 

alliance only then entered the more formal realm of ESD, getting acquainted with 

scholars, policy-developers and numerous initiatives on the national and global level. 

A process resulting in the merger of the OPEDUCA-project with the ‘Regional Centre 

of Expertise on Education for Sustainable Development’ (RCE) Rhine-Meuse in 2008,  

a United Nations University’s contribution to the Decade of Education for Sustainable 

Development 2005-2014. As there was apparently no framework to study ESD,  
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nor an approach to realize its transformative promise, we proceeded along the 

pathway of the OPEDUCA-project, now accompanied by experts and researchers in 

an expanding international and academic setting.  

Having become the multi-disciplinary (regional) cooperation envisioned in the world 

of ESD, the OPEDUCA-project provided such insight into the complex of societal 

actors and factors a framework for ESD emerged. One constituted of various domains 

(schooling, industry, environmental education, manifestations in broader society), 

each with its own characteristics, priorities, plans and attitudes. I positioned ESD in 

the middle of these as a converging energy, a guide and a goal, starting a parallel 

study of each. Therewith treading in a turmoil of ideas, claims, superficial notions of 

innovation and education, finding a cacophony that manifests itself as a layer of fog 

between the fields of practice and policy development. One heavily dominated by 

those who see schools and youth as means to serve a diversity of interests, 

consequently incurring waves of change that flood the shores of formal education 

yet leave no imprint. As I observed how programs on the regional, national and 

international level struggled to promote and press ESD in(to) that system, I proposed 

to regard ESD as the essence, placed it at the basis of education from a notion of 

future defining learning. Thereto I took a distance from prevailing ideas and claims, 

from those reasoning ESD to be utterly complex, diverse, situational and complicated 

to achieve. Such claims seemed to result from general exclamations in the 

sustainability discourse, stressing the entire world had grown immensely complex, 

the future unpredictable and society subject to continuous change. I also saw no 

reason to bow for unworkable and time-consuming ideas such as ‘People, Planet, 

Profit’ and other anthropocentric approaches that merely lead to an endless mingling 

of minds in unbalanced debates situated across the globe. Conditions and processes 

I started to criticize evermore, seeking to stir minds and invoke change, to end 

masquerades that hide a lack of progress. Attainments of ages appeared to be 

refurbished under the banner of ESD, as if working questionable ‘21st Century Skills’ 

into ‘ESD-competences’ or the repeated notion of ‘system dynamics’ contribute to 

progress. I proposed and found support for the idea we might be living in more 

certain times, less complex than lauded, but have become a society of divides, made 

education an empty shell, forgot about youth as the future itself and were waiting in 

vain for the transformative promise of ESD to arise. Certainly if scholars and policy-
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developers seek to bend yet not mend the system, think in terms of structures and 

systems instead of learning and development. 

Reasoning with literally hundreds of teachers, school leaders, craftsmen and 

executives from industry and every other field of value, I argued to entangle overly 

complex notions of ESD and education in general, bridge or break down artificial 

divides induced by the system and eventually bypass institutions that maintain and 

feed on them. As a way forward I proposed transdisciplinary learning pathways 

throughout and beyond the educational system, allowing youth to learn anytime, 

anyplace, with anybody and through any device about those themes that define their 

and our joint more sustainable future. The students’ learning process continuously 

connected with the real in the region and beyond to obtain meaning and involve best 

possible sources of knowledge and experience. 

As the large variety of people involved and approached appeared to hold common 

ideas about future relevant learning, the boundary-crossing approach pointed to a 

joint notion and sense of togetherness and direction. Depicting sustainable 

development as a positive, realistic vista provided a sense of overarching purpose, 

the reconceptualization of ESD a defining argument for participation. Reasoning from 

the ‘Dimensions of Sustainable Development’, themes to study were deduced from 

an embedded view on development with Earth as encompassing dimension, 

embracing Wellbeing and then Welfare. A logical approach for most as it provides for 

an ecological and social development perspective.  

For practical effectuation, a coherent instrumentarium was developed on the fly. 

Expanding on the concept of OPEDUCA(-regions), the student’s ongoing thematic 

learning pathways crystallized as mind maps, branches and elements ‘feeding’ from 

the development potential of the social-demographic region, then going beyond 

one’s habitat through learning exchanges with peers across the globe. Granting 

students a ‘Flight for Knowledge’ that taps into sources of information and real-life 

experiences, inviting them to observe, consider, (re-)think and create for themselves. 

Knowledge arising from a thorough understanding of the world as it is, came about 

and can become. A learning seen from the beginning as student-centred (who else?), 

lifelong (can we stop?), problem-based (can we learn without meaning and 

relevance?), built from inquiry (don’t we question all and ourselves all the time?)  

and nested in the real (where else does life unfold?). A community-based learning in 
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which connections with the world of work are obvious, understanding industry  

as another manifestation of society, of all of us, and not per definition strange to 

sound development. Acknowledging companies as potential sources of education 

since it is there where we gather to manufacture goods and services, where our  

(un-)sustainable consumption informs production and the (ab)use of natural and 

social resources. Meaningful insights were found to awaken students’ often dormant 

entrepreneurial potential through ‘BusinessClass’, supporting them to see and create 

what is not yet there, turn thinking into action, be the entrepreneur of a sustainable 

future.  

 

Since the OPEDUCA-concept as of 2008 also spread across the world of ESD and was 

introduced and assessed in various countries, the continuously expanding multi-

disciplinary network functioned as a Delphi-like research while the application of the 

OPEDUCA-concept was underway. Overviewing the broad academic spectrum, 

attainments and propositions, I eventually formulated research questions regarding 

the actors and factors most relevant for the envisioned new reality of ESD-based 

Education. Seeking to understand to what degree the educational landscape is 

patched, companies can be involved, curricula support or obstruct, teachers are 

positioned and capable, students can understand what is proposed. All required to 

eventually sketch, understand and validate how a holistic approach for ESD can 

materialize in an applicable pedagogy and funded didactics. Research questions  

I obviously addressed far from academic solitude, choosing the fields of practice as 

office and the voices and deeds of those ploughing the fields of the future as research 

base. Therewith working in a participatory way, empirical to the bone, intertwining 

concept-development, application and further instrumentalization. A direct people-

based approach proved to be an advantage over a sole academic (re-)search as it was 

beneficial byways of immediate and continuous access to daily reality. Literally 

developing at the inside of schools, industry and other organisations allowed for a 

multitude of diverse observations and exchanges that led to deeper involvement and 

contributed to the validity and volarisation of both concept and study. 

 

Applied and further developed in the daily practice of 52 schools in primary and 

secondary education, having ‘boots on the ground’, the OPEDUCA-concept was 
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found to install a learning process acceptable and wished for in present day 

education. Although it differs from contemporary ESD in grounding principles, 

provides for a practical orientation, multi-disciplinary reality and applicable 

pedagogy, we found the resulting education also realises what the community of 

researchers and policy-developers in ESD has been searching for. The availability  

of an executable vision that re-conceptualised and positioned ESD as  transformative 

force appeared key, as was placing useful application before the claims of the 

prevailing ESD-discourse. An adequate deconstruction of superfluous layers of 

policymaking, research, consult and ‘visionary’ innovations was found essential to 

generate necessary manoeuvring space for schools, re-allocate scarce capacities  

and bring peace of mind to teachers and students. The re-conceptualisation of ESD 

also giving way to the application of a substantial body of science which has been 

available for decades, now applied in a transdisciplinary way by practitioners without 

further ado. 

 

While students effectively combined inquiry-, problem- and community-based 

learning, ESD-based Education was found to meet their associative disposition and 

natural inclination to learn integrative, critical and constructive. The instruments 

‘Flight for Knowledge’, ‘BusinessClass’ and ‘Global’ provided structured means for 

observation, contemplation, interpretation and storage of their learning process. 

Sustainability issues were constantly present without explicit guidance, the spectrum 

exceeding contemporary interpretations of ESD as issues became related to matters 

at hand, students addressing sustainability out of own account. Individual and 

collaborative learning could be merged, effecting personal activation and 

socialisation. Work ethic, posture as well as willingness to learn improved according 

to the students as well as their teachers. Across the board 25% were found to swiftly 

engage with the instruments from a near natural comprehension while a further 50% 

grew in the concept following the collaborative quality of the student-oriented 

pedagogy. About 15% of students most profoundly challenged by traditional 

education especially benefitted from the instrumentarium where it sees to 

empowerment, entrepreneurship and social endeavours. For 10% (specifically in  

pre-vocational secondary) the instruments did not proof sufficiently more attractive 

than traditional (classroom based) education. In balance, the mix of instruments 
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served both the more talented and more challenged in the entire age-range of  

10-18. Finding no reason to differ between primary and secondary education,  

we observed students to progress up to two years ahead of schedule, passing year-

grades. 

Every instrument supported the development of students’ metacognitive ability as 

lines of reasoning could be made visible, the process re-visualised to retrace thinking 

and reasoning. The concurrency of a ‘pupil-student-apprentice continuity’ proved to 

be an asset as it made students aware they were respected from these perspectives 

simultaneously. Acknowledging they were no longer mere subject(s) to schooling but 

students working on their development, generated attention, involvement and 

perseverance. The combination of theme-based learning, real-life meaningful 

encounters and learning with peers and educators gave way to the application of 

unexplored capacities, literally allowing students to discover their development. 

  

Working with over 300 teachers in daily practice, opening a coherent pedagogical 

concept for their insights and critics was essential for acceptance of the vision, 

concept and instrumentation. At the same time, due to a relatively narrow and 

shallow experience in outer school life and a concerningly flat curve of personal 

development, most teachers were challenged to deliver on the capacities required 

to effectuate ESD-based Education. Teachers’ confinement to schoolish life and 

limited working experience beyond that underly poor narrative qualities, a capacity 

required to convincingly position future defining themes and re-fuel students’ 

learning by applicable practice. Since ESD-based Education is transdisciplinary in 

essence, it merges school subjects and real-life phenomena, revaluates disciplines 

and requires excellence in content. Furthermore, the OPEDUCA-concept merges 

learning philosophies towards a ‘learning continuum for ESD’ and requires diversified 

ways of teaching. It was the disciplinary silo-structure as well as a ‘lack of associative 

capacity’ which prevented teachers to progress despite their willingness. A weakness 

underlying a full and true departure from any fear of risking curriculum compliance, 

even though ESD-based Education covers the entire curriculum multiple times. 

The role, position and professionalism of teachers proved more prominent than one 

might presume given the student-centred approach of the OPEDUCA-concept.  

As classroom-based instruction cannot merely be exchanged by coaching, any idea 
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of obsoleteness of the teacher should make way for an upgrade of the profession. 

Since teaching becomes more demanding in terms of the development of a worldly 

view, transdisciplinary understanding and application of ‘constructive instruction’, 

many present-day teachers are profoundly challenged by ESD-based Education.  

The concept requires another disposition, a different position in a new school-setting, 

a professional handling of contemporary blockades and cooperaton with colleagues 

as well as external educators in unfamliar ways. Teachers with their overall gentle 

nature, weak organisational positioning and demanding day to day operations, were 

found trapped in a vicious circle since the present-day constellation of schooling at 

the same time demands and restricts their professional development. Teachers were 

found to have become executers of education caught in the restrictions of the 

institute school. 

Moreover, since initial and further teacher education appear deprived of ESD,  

an intensive teacher education program (OPEDUCA MasterClass) had to be 

developed as an additional instrument which grew into a professionalisation course. 

During 21 intensive 4-day MasterClasses with in total 324 participants, we found that 

for only 25% the pedagogy and didactics proposed followed their natural composure. 

A middle group of grossly 40-50% depended for an effective application on these 

colleagues’ lead and school leaders’ consistent support, while 15-20% remained 

wavering back and forth. 10-15% of the teachers embodied a silent force reluctant 

to change, an inertia forming a stronghold in the school’s governance and a limitation 

to its transition capacity. This small fraction we saw able to effectuate decisive 

negative influence once the school leader lacked steadiness and resolve.  

 

Understanding ESD as the essence of education and at the service of improvements 

sought for, instead of claiming own ground, proved effective for the involvement  

of school leaders and teachers while it generated tension with an establishment 

trying to influence if not command education from the outside. The patched 

landscape of education proved a more serious challenge than assumed as we found 

schools not to merely function but suffer under layers of policy priorities and 

commercial interventions, harassed by a cacophony of ever more prioritized tasks 

and modernisations, flooded by waves of change. Schools were found to resemble 

richly ornamented Christmas trees standing upside down, both school leaders and 
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teachers burdened with what I refer to as ‘assembled educations’, such promoting 

and pushing the correction of schools’ deficits in the fields of STEM, ICT and alike. 

Educations surfacing in standalone projects and programs, not integrated nor 

integral and honest to their course. Further apparent innovations and the placement 

of believed solutions for a range of social phenomena in schools, eventually make a 

traditional machinery snap under pressure. Cracks then unleash further changes like 

an eruption, an inert systems’ inflexible reaction, quite contrary to deliberate action 

resulting from a well-wrought vision and strategy. We found schools captured in the 

world of education, bouncing against self-made walls behind which a world of 

opportunities and resolve awaits.  

Seeing education as the facilitation of learning, school as the organisation of 

education and the educational system as the institutionalisation of schooling, proved 

instrumental to entangle discussion and debate, dampen the cacophony  

of innovations, views, initiatives and priorities. We stayed away from these as we did 

from contemporary ideas in ESD with ostensible qualities, such as the manifestation 

of ESD-competences and a Whole School Approach. Consequently, the contours of a 

future-relevant school took shape as a nexus of learning, a both physical and virtual 

place enabling education.  

 

The ongoing societally connected learning pathways in an OPEDUCA proved 

functional to break down the wall as the students’ learning and teachers’ regained 

development bridged the gap between schooling and life. Structural participation of 

the world of work and more specific industry, with its variety of fields of knowledge, 

we found a requirement for ESD-based Education since it provides for a multitude of 

meaningful learning processes and relevant competence development. Moreover, 

real-world expertise and access to sources of knowledge-application and -

development hold the potential to free schools from their inertia and womb-quality, 

support them on their way to becoming a nexus of learning.  

 

ESD-based Education goes beyond a companies’ HRM interest and is understood as 

a meaningful application of its CSR, connecting students’ learning to the core of value 

chains. Respecting and involving industry as another manifestation of our societal 

construct then contributes to the rise of entrepreneurs able to engage in both 
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consumers’ and industries’ transformation towards sustainable consumption and 

production. Direct involvement of people active in the added-value chain of 

companies effectuated the educational partnership sought for and enhanced 

schools’ teaching capacity with educators. Especially where it comes to the 

development of the person and students’ generation of entrepreneurial qualities,  

it became clear only entrepreneurs themselves can teach such. The participation of 

industry, for too long hardly acknowledged by ESD-research, provides for a healthy 

balance and understanding of values, also beyond the students’ access to excellent 

sources of information and applied competences. Industry as partner in ESD-based 

Education opens ways to better understand and eventually effectively address  

Earth-devouring value chains. 

 

As the multi-disciplinary partnership was genuine and rested on a shared vision it had 

a transition quality intrinsic to the concept, involving the broadness of society 

through the accumulation of authentic competences and representative mass. 

Finding that a large variety of people from different professions embraced the same 

concept proved supportive of the notion we created un-human divides in society. 

People discovering unity and togetherness outside their role in the system and across 

human-made boundaries and borders, indicates we split ourselves through artificial 

contradictions that generate conflicting interests, feed polarisation and open spaces 

for imperfect solutions. All these presently touch on education in ways most 

unsustainable yet can be overcome. 

 

The OPEDUCA-project and -concept were accepted as a conducive framework and 

promising approach to realise transformative learning while not losing out on the 

transmissive. It became clear that not contemporary schooling as such, nor the 

curriculum or the often-mentioned complexity of sustainable development hinders 

ESD. The main challenge proved to be a profound professionalisation of school 

leaders and teachers to effectuate and manage the transformative pedagogy 

proposed and resist the potpourri of interferences with education. Science and policy 

development are required and challenged to engage in a supportive and less directive 

way. The world of ESD-research must open itself to other disciplines and the reality 

of practice, let go of any too self-congratulatory, secluded and inside oriented 
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attitude and operations. Too many efforts in ESD and especially those proclaimed 

loudest, are found to lack vision, a cohesive strategy and applicable pedagogy, failing 

practice.  

 

There should be critical awareness of limited and potentially negative effects of over-

accentuating ‘ESD-competences’, ‘Social Learning’ and a ‘Whole School Approach’.  

Especially a ‘Whole School- or Whole Institution Approach’ appears not an approach 

for ESD but a typical institutional response of a system not conscious of itself, having 

fallen to pieces and trying to glue itself back in place. Pressing such a pretentious idea 

on present-day schools as a concept for improvement comes down to overplaying  

a too vague, overly complex and therefore costly concept, risking circumvention of 

the essential focus on learning and therewith standing opposite to ESD. A school 

should not merely consider but face society and seek the integration of its education,  

not become encapsulated in ever more formally structured relations and processes 

with the capacity to grow into new parts of a system justly criticized. We came to the 

insight a ‘Whole School Approach’ is at its best a result but not a condition or 

prerequisite for the realisation of ESD. One can only trust teachers will choose 

students over structures.  

 

The OPEDUCA-concept meets the transformative promise of ESD, matches present 

policy requirements, invokes improvements of formal education and contributes to 

the notion of a learning continuum that touches on the essence of sustainable 

development. The re-conceptualisation of ESD and corresponding instrumentation 

leads to curriculum-independence of ESD-based Education and makes it stand clear 

from influences and alterations by political, religious, commercial and other 

motivations. Put otherwise, the OPEDUCA-concept realises a more objective, 

science- and experience-based ‘living’ curriculum and answers to the decades-long 

search of researchers and policy-developers for an integrated vision, applicable 

strategy and workable practice.  

Key recommendations regard the strategic importance of an encompassing vision,  

the acknowledgement of a learning-continuum underpinning an ESD-pedagogy,  

the liberation of schools from the system, a more direct involvement of the world  

of work in education, a strategic upgrade of initial teacher training, the need for a 
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democratisation of ESD-research and the introduction of governmental policies to 

restrict the cacophony around schools while supporting the construction of a local-

to-global learning space for sustainable development.  

Schools criticized and scrutinised per definition, require public, if not otherwise 

private, protection against a multitude of double-faced and hypocrite initiatives 

dominating what has become an educational marketplace. ESD-research and policy-

development can play a critical role in this regard if able to take a distance from any 

sanctimonious attitude itself. 

 

The entirety of this study offers comprehensive practice- and science informed 

insights ESD-based Education enhances students’ learning process while providing 

outlines for an ESD-based School. From a societal perspective, the OPEDUCA-concept 

realises a multi-disciplinary partnership in the social-demographic region with the 

potential to underpin a local-to-global learning space for sustainable development. 

Therewith it contributes to a deep, complex and integrative knowledge generation 

that contributes to solving problems humanity faces. In all, it is as strategic as it is 

human to consistently comply to the conviction youth no longer has a future.  

 

They Are. 

 

 

  




