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Abstract 
As the world prepares for ‘Rio plus 20,’ questions are being asked regarding the role and impact of 

education in the attainment of a more sustainable future. Chapter 36 of Agenda 21, a key contribution of the 
1992 Rio Earth Summit, consolidated arguments that education is critical to the achievement of sustainable 
development. It called for action to improve learning opportunities across the globe which challenge 
unsustainable practices and promote a better quality of life for all. 

Since then, efforts have gathered pace internationally and have culminated in a United Nations Decade 
of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD 2005-2014). National strategies, multi-stakeholder 
partnerships, international collaboration and local to regional initiatives have provided exemplars of how 
learning and education can contribute to a more positive future. Questions are now been asked about the 
extent to which these practices have been mainstreamed across education systems and opportunities; and, 
about how we know that these education efforts are making a difference. UNESCO, in particular, is seeking to 
monitor strategies, processes of learning and outcomes of education for sustainable development. This article 
reviews international efforts undertaken as part of the UN DESD to map global progress in education for 
sustainable development and asks the question, “are we learning to change our education systems and 
practices?” 
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1. Introduction 

 
The year 2012 marks the 20th anniversary of the UN 

Rio Conference on Environment and Development often 
referred to as the ‘Earth Summit.’ The 1992 Summit 
resulted in a number of critical international agreements 
on climate change, biodiversity and desertification, as 
well as an overarching roadmap – ‘Agenda 21.’ Collec-
tively, these landmark documents set the stage for global 
action towards sustainable development. 

Chapter 36 of Agenda 21 consolidated arguments that 
education is critical to the achievement of sustainable 
development and identified core strategies to improve 
learning opportunities in this area. These strategies which 
are to be implemented by governments, international 
agencies, businesses and civil society groups sought to 
improve access and quality of learning for sustainability 
and reorient education systems to support more sustain-
able futures. Agenda 21 was seminal in that it provided a 

basis for international collaboration as well as a case for 
investment in learning for change. At the time, many in 
government and NGO bodies, as Smyth (1999) recalls, 
were committed to the call for education for sustainable 
development but misunderstood the role and process of 
education expecting it to produce rapid changes in public 
behaviour as a result of rising awareness.  

Following the Earth Summit, the Commission on 
Sustainable Development appointed UNESCO to be its 
Task Manager for Chapter 36. UNESCO’s roles were to 
accelerate reforms of education and coordinate the 
activities of all stakeholders in education through a 
wide-ranging work programme whose objectives in-
cluded: clarifying the concept and key messages of 
education for sustainable development; incorporating 
education into national strategic and action plans for 
sustainable development; educating to promote sustain-
able consumption and production patterns; and: identify-
ing and sharing innovative practices. These objectives 



102 D. TILBURY 
 

 

still underpin UNESCO programmes and have been re-
flected in the more recent strategies underpinning the UN 
Decade of Education for Sustainable Development. 

Ten years after Rio, a gathering of international lead-
ers and stakeholders took place in Johannesburg to 
review progress. This World Summit on Sustainable 
Development generated a Johannesburg Plan of Imple-
mentation and reminded the world of the role of educa-
tion and learning in the attainment of sustainable 
development. It re-energised efforts to reorient education 
systems towards sustainable development and consoli-
dated arguments that learning for sustainable develop-
ment needed to be more a holistic, futures-oriented and 
systemic process. The concepts and terminology associ-
ated with education had shifted: dialogues associated 
with behaviour change and issue-based learning were 
overtaken by discourses seeking to transform mindsets 
and lifestyles for better long-term prospects (Birney, 
2002; Paden, 2002; Tilbury and Wortman, 2004). Envi-
sioning, scenario planning or what is often referred to as 
‘futures thinking’ had emerged as a core principle of 
education for sustainability and continues to be a corner-
stone of this area of learning as confirmed by the recent 
UNECE competences framework for educators (2010). 

Another key legacy of the Johannesburg Summit was 
a recommendation to the the United Nations General 
Assembly (GA) which led to the adoption of resolution 
UN GA 57/254 and thus the establishment of a United 
Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment (DESD, 2005-2014). The DESD was to support, 
what the New Zealand Parliamentary Commissioner for 
the Environment (2004) termed as a ‘See Change’ – a 
process which helped learners and educators to envision 
and enact a more sustainable future.  

 
2. A UN Decade in Education for Sustainable 

Development 
 
Spanning 2005 to 2014, the DESD is a global plat-

form which seeks to embed sustainable development into 
all learning spheres; reorient education and develop 
initiatives that can showcase the special role of education 
for sustainable development (Elias, 2006). In 2005, 
UNESCO up-scaled its responsibility and efforts in these 
areas when it became the official international lead 
agency for the DESD and set in place a series of mecha-
nisms to guide the Decade. 

Early on, UNESCO released an International Imple-
mentation Scheme for the DESD (UNESCO, 2004; 
2005a) as well as an Action Plan for its own contribution 
to the Decade (UNESCO, 2005b). This was accompanied 
by the establishment of a UN DESD Secretariat with a 
global coordination role, a High-Level Panel to provide 
guidance and advice to UNESCO on the DESD, a 
UNESCO Reference Group on the DESD to assist on 
implementing the DESD strategies, a Monitoring and 
Evaluation Expert Group (MEEG) to advise on DESD 
reporting progress and an Inter-Agency Committee to 
ensure harmonious international coordination (UNESCO, 

2007). The DESD advisory panels have an important role 
to play in providing clarity and direction on DESD 
strategies and advice on how best to engage communities 
of practice which have yet to engage with this agenda 
(Mula & Tilbury, 2009). 

The arrival of the DESD in 2005 was marked by a 
series of high-profile launches which served to raise 
awareness about the Decade’s objectives. Despite notable 
critiques (González-Gaudiano, 2005; Gutiérrez & Pozo, 
2005; Sauvé & Berryman, 2005; Jickling, 2006), many 
stakeholders from across the globe joined the celebra-
tions expressing their support for the DESD and 
acknowledging the opportunities the DESD presents to 
influence government decisions and moves towards more 
systemic change (Paden, 2007; Tilbury, 2007). The real-
ity, however, is one where the UN resolution encourages 
all governments to implement the DESD in their coun-
tries (UN, 2005) and relies on voluntary responses 
resulting in varying levels of commitment. At the 
Decade’s mid-point it became clear that its international 
profile and activity owes much to the governments of 
Canada, the Netherlands and Germany but especially 
Sweden and Japan, which have supported the DESD in 
principle as well as financially. Indeed, the status and 
contribution of the DESD in the coming years could be 
significantly undermined if this government support 
were to be influenced negatively by the recent economic 
crisis and public sector cuts dominating headlines in 
these donor countries. 

 
3. Mapping Global Progress 

 
The International Implementation Scheme paved the 

way for the DESD by setting the major thrusts of educa-
tion for sustainable development as well as global mile-
stones for the ten year period. The Scheme identifies 
monitoring and evaluation as part of the implementation 
strategy and recommends the development of indicators 
at all levels. UNESCO, as the lead agency, has the 
responsibility of establishing mechanisms for monitoring 
and evaluation as well as for reporting on progress to the 
UN General Assembly in 2010 and 2015 and the 
UNESCO Executive Board at the end of each biennium. 

This commitment led UNESCO to establish the 
Monitoring and Evaluation Expert Group (MEEG) in 
2007 to advise on appropriate monitoring mechanisms 
for assessing (i) global progress in the implementation of 
the DESD and (ii) to assess UNESCO’s own contribution 
to the implementation of the DESD. The MEEG built 
upon the experiences of developing monitoring systems 
and indicators for education for sustainable development 
at the regional level (UNECE, 2005; Tilbury et al., 2007). 
It recommended that UNESCO publish three global 
implementation reports during the course of the Decade: 

- in 2009 focusing on the context and structures of 
work on ESD in member states (Phase I), 

- in 2011 focusing on processes and learning initiatives 
related to ESD (Phase II), and 

- in 2015 focusing on impacts and outcomes of the 
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DESD (Phase III).  
 

Phase I 
In 2007, a Global Monitoring and Evaluation Frame-

work (GMEF) was developed for Phase I which brought 
together a number of data collection and triangulation 
processes to assist with the validation of findings. It out-
lined a complex and ambitious endeavor which had never 
been undertaken previously at a global level. The GMEF 
created opportunities for mapping national as well as 
regional developments in contexts and structures for 
education for sustainable development. Due to the lack of 
resources and tight timelines, it relied heavily on volun-
tary contributions and meta-analysis provided by key 
regional and national groups and on expert opinion rather 
than empirical analysis. Much of this input was collected 
from survey responses and regional reports. It acknowl-
edged the important contributions of stakeholder groups 
such as IUCN, WBCSD, Earth Charter and the UN 
Education Caucus and provided them with an opportu-
nity to contribute directly to the data collection and 
comment on the preliminary analysis of the data.  

A draft of the first global monitoring and evaluation 
report was presented to stakeholders at the UN Confer-
ence on Education for Sustainable Development which 
took place in Bonn at the end of April 2009. The confer-
ence dialogues and participant feedback also contributed 
to the validation process. At Bonn, the weaknesses of the 
report (resulting from the lack of depth and length of the 
monitoring process) were acknowledged but also the 
overwhelming support from stakeholders for a global 
report despite its limitations. The report gave an indica-
tion of where progress was being made and where greater 
investment of time and resources was required.  

The final report was published in October 2009. The 
report’s findings highlighted: 
i) the numerous opportunities which exist for regional, 

national and local communities to generate an 
understanding of ESD within their own context. This 
dialogue is seen as crucial to arrive at a consensus 
over the meaning of education for sustainable 
development (Bory-Adams, 2010) especially in 
countries where environmental education is deeply 
rooted.  

ii) that UN agencies should strive for a ‘one concerted 
UN response’ to ESD. The report noted that there are 
limited interagency initiatives or alignment of learn-
ing experiences with core DESD goals.  

iii) the rise of national coordinating bodies. Of the 97 
countries that responded to the Phase I survey, 79 re-
port that a national ESD coordinating body has been 
created. The author of the global report, recognises 
the rapid rise of the coordinating bodies but warns 
more insight is needed into the processes leading up 
to their creation and the roles they play in practice 
(UNESCO, 2009a).  

iv) a notable presence of education for sustainable 
development in national policy documents. However, 
it appears that most countries do not yet have a spe-

cific national policy or strategy in education for 
sustainable development. UNESCO (2009a) also 
noted that in most parts of the world, a structure for 
interdepartmental governmental cooperation for this 
area of learning is still lacking as there is little 
experience in cross-boundary thinking among pol-
icy-makers and governmental departmental struc-
tures. 
 
Various issues plagued the process of preparing the 

first global report. Delays in donor funding led to delays 
in the commencement of the process; lack of capacity at 
UNESCO regional and cluster offices to fully participate 
or engage stakeholders in the process resulted in re-
stricted access to important data; the non-alignment of 
the UN DESD monitoring and evaluation process with 
the UNECE ESD reporting process led to a lack of 
submissions from the UNECE region. In addition, the 
limitation on resources did not permit longitudinal stud-
ies, planned to commence in Phase I, to form part of the 
monitoring and evaluation process. The MEEG recog-
nised that these challenges would persist in the next 
phase and advised that the design of the GMEF for Phase 
II should seek ways of overcoming these barriers. 

 
Phase II 

To prepare the 2011 report, and in keeping with 
previous experience of Phase I, UNESCO commissioned 
a Phase II framework. The GMEF for Phase II builds 
upon the data as well as lessons learnt from Phase I. It 
shares common goals with the Phase I global monitoring 
and evaluation process. These include raising awareness 
amongst stakeholders about the DESD; providing 
opportunities for reflection and learning; monitoring 
progress across a range of sectors (e.g., formal education, 
community, government, business); assessing changes 
(in processes and learning at Phase II); providing a re-
gional as well as a global map of progress; and assessing 
the contribution of UNESCO to the DESD and the les-
sons learnt in the process of implementation.  

The 2011 report is to focus on processes and learning 
in ESD. Often learning is interpreted as the gaining of 
knowledge, values and theories related to sustainable 
development but in ESD it also refers to learning to think 
in different ways; learning to ask critical questions; learn-
ing to clarify ones own values; learning to think 
systemically; learning to work with others to solve prob-
lems and address issues. The term ‘processes’ in this 
context, refers to engagement opportunities, pedagogical 
approaches or teaching and learning styles adopted to 
implement ESD in different levels and settings of educa-
tion. ‘Learning’ for ESD refers to what has been learnt 
and is learned by those engaged in ESD, including 
learners, facilitators, coordinators as well as funders.  

The MEEG, at its November 2009 meeting defined 
the objectives of Phase II of the DESD M&E process as: 
“1. Clarification: To clarify which learning processes 

should be promoted to facilitate learning in ESD and 
to identify learning opportunities (projects, pro-
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grammes or activities) in ESD that in turn promote 
and facilitate sustainable development; 

2. Range and Diversity: To capture the range of levels 
and settings of education (formal, non-formal and in-
formal), where the processes and learning for ESD are 
taking place; 

3. Engagement: To identify who is involved in the 
processes and learning for ESD (as providers, funders, 
recipients and beneficiaries) and to identify how the 
stakeholders mentioned are involved in the processes 
and learning in ESD); 

4. Intentions: To determine what existing processes for 
ESD aim to achieve – whether the processes have nor-
mative aims (for example, including ESD curricula) 
and/or learning aims (for example, increase and en-
hance the awareness of ESD and capacity-building of 
stakeholders); 

5. Change: To examine (i) what has started to change; 
(ii) what has been learnt in the process of reorienting 
education systems towards ESD; (iii) whether 
opportunities for ESD outside of education systems 
have increased; and, (iv) to what extent it is 
contributing to advancing sustainable development 
specifically in the context of processes and learning.” 

(20 November 2009, UNESCO MEEG) 
 
These objectives underpin the proposed framework. 

Other critical inputs are the recommendations enshrined 
in the Bonn Declaration (UNESCO 2009b) which  
have also been considered as guiding principles in  
the development of the Phase II framework; and, 
‘UNESCO’s (2010) Strategy for the Second Half of the 
‘DESD,’ which acknowledges the role of monitoring and 
evaluation. The latter also emphasises the importance of 
celebrating good practice as well as the need for regional 
capacity building in monitoring and evaluation of 
education for sustainable development. 

The framework for Phase II thus combines participa-
tory monitoring, documentary analysis, self-reporting, 
expert evaluation, key informant analysis and stake-
holder validation processes to increase opportunities for 
engagement as well as assure representation and validity 
of the data. It has the following six components:  
  • An Expert Review: The purpose of this review is to 

address the first objective of the Phase II which seeks 
clarification on: i) what are commonly accepted 
learning processes which are aligned to education for 
sustainable development and should be promoted; 
and, ii) which learning opportunities (projects, pro-
grammes or activities) promote and facilitate sustain-
able development. This review was to draw from a 
variety of authoritative sources of literature from 
across the globe and would be validated by stake-
holders through an on-line process. It is to inform data 
collection as well as evaluation assessments under-
taken as part of the case study analysis. 

  • ESD Portal of Experiences: In order to capture the 
diversity of types, levels and settings of learning 
activities in education for sustainable development in 

both policy and practice, an inventory or collection of 
experiences is to be established. Stakeholders will be 
invited to submit information about their programmes 
and activities. These data will be used to address 
objectives 2, 3 and 4 of Phase II outlined above. 

  • Case Studies: Case studies will be written from a 
series of interviews as well as documentary analysis. 
These case studies are to capture rich qualitative data 
and interrogate experiences in a way which assist the 
Phase II process to address deeper questions regard-
ing processes and learning experiences (objectives 3 
and 4) as well as what has started to change (required 
to fulfill objective 5). The experiences, captured 
through the ESD Portal, are to inform the selection of 
case studies. The case studies are to reflect the range 
of local, national, regional, international initiatives as 
well as variety of ‘content’ or themes associated with 
sustainable development.   

  • Brief Questionnaire for Member States: Brief ques-
tionnaires are to be devised and administered at the 
country level to increase awareness of the DESD and 
provide opportunities for self-reporting as well as re-
flection on national progress. Questionnaire respon-
dents will be asked to engage a range of national 
stakeholders actively in collecting data and responses. 
The focus of this data capture method is on document-
ing what has changed (specifically in structures and 
contexts) since the last reporting period and to begin 
to assess what influence or impact these structures 
and contexts are having on processes and learning. 
National Commissions and agencies will be asked to 
reflect on what has been learnt in the process of 
implementing ESD since the start of the DESD. These 
data will contribute to objective 5 of Phase II. 

  • Key Informant Analysis: This will have two strands: 
i) The first strand involves key regional stakeholders 

convened by the UNESCO Regional or Cluster 
Offices to reflect on regional trends and experi-
ences as well as identifying what has started to 
change and how this has contributed to advancing 
sustainable development.  

ii) The second strand engages key international 
stakeholders groups in reflecting upon global 
trends and experiences in relation to processes and 
learning across a variety of sectors. The interna-
tional group will be convened by the DESD 
Secretariat. These key informant groups will also 
provide an important contribution to identifying 
‘what has begun to change over the last 5 years,’ 
‘what has been learnt in the process of imple-
menting ESD,’ and ‘to what extent this has 
assisted in advancing sustainable development.’ 

These strands are to provide important data for 
addressing objective 5 of Phase II. 
 Internal Assessment of UN Agencies’ Contribution to 

DESD: The DESD is a UN initiative and thus it is 
important to capture and reflect upon how UN agen-
cies are contributing to the goals of the DESD. This 
component also has two strands: 
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i) Strand 1 would engage with the UN Inter-Agency 
Committee for DESD in a critical  self-assessment 
against defined criteria.  

ii) Strand 2 is more UNESCO-focused and engages 
with (i) the leaders of the UNESCO Intersectoral 
Platform based in Paris and (ii) the UNESCO 
Regional Offices and selected Cluster Offices in a 
more in-depth reflection of the contribution of 
UNESCO to the DESD. 

A portfolio of evidence is to be established through 
this process which will be independently validated. A 
forum for sharing results of self-assessment, experiences 
and lessons learnt also forms part of this component. 

To ensure the robustness of the GMEF it is vital that 
linkages be established between the components identi-
fied above in practice. The operational plan which 
accompanies the GMEF is designed to enable these link-
ages.  

There will be, however, many factors which will 
determine whether this framework is used in a coherent 
way to frame the second global report. A restructuring 
process currently taking place at UNESCO HQ will 
influence the capacity available to coordinate this global 
and ambitious monitoring and evaluation effort. Another 
determinant is the willingness of member states to con-
tinue to support the global process; the recent economic 
downturn has resulted in new funding priorities which 
threaten the process of mapping progress in education for 
sustainable development during the DESD.  

Phase I also alerted UNESCO to the lack of capacity 
at the regional level to undertake data collection and 
analysis of key trends in relation to ESD and the DESD. 
UNESCO HQ has invested in a regional capacity build-
ing process to accompany Phase II so that opportunities 
for regional stakeholder engagement are enhanced. 
However, early indications suggest that the capacity 
building workshops are having a limited impact on the 
ability of regions to prepare effectively for Phase II. 
Various reasons can be cited for this, including regional 
competing priorities; timing of workshops in relation to 
the Phase II timelines and lack of resources to support 
stakeholders through a lengthier process of engagement. 

 
4. Are We Learning to Change?  

 
Phase I of the global monitoring and evaluation proc-

ess identified the structures, contexts and opportunities 
which exist for improving quality and access to education 
for sustainable development. Phase II will clarify what 
constitutes good practice and will map the changes that 
are beginning to emerge as a result of education efforts in 
sustainable development. We await the findings of Phase 
III before the impact of the DESD can be genuinely as-
sessed and can collate enough evidence to address the 
question ‘are we learning to change our education sys-
tems and practices?’ 

In the meantime, it is important to recognise that the 
process of data collection serves as a means of raising 
awareness about education for sustainable development 

and building capacity of policy-makers, funders, 
practitioners and other stakeholders to reflect on the 
quality and effects of these learning processes. In other 
words, the monitoring process serves as a mechanism for 
implementing the DESD goals and engages people in a 
process of learning to change. It is equipping stake-
holders with the opportunities and tools to reflect on what 
type of changes are required and how these may come 
about; a vital next step in the process of improving 
learning experiences in this area. The monitoring and 
evaluation effort itself, is building the capacity of educa-
tors to reorient education systems as well as their own 
practices so that these can make a contribution to 
sustainability. 

Several examples can be cited to illustrate how the 
global mapping process is not only collecting data to 
address the question ‘are we learning to change?’ but 
also encouraging learning for change itself. Recently, 
UNESCO released a literature review of education for 
sustainable development learning processes (Tilbury, 
2010a) which documents the processes by which national 
strategies in education for sustainable development, 
multi-stakeholder partnerships, international collabora-
tion and local to regional initiatives are being developed 
across various sectors. The review which is to inform 
Phase II of the global monitoring and evaluation process 
asked a selection of stakeholders from around the globe 
to reflect on what is changing and what has been learnt. It 
compiles a range of outputs, outcomes and impacts by 
education and on education for a sustainable future 
(Tilbury, 2010b). The next step will be to ask whether 
these practices have been mainstreamed across education 
systems and opportunities and whether these education 
efforts are making a difference to our quality of life and 
long term prospects – a key task of the national survey 
which is to follow as part of Phase II. Feedback for the 
stakeholders participating in the evaluation process sug-
gests that the inquiry process is encouraging reflection 
and learning. 

 
5. The Road to ‘Rio Plus 20’ 

 
The foundations for ‘Rio Plus 20’ are currently being 

negotiated. The Brazilian government’s statement at the 
UN General Assembly in September 2007 reminded us 
that ‘Rio plus 20’ will need to address the critical issues 
which face our globe today as well as establish what 
progress has been made since 1992. Although the global 
issues of poverty, environmental degradation and 
inequality are familiar, the reality which currently faces 
us differs significantly from that which informed the 
1992 Summit. The Group of 77 and China which tabled 
the resolution calling for ‘Rio plus 20’ endorsed this call 
to review progress but also the need to develop alterna-
tive strategies which have greater currency. As plans for 
‘Rio Plus 20’ take shape, new discourses begin to emerge. 
The conference themes which are to be refined via the 
PrepCom process are likely to revolve around issues of a 
green economy in the context of sustainable development 
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and improved global security (Dodd & Strandenaes, 
2010). An overall appraisal of the implementation of 
Agenda 21 and the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation 
is also expected. Seeking a review of the implementation 
of the Rio commitments in domestic law and a better 
understanding of why the previous agreements are yet to 
be implemented is critical.  

The first preparatory meeting for ‘Rio plus 20’ pre-
ceded the 18th Commission on Sustainable Development 
(CSD18) in New York on 18-19 May 2010. PrepCom II 
is scheduled to take place in March 2011 and the final 
preparatory meeting is to occur immediately prior to the 
Summit in Rio. Many NGO groups as well as the UN 
Education Caucus are already asking questions about the 
‘forgotten priority’ as the road to Rio unfolds.  

The recent Copenhagen Summit (UNFCCC, 2009) 
reminded the global community that pathways towards 
sustainability have yet to be negotiated and agreed. This 
experience calls to question whether ‘Rio Plus 20’ will 
secure renewed political commitment and financial 
resources needed for implementation and effective 
monitoring of strategies for sustainable development. 
Strengthening global governance arrangements will need 
to be a key legacy of the forthcoming summit.  

Educators are engaging with the process as it unfolds, 
and some acknowledge that the journey to Rio provides a 
process, as well as platform, for reorienting education 
towards sustainable development. Creating opportunities 
for policy-makers and decision-makers to reflect and 
learn from twenty years experience of efforts to progress 
commitments in this area is an important part of the 
process. This is where illustrations of monitoring and 
evaluation experiences in ESD can serve to inform 
agendas, sharpen strategies and help stakeholders learn to 
change for sustainability. 
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