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ABSTRACT 

 

History shows that society looks to education to develop the values, knowledge and skills 

needed to address contemporary challenges and to create the kind of society and lifestyles 

that are appropriate to the time, place and context. This is particularly so in times of crisis 

and rapid change such as those encountered today. The inter-related issues of climate 

change, environmental degradation, globalisation and the global financial crisis (GFC), 

population explosion, growing intercultural and inter-religious conflict, and increasing 

social concerns and inequities, confront education with many complex challenges. 

 

This policy-oriented study examines the nature of these global challenges and ways of 

addressing them through values-based Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), 

with specific reference to key international documents and reports. It identifies the most 

commonly expressed values, knowledge and skills involved in Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD) in a selection of United Nations (UN) documents and international 

agreements relevant to key socio-cultural, socio-economic, and environmental perspectives 

of sustainable development. These are collated, analysed and presented as a guide for 

schooling to address, while complementing local cultural and national values. The global 

values are compared to Australian values, with those in the National Framework for 

Values Education in Australian schools (NFVE), and in the Australian National 

Curriculum for schooling. 

 

From an extended examination of international and Australian documents, and the work of 

scholars in the field, this study reviews the educational thinking that led to current concepts 

of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), with particular emphasis on values. It is 

argued that schools operate in three ways, by what they teach, by how they teach and by 

the kind of place the school is, which are examined in this study in terms of quality and 

effectiveness for values-based teaching and learning for a sustainable future. 

 

An investigation of the Australian National Curriculum for Schooling is undertaken as a 

case study to test: (a) the global values for ESD identified from UN documents; (b) the 

knowledge and skills for ESD gleaned from relevant international and Australian 

documents; and (c) the quality characteristics of ESD identified in this study, to form 



 xix 

evaluative criteria for implementing values-based ESD. The analysis examines the extent 

to which the Australian National Curriculum is designed to service the goal of sustainable 

development, with recommended modifications and adjustments. The Australian National 

Curriculum is also tested against a philosophical and values-based framework for its 

coherence, consistency and strength, and particularly, for its usefulness in creating a 

peaceful, just and sustainable society. 

 

It is argued that the issues addressed by Education for Sustainable Development are too 

important to be under-represented in the Australian National Curriculum, and merit serious 

and thorough consideration in the context of a rapidly changing world. Although this study 

discusses the nature of school-based Education for Sustainable Development, the 

underpinning principles and evaluative criteria for ESD may be extended to all levels of 

education.  

 

The Appendixes that accompany this study are contained in a separate volume for easy 

reference and are designed to be referred to alongside the text in this volume. 
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PREFACE 

 

I have chosen to preface this work with an explanation of the personal relevance of the subject 

matter, and a description of the global context, circumstances and timely opportunities that 

shaped the specific choice of values-based Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) as the 

topic of study. 

 

The emergence of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) has a long history of over 40 

years, as it evolved from Environmental Education (EE). The integration of socio-cultural and 

socio-economic factors with environmental ones coincided with the development of my own 

integrated understandings of the interdependent and systemic nature of how societies function in 

relationship with each other and with their environments. The progressive evolution of ESD is 

evident in the reports and proceedings of international conferences held over the past 40 years, as 

the international community progressively acknowledged the inextricable links between social, 

cultural and economic aspects of development and environmental sustainability. The growth of 

my personal understanding is evident in the life and work experiences that have shaped my 

values and thinking during the same period. 

 

The family circumstances into which I was born and the schooling to which I was exposed, led 

to a lifelong investigative journey, and a desire to contribute to society through the medium of 

education. My family migrated to Australia in 1950 as refugees, having been dispossessed of 

their Istrian home in northern Italy, which was conceded to Yugoslavia after World War II. 

Since I was born in Adelaide shortly after my family left the refugee camp at Bonegilla in 

Victoria, I grew up with stories of two World Wars, poverty, hunger, loss and human indignity, 

while witnessing the family’s struggle with a foreign language and culture. By the age of eight, 

being bilingual and bicultural, I was also fascinated by Indigenous cultures, had a love of 

animals and nature, and a keen desire to understand the diversity of life. At school I learnt about 

the United Nations (UN) in Social Studies from the Sisters of Mercy who worked on African 

‘missions’, and who taught me about ‘man’s inhumanity to man’ and the importance of 

contributing to society, by fundraising for Oxfam, World Vision and later, an international anti-

landmine campaign, championed by the school Principal, Patricia Pak Poy. I remember clearly 

the image of the UN flags in my Grade 5 Social Studies textbook, representing a naïve child’s 

hope that countries could work alongside each other for peace and human dignity, so important 
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to my family. By the age of ten years, I had already been exposed, both at home and at school, to 

some of the social and cultural aspects of sustainable development discussed in this study, that 

were to dominate my life for decades to come.  

 

My schooling had a profound influence on my values and interests that was to last a lifetime, 

against a family backdrop of daily expressions of gratitude for this ‘paradiso’ that had delivered 

the family from desperation to peace, well-being and opportunity. From these experiences, I 

learned the power of family and schooling on the shaping of values towards responsibility, 

contribution, respect and appreciation, and in particular the valuing of peace, human rights and 

dignity. It was the 1960s and environmental education had not yet been introduced in schools, 

but by 1971 when I began the study of languages at Flinders University in South Australia, 

spurred by a passion for cultural and linguistic maintenance, I was exposed to some of the 

classics of the environmental movement during exploratory visits to the campus bookshop. 

These opened the door to a new way of seeing the world, and a nascent interest in 

environmentalism.  

 

From my first visit to Flinders University, I was puzzled by the spatial chasm that existed 

between the buildings allocated to Humanities and Social Sciences, and those across the lake on 

the other side of the campus dedicated to the Natural Sciences. I soon discovered that this divide 

was not merely a physical one, but one that pervaded all aspects of academic and eventually 

working life, policy development and Government. I became aware of a similar divide some 

years later when asked on my entry to politics, whether my political focus was social or 

economic, I replied that I did not perceive them as being separate. The distinctions between the 

natural and social sciences, and between social and economic issues, did not make sense to me 

then, nor do they now. Since my view did not appear to be shared by my contemporaries, it was 

with delight that I later discovered the multi-dimensional international organisation Unesco, 

which brings together uniquely Education, the Sciences, Culture and Communications. Equally 

inspiring was the later discovery of an affiliated network called Unesco-APNIEVE, which 

fostered cross-disciplinary values-based approaches to education for peace, human rights, 

democracy and sustainable development, that are directly relevant to this study. 

 

Despite my values-based upbringing, I had not been exposed to a range of diverse perspectives 

nor had I had the opportunity to develop critical thinking or problem solving skills that would 

have prepared me for university and working life.  I had instead absorbed everything that had 
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been presented to me as if it were truth within a relatively narrow worldview, without developing 

the critical literacy for inquiring, comparing, questioning and formulating my own informed 

views, which I now understand are key aspects of Education for Sustainable Development 

(ESD). The university environment in the early 1970s confronted this 17 year-old school leaver 

with an array of confusing messages and radical anti-establishment slogans that conflicted with 

her sheltered and conservative Catholic migrant background. These new ideas challenged a wide 

range of social, political, environmental and economic issues including nuclear proliferation, the 

Vietnam War, uranium mining, and gender roles, to name just a few. I found out that anti-war 

protesters were not ‘bad’ people to stay away from; an understandable message from a family 

who had previously feared the retaliation of a fascist regime; but that the protesters were 

expressing their democratic right to rail against military massacres and to call for peace. This 

today finds a familiar echo among environmentalists, peace activists and anti-globalisation 

demonstrators, whose forms of protest may differ, nonetheless the search for truth, justice and 

peace remain. The clear links between the past and present beg the question why the study of 

History fails to include learning lessons from past histories, to be applied in contemporary 

contexts. 

  

In the 1970s, I participated in university and festival theatrical productions and musicals that 

expressed socio-political and environmental themes, and like many university students of the 

time, eventually developed a critical consciousness that was further to shape my values, 

friendships, vocational choices, and political beliefs. Yet, my secondary and tertiary education 

had not prepared me for the reality of life beyond institutional walls. To my chagrin, I discovered 

with my first casual job during a university vacation, that I had not acquired any practical work 

skills such as operating a simple adding machine, nor had I developed adequate socio-emotional 

skills to deal effectively with personal and work relationships and conflicts. This brought home 

the importance of life skills and the development of the whole learner, including functional skills 

and practical applications in education beyond theoretical and factual learning, discussed in 

Chapters 10 to 13 in relation to the Australian National Curriculum. 

 

On completion of my studies, I joined a small team of teachers in 1976 to pilot bilingual and 

multicultural education for the first time in South Australian schools in order to: (a) raise cultural 

awareness among Australian children; (b) maintain migrant languages and cultures, and (c) 

foster cultural and linguistic diversity. I was unaware how ground breaking that work would be, 

while at the same time the children of boat people from Vietnam were welcomed to our 
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classrooms. These experiences introduced me to the importance of strengthening and 

maintaining cultural and linguistic heritage and identity, for dignity, self-esteem and educational 

achievement, and the role of respect and intercultural understanding for social harmony, which I 

now know are integral to ESD for a sustainable society. I also witnessed first-hand an 

enlightened approach to the compassionate settlement of Vietnamese refugees, based on the 

recommendations of the 1978 Galbally Report, in stark contrast with both my family’s 

experience in Bonegilla in 1950, and contemporary practices for the detention of asylum seekers. 

I eventually left the field of multicultural education, returning 20 years later to contribute to the 

development of the multicultural cross-curriculum perspective in the South Australian 

Curriculum Standards and Accountability Framework (SACSA); an experience that informs my 

analysis of the cross-curriculum approach to sustainability in the Australian National Curriculum 

in this current study.  

 

During the intervening 20-year period, I worked with traditional Indigenous peoples on the 

Pitjantjatjara Lands, and with fringe and urban Indigenous communities across South Australia 

in a range of educational roles. These experiences exposed me to new perspectives, a diverse 

cosmology and relationship with the land, and reflections on power, dominance and the impacts 

of colonisation and dispossession that were far more profound than my family had experienced. 

When consulting Indigenous communities about their educational needs in efforts to support 

self-empowerment and self-determination, I was shocked by living standards that could equate 

with those among the poorest developing nations, and by the cultural insensitivities of ill-

prepared public officials. This led me subsequently to assist the Australian Public Service 

Commission in developing cross-cultural awareness programs for public servants working with 

migrants and Indigenous peoples.  

 

This period of my life was truly revealing, for which neither my schooling nor university study 

had prepared me, challenging yet again my worldview and underpinning assumptions. In 

addition to learning to value Indigenous knowledge and different ways of knowing, 

understanding and perceiving the world, I gained unique insights into the integrated ways in 

which communities function, involving a complex, multilayered and interconnected web of 

socio-cultural, economic, and political reasons for why they might not function well. Although 

my role was an educational one, I could not separate the design of Indigenous community 

education programs from the deeply disturbing socio-cultural, socio-economic, environmental 

and health issues that beset community members. This experience helped me gradually to 
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assemble the disconnected pieces of a puzzle in my mind, to understand the multidimensional 

and interdependent functioning of human societies, later understood as sustainable development, 

when my education had prepared me only to understand separate elements. This is discussed 

again in later chapters with reference to the integration of knowledge in the Australian National 

Curriculum. 

 

After having extended my understanding of immediate family experiences to include those of 

other migrant and Indigenous communities within Australia, I then extended my knowledge 

further afield to include international concerns. My global awareness expanded when working 

for Australia’s Agency for International Development (AusAID),  and subsequently teaching at a 

British International school in the Middle East, and later as a member of the Australian National 

Commission for Unesco, and founding President of Unesco-APNIEVE (Asia Pacific Network of 

International Education and Values Education) in Australia. The AusAID and Unesco 

experiences, further developed my understanding of the interconnected nature of human societies 

and cultures, not only within societies and countries, but also between them at the global level.   

 

From the mid-1990s I became involved in human rights issues, firstly advocating for an 

Australian Bill of Rights during the Constitutional debates leading up to the failed referendum 

for an Australian Republic, and later as a member of the National Human Rights Education 

Committee, and later still when working in Multicultural Affairs in relation to the treatment of 

refugees in detention centres.  During this time also, I became active in facilitating interfaith 

dialogue and understanding among Christian, Muslim and Jewish communities in South 

Australia, following the burning of mosques in reaction to the events of September 11 in 2001. 

These experiences extended my sphere of interest beyond cultural and linguistic sustainability 

and intercultural awareness, to interfaith understanding for societal peace, and broader human 

rights, equity and social justice aspects of sustainability. This period also saw the honing of my 

experience in educational and social policy development in Government advisory roles and in 

developing government-wide policies of access, equity, and social inclusion further deepening 

my understanding of social justice issues.  

 

A decade-long involvement with Unesco introduced me to the world of international diplomacy, 

and the processes for developing international agreements, norms and standards. I spent 

hundreds of hours listening to the speeches of country representatives at Unesco biennial 

General Conferences and at over 50 international education meetings and conferences convened 
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by Unesco in various parts of the world, during which the texts of agreements were debated and 

agreed upon. I was involved in contributing to the Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity 

and the development of the World Programme for Human Rights Education in 2004. During this 

time, I was exposed to a wide array of international and UN standard-setting documents, and 

began inevitably to compare the values and underpinning principles expressed in these 

documents with Australian educational policy and curriculum documents, with which I was 

familiar, noting and reflecting upon the similarities and differences, sometimes speaking and 

writing on the subject. From this experience, I drew inspiration for extracting the values, 

knowledge, skills and processes for Education for Sustainable Development from key 

international documents, eventually comparing them with their application in the Australian 

National Curriculum discussed in this study. 

 

A defining personal moment, linking the past with the present, occurred the first time I entered 

the plenary hall at the start of the 31
st
 session of the Unesco General Conference in 2001. The 

intense emotion generated by the sight of the national flags of Unesco member states lined up 

beside each other, recalled the spirit of the ten year-old whose childhood aspirations for a 

peaceful, just and harmonious world remained strong in the heart of the adult, despite the 

passage of time and some disillusionment. The child’s vision had initiated a journey from an 

initial exploration of languages and cultures, to understanding the complex multidimensional 

interdependencies of society, culture, and environment at local, national and global levels, to 

inform a comprehensive approach to ESD.  

 

As if to complete the journey of integrated understanding, my current role enables me to 

contribute to the implementation of the 2009 Council of Australian Governments (COAG) Green 

Skills Agreement for integrating skills for sustainability in tertiary education and training in 

Australia, thereby applying in practice a long personal interest in the environment, and satisfying 

my need to take positive action for mitigating climate change. 

 

It was over 20 years ago immediately following the first Gulf War, that I experienced an intense 

desire to contribute positively to society through education, to address the serious socio-cultural, 

socio-economic, and environmental issues of the time, in ways that might not yet have been 

implemented. At the time, there was conflict in the Middle East, drought, civil war and famine in 

Somalia, increasing global poverty, an economic recession, emerging racism with the Mabo land 

rights decision and rising anti-immigration sentiments in Australia, and concern about sea and air 
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pollution caused by burning oil fields in the Persian Gulf. This scenario applies equally today, 

only greater concerns may be added, such as climate change, increasing natural disasters, the re-

emergence and spread of tropical diseases, increasing rates of crime, terrorism, corruption, 

depression, substance abuse, suicide, and a general erosion of community values, 

notwithstanding the many scientific and technological advances that also occurred during this 

period to improve living standards for some. In the meantime, war continues in the Middle East.  

 

Following many years of personal reading and reflection in the 1990s and beyond, I chose to 

investigate values in education, since the acquisition of knowledge and skills, although essential, 

had alone proved insufficient for bringing about positive societal change to address these 

concerns. Further inquiry discussed in this study, revealed that values can provide the motivation 

and impetus to take action for bringing about positive change; the missing link in education. This 

accorded with my personal experience that had shown me the importance of values especially if 

accompanied by critical thinking to avoid blind adherence to values imposed by others, and by 

appropriate skill and knowledge development for taking appropriate practical and informed 

action. The significant questions to address in relation to the topic were: (a) which values to 

teach; (b) to what end; and (c) how best to teach them, addressed in this study. 

 

The period of my doctoral candidature fortuitously coincided with three separate events, which 

shaped the specific topic chosen for investigation, namely: (a) the establishment of the first 

National Framework for Values Education in Australia in 2004; (b) the 2002 UN proclamation 

of the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) for the period 2005–2014; and 

(c) the Australian Government decision to introduce the first National Curriculum for schooling 

in 2009, with sustainability as a cross-curriculum priority, at a time when the issue of Climate 

Change was looming large on the political agenda.  

 

These three factors not only meshed perfectly with my personal aspirations for a more peaceful, 

just and sustainable world, they also gave the study both purpose and topical relevance.  The 

scene was set for me to explore the values, knowledge and skills that could form the basis of 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), to enable the transformations needed for peace, 

human rights, democracy and sustainable development. The developing Australian National 

Curriculum provided the ideal vehicle against which to test the findings of my investigation, and 

to satisfy a need for making a personally meaningful contribution to education not only in 

Australia, but across the Asia-Pacific region and the wider World. 


	TITLE: The Global Values within Education for Sustainable Development: A Case Study of Education for Sustainable Development in the Australian National Curriculum - Volume 1
	TABLE OF CONTENTS
	LIST OF APPENDIXES IN VOLUME 2
	LIST OF TABLES AND FIGURES
	ABSTRACT
	DECLARATION
	DEDICATION
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	ACRONYMS
	PREFACE




