Jolanta Konieczny Edukacja Miedzykulturowa
2022, nr 4 (19) ISSN 2299-4106

DOI: 10.15804/em.2022.04.11

$9e0

Global challenges of education for sustainable
development

Abstract: The awareness of the society that it is responsible for what the nature
looks like, as well as for developing human relations, results in the popularization
of the idea of sustainable development. The aim of thos study is to present an
analysis of the literature on the subject focused on the description of the reality
and possible directions of changes in education, considering it as global challenges
in three aspects of sustainable development: the economic, ecological and social.
The greatest challenge today is to create a multidimensional view of a constantly
deepening social and environmental crisis. The change that should be made in
education should concern the processes that are aimed at combining the three
aspects and at balancing their importance. The essence of education for sustain-
able development was shown in shaping the values, empathy and awareness that
are needed to act for society, as well as the environment and the economy on
a global scale.

Keywords: intercultural education, sustainable development, society, environ-
ment, economy, global challenges

Introduction

It remains in the interests of man and the environment, that many radical
changes in human behavior should be introduced. The most important chal-
lenges facing the modern world include: reducing consumption, combating
poverty and hunger, promoting a healthy lifestyle, reducing the constantly
growing number of the population, and reducing environmental pollution.
This is why the UNESCO countries have adopted education for sustainable
development as an action plan for people, planet and welfare (Sustainable
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development, n.a) in order to meet their own needs and not to deprive them
of the possibility of meeting them by future generations, as well as to main-
tain the natural, economic and social balance. As observed by Wals and Kieft
(2010, p. 18), the role of education is not only to enable social change, but also
to deepen the ability to assess different global and intergenerational problems.

Sustainable development

In 1987, the report Our Common Future, otherwise known as the Brundt-
land report, defined the concept of sustainable development understood as
sustainable stable development for the first time. In Poland, however, the
adopted definition of sustainable development meant a development that
satisfies the needs of the present generations, without undermining the pos-
sibility of satisfying the needs of the next generations (Kafel, 2007, p. 15).
Currently, there are around 300 definitions of sustainable development.
According to Kafel (ibid., p. 15), the first Polish definition was created by
ecological movements and was the following: sustainable development, also
called eco-development (...) is where people predict the limitations related to
the finiteness of the planet and the rhythm of nature independent of humans
(...). It is a strategy for achieving a dignified life within what is physically and
biologically possible. It guarantees that the basic needs of the present and
future generations are met, while maintaining the durability of the natural
environment and the natural diversity of both species and ecosystems.

The definition adopted in 1992 and still in force today comes from the
Second United Nations Conference: Environment and Development, and
says that: sustainable development is a strategy of ecological, social, techni-
cal and technological and organizational transformations, the aim of which
is to achieve a rational and sustainable level of social prosperity, allowing it
to be passed on to future generations without fear of the risk of destruction
of natural resources and ecosystems (UN Conference on Environment and
Development in Rio de Janeiro, 1993). Sustainable development is currently
a factor co-shaping the next stage of civilizational development. Following
Hull (2008, p. 27), its goals should be developed so that their implementation
would lead to the balancing of economic and social processes, taking into
account the possibilities of the natural environment. Batorczak (2013, p. 35)
sees sustainable development as an idea whose main task is not to repair the
damage caused by excessive exploitation of the environment, but to educate
how to manage the resources of nature. Kostecka (2009, p. 101) observes
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that this concept refers to environmental awareness treated equally to the
infrastructure necessary for further socio-economic development. In 2015,
the 2030 Agenda that describes seventeen sustainable development goals
was adopted. The countries of the Global South and Global North have made
a decision to commit to these goals and promote prosperity while respecting
the planet (UNESCO, 2017, p. 6).

Education for sustainable development

Batorczak (2013, p. 22) remarks that a necessary condition for the implemen-
tation of sustainable development is education, because society is the object
and subject of building this process (Prandecki, 2011, p. 180). A change of
human nature should take place and a redefinition of most of human views
in order to adapt them to new requirements. The aim of such education is to
educate a person who, while being a conscious citizen of the world, not only
fights for order and peace on the Earth but is also a responsible consumer of
goods (Konieczny, 2020, p. 55).

According to Kostecka (2009, p. 102), the global tasks of education for
sustainable development should include:

— promotion and improvement of the quality of teaching, which is aimed

at acquiring knowledge and skills necessary for action,

- shaping social awareness, implementing the principles of sustainable

development in everyday life,

- creating new education based on stimulating motivation and value de-

velopment,

- conducting lifelong learning.

Adopting the above principles means striving for a new development of
education, departing from its narrow understanding associated with the in-
tellect, and adopting a new developmental paradigm based on combining
the issues searched for and found in economic, social and environmental
education. Their implementation should be based on the transfer and shap-
ing of values such as good, empathy, honesty, love (Borys, 2010, p. 59). Thus,
according to Prandecki (2011, p. 192), education for sustainable development
should shape the development of thinking and direct teaching in such a way
as to teach how to think and not what to think. It influences the development
of knowledge, skills, values and attitudes. It is a transformative and holistic
learning throughout life integrating content, requiring a shift from teach-
ing to learning (UNESCO, 2017, p. 7). When creating curricula, it would be
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worth considering three aspects of sustainable development, which show the
three theoretical layers — the components of human development striving for
a balance between society and the environment.

The economic aspect of education for sustainable development

Introducing the idea of sustainable development requires adopting a model
of human behavior in the economic theory in line with its ethics. The an-
thropological concept of human homo oeconomicus was adopted in main-
stream economics. Kietczewski (2011, p. 215) remarks that the idea behind
this idea was to formulate a reference point for management in which the
decision-maker is a human being, that is, an individual. Another goal was to
distinguish such features of an individual as an economic entity that would be
universal, indisputable and part of human nature. In this idea, as Kielczewski
writes (ibid. p. 217), all individual features should be rejected to create a uni-
form system of individuals. The adoption of such a human theory allowed for
the creation of economic laws that are objective and universal in nature. This
theory, however, groups both supporters and opponents. The undoubted
advantage is the fact that the assumptions of the economic theory of poli-
tics are useful for explaining simple decisions (Prandecki, 2011, p. 184) and
for searching for theorems that are simple and verifiable (Kietczewski, 2011,
p. 217). One of the disadvantages was selfishness in its purest form, which is
not considered immoral but which still gains the approval of society (Rogall,
2010, p. 185).

Prandecki (2011, p. 184) rightly observes that the rejection of short-term
economic rationality could be the reason to create a new vision of man that
would include a comprehensive explanation of human behavior. As if acting
in this genre, H. Rogall (2010, p. 189) proposes to adopt the concept of homo
cooperativus in the economy of sustainable development, where the ability to
cooperate and the potential of idealism need to be taken into account. What
is more, D. Kielczewski (2011, p. 213) points to homo sustinens as a new
model of man. As these visions are much similar to each other, and — addi-
tionally — their features complement each other, for the sake of this paper it
was resolved to give up the division resulting from the names of individual
authors and an assumption was made that what should be indicated first
of all is what the direction of change ought to be, disregarding the issues of
nomenclature adopted by individual authors. Therefore, it is recognized that
everyone is naturally ‘equipped’ with an elementary sense of justice and can
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adapt to the requirements of moral behavior. Following Rogall (2010, p. 190),
as people are capable of empathy and love, they also understand the need to
achieve long-term goals, and see their dependence on the consent and help
of others.

Education for sustainable development should place emphasis on chang-
ing the theoretical approach to human beings. As stressed by H. Rogall (2010,
pp. 192-193), the new approach allows for shaping a specific type of person;
ready to cooperate and to take responsibility for others. The condition for
creating a new unit is to take into account the following elements:

- consideration of unequal preconditions (abilities, education, property

relations, etc.),

- behavior, which is determined by various factors: economic, socio-

cultural, psychological, and/or idealistic goals,

— character traits, which are varied, e.g. self-interest, self-sacrifice, com-

passion, cooperation, etc.,

— ability, readiness to cooperate and responsibility,

- lack of resistance to manipulation and cruelty.

Rogall (2010, p. 194) observes that adopting the above-mentioned ele-
ments has some kind of consequences. If one assumes that the preconditions
are unequal, one should strive to provide equal opportunities and ensure
minimum social, ecological and economic standards. The human is a being
who shows various, often contradictory features, e.g. empathy, often paired
with selfishness, is susceptible to the influence of socio-economic factors
and does not fully use the potential for communal and idealistic actions.
One cannot resign from codifying moral norms only because the human is
capable of doing both good and evil. Establishing them can help maintain
peace and life in harmony with the environment, preserving one’s goods for
future generations.

The social aspect of education for sustainable development

Adopting an appropriate human theory allows for a change in social behav-
ior and the implementation of the concept of sustainable development. As
K. Prandecki (2011, pp. 185-192) rightly points out, the society can be an
object and also a subject of sustainable development: this is because it is not
only able to change people and their way of relating to the environment, but
also makes the successful implementation of these principles in life depen-
dent on it. The new aims of sustainable development include: eradication of
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poverty and hunger; growth of human health and welfare; gender equality;
sustainable cities and communities; responsible consumption; peace and jus-
tice (the so-called Global Goals). A sustainable society focuses on two areas:
the consequences of human activity and consumption. Following Hull (2008,
p. 28), the activities of society have been detached from the environment,
which results in an increase in the population, greater demand for renew-
able and non-renewable land resources. Drastic disproportions have arisen
between people, generating numerous divisions and conflicts. According
to Nagérny (2011, p. 143), the biggest social problem is the constant con-
sumption caused by shortening of the life of products, fast development of
technological progress, and unstoppable greed to buy goods. The society as
an entity includes the family, local society, non-governmental organizations,
enterprises and refers to their role on the Earth. Its main foundation is the
human entity; it presents a human being as responsible, aware, having the
appropriate knowledge to create social, economic and environmental condi-
tions for their own development and for other people.

Referring to the previously presented theories of homo oeconomicus, it
should be emphasized that such an attitude leads to an increase in global
consumption (resource consumption is greater than production). Action is
only taken when financial benefits are achieved, detachment of a human be-
ing from natural cycles takes place and putting the human above the natural
environment occurs. This attitude leads to a catastrophe and the collapse of
civilization.

As indicated above, the theoretical vision of the human being should be
changed and the adoption of homo cooperativus as a new goal of educating
society should be maintained. A tendency to change is the key to achieving
sustainable development; the greatest threat is the noticeable lack of interest
in the desire to change and the growing reluctance to participate in social
communities (Putnam, 2008, p. 468). The first stage of change that should
occur is a change of attitude, embracing both a sense of responsibility for the
world and the belief that the world can be changed. It is also necessary to
combat the belief that the expected threats will not occur. What Prandecki
(2011, p. 188) recognizes as important is to abandon selfish thinking in favor
of the community. Sustainable social development leads to the development
of society as a whole. Its main goal is the balance and cooperation of societ-
ies in accordance with the ecosystem and its dependencies. The activities of
society take into account ecological ethics, the quality of life, as well as care
for the future of generations. However, the society should take into account
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the cultural identity of individuals and provide the opportunity for the devel-
opment of culture and tradition (Jutvik and Liepina, 2005, p. 8).

The ecological aspect of education for sustainable development

At the beginning of his very interesting book, Berdo (2006, p. 1) remarks that
the human being is dependent on the environment because it is nature that
provides the livelihoods. Later on, Berdo (ibid, p. 80) develops this approach
and adds an observation that the basic assumption of the environmental as-
pect should be the adoption of the principle that people can draw from the
environment more than it can give them. Hull (2008, p. 29) assists him in
a way writing that both nature and the human world are a dynamic, con-
stantly evolving whole, its creative element being the human and the struc-
tures they create. The current consumer society presents a position where
self-interest is more important than the common interest. Such an attitude is
the cause of many drastic climate changes and the degradation of the ecosys-
tem, as evidenced in the research presented by Rokicka and Wozniak (2016,
pp. 211-212):
— poor quality air is the cause of 10 percent of deaths worldwide,

— 24 billion people around the world do not have access to clean water,

— the fish stocks in the seas are used unsustainably,

- the most endangered water and land areas are not under protection,

- evident land loss can be observed,

— there is an excessive use of nitrogen fertilizers,

- carbon dioxide emissions are still very high.

As observed by Zber-Dzikowska (2013, p. 102), the principal function of
education is to shape human ecological awareness and change the function-
ing of a consumer into a citizen of the world who uses ecological solutions
that require the use of locally available raw materials. Naturally, following
Berdo (ibid., p. 78), their introduction is technically simple and can be intro-
duced independently. Environmental education supports the human’s cogni-
tive contact with the outside world, their development of perception, obser-
vation, sensitivity to the problems of the natural environment and human
life. These are the fundamental issues in education, as Wieckowski (1993,
pp. 153-154) sees them. Sustainable development focuses on ensuring the
abundance of natural resources, where their management does not exhaust
them and does not lead to degradation of the natural environment (Berdo,
2006, p. 17).
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Conclusions

Following Tyburski (2011, p. 12), sustainable development is a kind of social
and economic progress that integrates political, economic and social activi-
ties, while maintaining the balance of nature and the processes taking place
in it. Its overarching goal is to meet the needs of contemporary and future
generations. One of global challenges to education for sustainable develop-
ment is focused on the development of knowledge, values and skills that
develop a sense of awareness, in this way stimulating individual and group
activities that have local and global impact. These challenges are defined by
Batorczak (2013, p. 25) as follows: they improve the quality of life now and
ensure the prosperity of the next generations. However, it is important to
understand that education for sustainable development is primarily related
to ethics, i.e. a life in which one cares for the natural environment while re-
jecting the attitude of consumption and sharing what one has in excess. Such
activities should take place naturally (Gerwin, 2008, p. 4).

Following Szempruch (2012, p. 9), the fundamental change that should
take place is the new vision of school as a place where critical analysis of
reality, learning for life, alternative, creative thinking, and a critical distance
to reality take place, which — according to Ciazela (2005, p. 181) — requires
starting from an elementary sense of solidarity, community and responsi-
bility. This is why the principal challenge of modern education is to keep
up with the advancement of technology and globalization. Societies all over
the world struggle with the overflow of information that is not always true.
Understanding the complexity of this world is a principal challenge of global
education for sustainable development. It emphasizes the vision of a human
whose own benefits will not be more important than the common interest. It
is a departure from homo oeconomicus in favor of homo cooperativus, which
makes it possible for the development of responsible human beings, aware
of the undisputable fact that it is them who work for nature.

Berdo (2006, p. 20) emphasizes a common truth when he writes that it is
a human who lives for the Earth, not the Earth for human beings, and that
their dependence on the environment has not decreased. Human actions
affect not only the country where one lives, but also other citizens of the
world. Prandecki (2011, p. 185) adds that it is also important to underline the
necessity to introduce changes in the functioning of education of a human
being, and the fact that the evident human reluctance to be positively edu-
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cated should be overcome. Education should be oriented towards declining
the attitude of consumerism, where most actions are taken either when there
is an opportunity to achieve benefits or when they are conditioned by the
price. The human should not strive to satisfy their selfish needs, which are
always related to the demand for raw materials and products. Thus, follow-
ing Reimers (2017, p. 40), the global challenges of education for sustainable
development mostly consist in striving to shape some specific attitude in
students — and this is the attitude to understand their position towards the
wider world they live in.

One more time it should be emphasized that the basis of economy and
society is the environment. Neither aspect is possible without the proper
functioning of species and natural processes. The ecological aspect of sus-
tainable development places emphasis on people’s moral development and
their responsibility for the entire ecosystem as well as the relations taking
place within it. This is the basis of the functioning of life on the Earth and
every element in it is important. It is a common truth that the limits of the
Earth’s capabilities have already been exceeded and that the existing ecosys-
tem needs rebuilding. In order to rebuild it, one may take the way of which
Berdo (2006, p. 80) writes when he proposes a necessary change of the di-
rection of development so as to meet a sustainable one — the one where life
will be balanced in economic, ecological and social aspects. As a result of the
activities that openly address these issues in a holistic and multidimensional
manner, one will be allowed to to obtain not only the right amount of infor-
mation, but also the ability to construct knowledge and evaluate it, which,
according to Szadziniska (2017, p. 22), will result in action based on respect-
ing ecological and social rights. Appropriately targeted educational activities
make it possible to correct the current direction of development, affecting
both locally and globally the existing tendencies.
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