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Teacher education is a key requirement for promoting Education for 

Sustainable Development (ESD) at school. Teachers are powerful change agents 

for delivering the educational response needed for achieving sustainable 

development. Whether school education processes and the schools themselves as 

educational institutions can become more sustainable depends on the 

knowledge, competencies, attitudes and values of the teachers, but also on the 

interaction with institutional frameworks and curricular structures. 

Teacher education must meet this challenge by reorienting itself towards 

ESD as demanded by international declarations, such as the United Nations 

Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) Strategy for Education for 

Sustainable Development (UNECE 2005). The monitoring and evaluation of the 

Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) has shown that there 

are many good examples of integrating ESD in teacher education and that the 

support of teachers has been a key condition to the successful adoption and 

implementation of ESD (UNESCO 2014). 

However, efforts to prepare teachers to implement ESD have not 

advanced sufficiently. Therefore, more work still needs to be done to reorient 

teacher education to approach ESD in content and teaching and learning 

methods. That is why the UNESCO Programme “ESD for 2030” in its priority 

action area 3 aims at building capacities of educators. One of the proposed 

actions in this area is to integrate ESD into pre-service and in-service teacher 

education programmes (UNESCO 2020).  

The implementation of ESD at schools places high demands on teachers. 

It presupposes that they have dealt with the concepts of sustainable development 

and ESD. By integrating the educational concept into teacher education and 

training, teachers are empowered to address key societal issues and to deal with 

them together with their students. Teachers are enabled to design learning 

processes to support the acquisition of sustainability competencies in the 

classroom. This includes also to work interdisciplinary and in projects. Thus, 

ESD allows to view the own teaching practice from a new perspective. 

Qualification of educators for working with the concept can be expected to 

contribute to innovations in school education and an increase in the quality of 

education (Barth and Rieckmann 2012). 

It is widely agreed that teachers need to be qualified to work with the 

concept of ESD and that they have to acquire certain competencies to deal with 

issues of sustainable development and to orient their teaching practice to this 

concept. In order to prepare teachers to facilitate ESD, they must develop 



sustainability key competencies. However, in addition to general sustainability 

competencies, they also need ESD competence which can be described as a 

teacher’s capacity to help people develop sustainability competencies through a 

range of innovative teaching and learning practices. 

In order to integrate ESD into the classroom and to promote sustainability 

competencies among the students, the teachers should be able to address the 

challenges of sustainable development and their own role in this process. Issues 

raised by the concept should be considered in an integrative and multi-

perspective way and dealt with across disciplines. This includes the reflection of 

one's own subject in terms of its importance for sustainable development as well 

as a change of perspective for subject-related content. Teachers should also be 

able to design teaching-learning environments that allow students to participate 

and gain experience in dealing with sustainable development tasks. 

These elements of ESD competence are described much more in detail in 

a number of different frameworks of teacher competencies in the field of ESD 

(cf. Corres et al. 2020), such as the CSCT framework (Sleurs, 2008), the 

UNECE framework (UNECE, 2012), the KOM-BiNE framework (Rauch and 

Steiner, 2013), as well as the approach of Bertschy et al. (2013). The UNECE 

model (2012) refers to all educational practitioners and is divided into four 

areas: 1. Learning to know (The educator understands...), 2. Learning to do (The 

educator is able to...), 3. Learning to live together (The educator works with 

others in ways that...), 4. Learning to be (The educator is someone who...). 

Teacher education programmes should be further developed to meet these 

standards. 

Based on these competence frameworks, the project “A Rounder Sense of 

Purpose” developed a framework that describes 12 ESD competencies for 

educators. The idea was to distil the UNECE competencies by refining and 

filtering it and extracting essential elements (Vare 2018; Vare et al. 2019). These 

12 ESD competencies can be divided into four subgroups: integration, 

involvement, practice and reflexivity. Table 1 presents these 12 competencies. 

Each competency encompasses three learning outcomes, including several 

supporting components. RSP gives a comprehensive overview of what “ESD 

competence” means. 

 

To enable teachers to develop these competencies, they must be given the 

opportunity to participate in appropriate teacher training. This raises the 

question of how effective teacher training is in relation to the concept of ESD. 

Against this backdrop, the “A Rounder Sense of Purpose” ESD competencies 

framework is currently applied and validated in a range of educational settings 

in Cyprus, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Spain, Switzerland, and the UK. In 

Germany the model is used as a framework for a series of ESD staff training 

workshops at the University of Vechta. 



Table 1 RSP competence framework 

(https://aroundersenseofpurpose.eu/framework/themodel/) 
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