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Abstract

The ESDEUS project – entitled European Universities as Community Leaders in 
Education for Sustainable Development – highlights the importance of integrating 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) into university curricula to advance 
the “third mission” of universities. By examining and comparing data from 
governments and universities in Poland, Sweden, Portugal, and Italy, the study 
aims to provide insights that can inform more effective teaching and learning 
strategies regarding this highly important issue.

The topic of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) involves integrating 
key social and environmental issues into university curricula, whether through 
general or transversal competencies. ESD encompasses critical outcomes such 
as promoting ethical behavior, combating poverty, advancing gender equality, 
fostering health, protecting human rights, valuing cultural diversity, supporting 
peace, encouraging responsible production and consumption, and ensuring 
equitable access to Information and Communication Technologies (ICT). These 
elements align closely with the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) (UNESCO, n.d.; United Nations, n.d.).
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Strengths
The study began with a thorough mapping of national policies to understand uni-
versity practices and identify content for incorporation into curricula. This approach 
enabled a systematic analysis of policy frameworks, providing a solid foundation for 
designing curricula that effectively integrate ESD. By linking national strategies with 
global sustainability goals, the study highlights how universities can enhance their 
societal impact while developing critical skills and competencies among students.

In the case of Poland, the country leading the project, the selection carried out 
is particularly noteworthy. At the national level, it not only analyzes the Strategy for 
Sustainable Development from 2020 to 2030, but also incorporates two documents 
on volunteering and cooperation in the spirit of solidarity. These highlight the per-
spectives to be examined and confirm initiatives that enhance the university’s Third 
Mission (Haj Tajeb, 2024) within local communities. It is striking that, through the 
national volunteering report, proposals for change are presented to be implemented 
in the university curriculum, aligning students’ and academia’s commitments with 
the SDGs. Likewise, the Development Cooperation Program 2021–2030 supports 
the commitments of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs, as well as cooperation across 
different educational levels, including higher education and adult learning. This is 
referred to as Global Education. The set of selected documents and their analysis fos-
ter a key pillar connecting programs that benefit education and, consequently, society 
and citizenship. At the local level, the DSW University of Lower Silesia has designed 
a Development Strategy 2022–2025 and an innovative Gender Equality Plan cover-
ing 2023–2026, which are aligned with current challenges and real-world issues.

Sweden demonstrates, at the national level, its commitment to sustainable de-
velopment through university regulations and their evaluation in 2017, having in-
corporated sustainable development into its framework since 2006. This positions 
the country ahead of the United Nations’ 2015 proposal for the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs) and the 2030 Agenda. Notably, the evaluation document 
includes several recommendations, among which those promoting the development 
of competencies stand out—an aspect that the Bologna Declaration of 1999 (Eu-
ropean Higher Education Area, 1999) reshaped in university curricula across the 
member states of the European Community. Some authors argue that curricula 
should empower university students with transversal competencies for sustainability  
(Lambrechts et al., 2013; Hammer & Lewis, 2023). Local documents, such as  
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the policies proposed by the university itself, highlight its strong commitment to 
both sustainability and the community, embracing the university’s “third mission” 
beyond teaching and research. The institution is expected to serve as a model and 
point of reference, making efforts to minimize its ecological footprint and include 
the certification of its Environmental Management System.

Portugal also works at the national level to advance the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) and the 2030 Agenda. It explicitly acknowledges the disruption 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 worldwide, particularly in education, 
which created setbacks for the most disadvantaged groups. A strength emerging 
from this situation was the effort to ensure inclusive, equitable, and lifelong educa-
tion (SDG 4). The University of Algarve demonstrates its commitment to each of 
the goals in a 2021 report, with particular emphasis on the fight for gender equality.

Italy demonstrates its commitment to sustainable development through the alli-
ance of 86 universities, particularly in the Conference of Rectors of Italian Universi-
ties. In this regard, there is a parallel with the Spanish university system, where the 
Conference of Rectors (CRUE, 2019) also advocates for the pursuit of a more sus-
tainable planet. Consequently, it aligns with the ambition of creating new common 
European cultural values, making the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) 
an effective tool for engaging in learning and social commitment (Anderson, 2022) 
in continuous development.

In general, based on the analysis of the selected documentation, it can be stated 
that Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is addressed from an environ-
mental and socio-environmental perspective, while also considering the economy, 
entrepreneurship, and technological advances as new paradigms of social change. 
It is important to align the proposed cross-cutting approach with different perspec-
tives—such as the social, economic, and environmental pillars, commonly referred 
to as the Triple Bottom Line (TBL)—which are related to corporate social respon-
sibility and good-practice criteria in investor decision-making (Honeyman & Jana, 
2019; Badía et al., 2022). In the Polish context, this triad is conceptualized as social, 
economic, and spatial dimensions, where ‘spatial’ likely encompasses environmen-
tal planning, urban-rural development, and the management of physical resources, 
thereby aligning closely with the ‘environmental’ pillar of the TBL model. More-
over, the university’s Third Mission (Haj Tajeb, 2024) represents a crucial objective, 
alongside Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 on Quality Education and SDG 5 
on Gender Equality. Universities demonstrate their commitment to sustainability by 
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incorporating several goals suggested by the SDGs as transversal competencies into 
teaching (Lechuga-Jiménez et al., 2024), in line with European recommendations 
for higher education curricula (European Higher Education Area, 1999).

Weaknesses and Opportunities
A key weakness identified is the inconsistent and often implicit adoption of the spe-
cific term ‘Education for Sustainable Development’ (ESD) within national and insti-
tutional frameworks. For instance, while ‘Sustainability’ is a top priority in Sweden, 
the precise term ‘ESD’ is absent from the consulted documents. Similarly, in Poland, 
Portugal, and Italy, ESD is not explicitly emphasized in the analyzed strategic docu-
ments. This terminological ambiguity may hinder the systematic integration of ESD 
pedagogy as distinct from broader sustainability policy. Consequently, the goal is to 
implement these educational approaches into the strategic plans of European HEIs, 
ensuring that future teacher training in schools will highlight the relevance of So-
cio-Scientific Issues (SSI), which are considered problems involving the deliberate use 
of scientific topics that require students to engage in dialogue, discussion, and debate 
(Macalalag et al., 2024), usually enhanced with social dimensions (Sadler, 2009).

Controversially, according to Polish analysis, schools are more sensitized to ESD. 
It is noted that a lack of research and debate in universities seems evident, indicating 
the need to foster a new culture of critical thinking and coherent actions, as well as 
to enhance university teaching for future generations of citizens and teachers. This 
reflection is shared by Poland, Portugal, Italy, and Sweden, highlighting the need to 
establish definitions of SD and Agenda 2030 to implement ESD at HEIs. This analy-
sis suggests a potential disconnect, not necessarily between generations, but between 
the ESD sensitization occurring in schools and the slower curricular integration 
within Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). This indicates that university curric-
ula have not yet fully embraced ESD as a core, transformative educational approach.

Threats and Opportunities
The second part of the study exhaustively analyzes study programs related to sus-
tainability at each university. Additionally, it includes the proposals of each insti-
tution for short credential courses, whether national or international, offered at the 
same institution or in other locations. The descriptions are clear and seemingly ef-
fective. Moreover, it integrates teaching strategies and feedback, taking into account 
students’ learning and voices.
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The learning approach suggested by ESDEUS achieves the goal of ‘innovating 
in teaching strategies’, which was previously identified as a threat, a requisite that is 
uncovered in higher education institutions. Thus, ESD would ultimately establish 
its own “initiatives” in defining its composition, implementing research and results 
in these courses, and obviously in teaching. Although most of the courses analyzed 
in this section relate to what is traditionally considered sciences (environmental 
sciences, biology, climate change studies), the aim of integrating pedagogy and a so-
cial sciences approach is commendable. However, a significant threat remains: the 
potential confinement of ESD to traditionally ‘green’ disciplines. A truly transfor-
mative ESD approach requires its integration across all faculties to achieve a solid, 
transversal/cross-sectional approach—including humanities, law, business, and the 
arts—to equip every graduate with the competencies to contribute to a sustainable 
future, regardless of their field.

Conclusion
Addressing concepts such as Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) pres-
ents a preliminary challenge, as different countries adopt varied approaches to sus-
tainability, lifelong learning, and community education. Moreover, within univer-
sities, different faculties may implement these concepts and related approaches in 
diverse ways. Rather than viewing this diversity as a threat, it should be seen as an 
opportunity to develop a contemporary system that introduces new commitments 
and solutions.

The suggestion to establish a definition of the concept of ESD is essential, as 
one of the threats lies in its frequent confusion with the SDGs or the broader term 
sustainability. These are, in fact, different matters: how to approach teaching sus-
tainable development; how to foster active learning and student engagement and 
participation in the community; and the knowledge and skills specifically related to 
sustainability. For example, the concept of degrowth should be explicitly linked to 
the planet’s natural resource limits and human action.

This study is limited to a specific number of teaching staff. Therefore, con-
ducting a larger-scale study that involves different faculties and disciplines, as well 
as examines curricula and teaching practices, would be highly interesting. In this 
regard, utilizing the opportunities provided by the Bologna Process for curriculum 
Europeanization to focus on transversal competencies—aimed at acquiring knowl-
edge and applying it to problem-solving—may be a promising avenue for the future. 
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Continuous professional development for academic staff is essential, as each disci-
pline has its own specificities.

Additionally, exploring students’ knowledge and proposals is essential, as the 
perspectives of young people shape the future of ESD. What are their demands? 
What are their perceptions and expectations regarding the issue? Programs such 
as those presented by Poland are particularly valuable, as they place students at the 
center of learning and action through various approaches, including artistic activ-
ities and debate. The suggestion to create awards for undergraduate dissertations, 
master’s theses, and doctoral theses is an effective resource for shaping ESD, as 
it facilitates research with younger generations, produces tangible outcomes, and 
plants the seed for future development. Additionally, integrating community-related 
topics enhances engaged learning, fostering a sense of responsibility within social 
environments and communities.

Finally, it is important to emphasize the relevance of the European Higher Edu-
cation Area (EHEA) and competency-based learning for future research and knowl-
edge-transfer initiatives—not only in formal education, but also in non-formal and 
lifelong learning contexts.
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