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"Education about sustainability is most effectively delivered through enquiry-based 

learning - the hallmark of good, effective geography teaching. Pupils can be encouraged 

to take responsibility for their learning by identifying real issues that concern them such 

as litter, disability access, and energy supplies in their immediate environment. They 

can investigate the issue with hands on practical data collection and use the results to 

take action and see the effectiveness of their actions, so developing education for 

sustainability."   (Morris & Willy 2007:34) 

  
 

ISSUE / CHANGE

Awareness
What? Where? When? 

Who? 

Participation
What can we do as 

individuals and  together?               

(avoids disempowerment, 

helplessness)

Evaluation
What ought/should?  

(feelings, attitudes, values) 

Analysis
How? Why? 

(cause/effect) 

Affective domain

(Attitudes, values, feelings)
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Fig. 1 

 

I first developed my curriculum model for underpinning Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD) in 1984 when working as a development education officer for 

Christian Aid in NE London. I revised it in 2004 and again in 2006, (fig 1). It is an 

enquiry-based model that addresses the cognitive, affective and action domains and I 

will illustrate how it works in practice with an example of children in a Devon primary 

school who ñidentified a real issue that concerned themò. 

http://esd.escalate.ac.uk/gattegno


Identifying the issue 

 

In the centre of the model are the words óissueô and óchangeô. The focus of an enquiry 

could be an issue which has sustainability implications, e.g. women in Pakistan, who 

stitch footballs are very poor, (figs. 9 & 10) or it may be a change occurring in our world 

that is affecting its future sustainability, e.g. the ongoing destruction of the Amazon 

Rainforest, (figs.5 & 6) or the decline in populations and diversity of butterfly species, 

(figs 2 & 3). 

 

ñEducation for the futureéé. begins in the classroom with the study of issues 

that are relevant to the pupils themselves: litter in the playground, experiments 

on animals, racist abuse, maybe, dangerous traffic. All such issues have local 

and global components and the interrelationships between the two soon 

emerge.ò (Hicks & Holden 1995:10.) 

 

At Pilgrim Primary School in Plymouth, Devon, a class of Year 6 children had been 

keeping records during the summer term of numbers and species of butterflies 

observed in their school grounds. They also had access to similar records kept in 

previous years. They noticed that there seemed to be over time an overall decline in the 

numbers of butterflies frequenting their school so they had identified a ñreal issueò of 

sustainability for enquiry that had begun to ñconcern themò, (Morris & Willy 2007), 

namely the decline in butterflies locally. (fig. 2). However, the first point to notice is that, 

although the chosen issue initially appears to be local to a schoolôs grounds in Devon, it 

does not remain so for long; it soon becomes apparent that the same phenomena is 

occurring on a range of scales - regional, national and global. ñThe global dimension 

explores the interconnections between the local and the globalò (DfES 2005:1). This not 

only addresses the requirement of the Geography NC programmes of study ñstudy at a 

range of scalesò (Ks2 7a) but also offers opportunities to address contrasting locality 

study. 

 

ñButterflies are becoming extinct county by county é. Hertfordshire has suffered 

the extinction of more butterfly species than any other county in the UK. It has 

lost 17 species over the last 100 years. There are only 56 butterfly species 

resident in Britain.ò (Butterfly Conservation Press release 24th July 2006 online) 
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Butterfly illustration , with permission  is from Fox, R., Adams, J., Bereton, T., Roy, D. & Warren, M.  (2006) óThe State of 

Butterflies in Britain & Irelandô. Newbury:  Pisces Publications. 

 

Fig. 2 

Awareness (Cognitive domain of knowledge) 

 

The model begins with the children acquiring and developing their knowledge and 

awareness of butterflies and associated issues. It is important for children to ñhave the 

opportunity to acquire knowledge, to develop a respect for evidence.ò (NCC 1990:14). 

The descriptive questions What? Where? and When? can be applied to butterfly life-

cycles, species, habitats, distribution, rarity, rates of decline, etc. Of particular help here 

are voluntary organizations, which specialise in butterflies and their conservation, e.g.  

óButterfly Conservationô, (fig. 3). This first part of the curriculum model is concerned with 

factual knowledge but if this is ñpreselected knowledge-contentò (Kelly 1995:186) it is 

never totally value-free because the selection of certain knowledge by the teacher 

accords it relative importance or by its omission relative unimportance.  

 

ñAny attempt to make decisions about the content of the curriculum that are 

based on some views of what kinds of knowledge are valuable has to be seen as 

an attempt to impose one particular ideology on children and thus to achieve 

some kind of social control over them either deliberately or merely as a by-

product of oneôs practice.ò (Kelly 1989:34)  



 

Hence, the curriculum model begins with the children and teacher working together as a 

community of enquiry. It is the teachersô role to facilitate childrenôs access to information 

and encourage their questioning of the accuracy and reliability of any information and 

data. This approach sees knowledge as ñsocially constructedò and the ñproduct of a 

particular social groupò (Kelly 1989:34) 

 

ñEducation for citizenship cannot be based on the transmission of knowledge. It 

is essentially a matter of developing in pupils a range of capabilities, especially 

the power of autonomous thinking. And that requires an approach to curriculum 

planning, a curriculum model, whose central feature is not knowledge to be 

acquired or facts to be stored or extrinsic objectives to be attained but the 

process to be promoted and the procedural principles to be derived from those 

processes é..Such a curriculum cannot be integrated with a curriculum, which 

like the National Curriculum is founded on preselected knowledge-content and 

predetermined behavioural objectives. They are oil and water.ò (Kelly 1995: 186) 

 
 

Ψ¢ƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ 
Butterflies in Britain 
ϧ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩ

Which butterflies are 
declining, which are 
thriving, and why?
Based on 10.5 million 
recordings.

'Better Butterflies'

is a high quality film 
containing stunning 
footage that highlights 
the charity's work in 
saving threatened 
species across the 
country. 

BCS: News: Press Information24th July 2006

ά.ǳǘǘŜǊŦƭƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŜȄǘƛƴŎǘ Ŏƻǳƴǘȅ ōȅ Ŏƻǳƴǘȅ ΧΧΧΧ 
Hertfordshire has suffered the extinction of more butterfly species than any other 
county in the UK. It has lost 17 species over the past 100 years. There are only 56 
ōǳǘǘŜǊŦƭȅ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΦέ

 

Extracts from the óButterfly Conservationô website: http://www.butterfly-conservation.org/ 
 

Fig.3 

Analysis (Cognitive domain of understanding) 

 

The next stage in the curriculum model is analysis. Here children move beyond the 

descriptive questions to discern óthe factsô and on to understanding. This involves the 

http://www.butterfly-conservation.org/


analytical questions of why? and how? e.g. why are butterfly populations declining?  

how is this happening? (causes) how will this affect us, other species and our world? 

(effects). This will lead children to research and weigh up a whole range of evidence 

and theories regarding both human and physical influences that are, or may be, at play, 

e.g. loss of habitat, use of pesticides, and weed-killers, farming practices, climate 

change, predation, disease, etc. This addresses the óknowledge and understanding of 

environmental change and sustainable developmentô element of the Geography NC 

(1999) where pupils should be taught to ñrecognise how people can damage and 

improve their environmentò (KS25a). Any analysis of the effects of a change or issue 

needs to include the aesthetic and not just the utilitarian considerations. In the butterfly 

scenario it is not just the effect of their decline on the ecological sustainability of the 

planet through food chains and pollination, etc. but also on the degradation of present 

and future human experiences such as those of beauty, awe and wonder, or as National 

Statement of Values Forum in the NC (1999:149) puts it, ñwe value the environment as 

the basis of life and a source of wonder.ò  

 

Evaluation (affective domain of values, attitudes, feelings) 

 

The cognitive domain is insufficient on its own  

There is a need for an affective domain in any curriculum model for ESD. The cognitive 

domain of knowledge and understanding is insufficient on its own.  

 

"The earth is in trouble not simply because people donôt understand. It is more 

than that. Lots of them just don't care. They have lost a feeling for where they 

really are. They have literally "lost touch" with the other life of the planeté.they 

no longer have the necessary strong emotional attachments to sustain them in a 

healthy relationship with the earth." 

(Van Matre 19990: 128) 

 

It is important that knowledge and understanding of a sustainability issue and its causes 

and effects draw upon the empirical evidence of such disciplines as science and 

geography to produce environmentally literate citizens. However, Van Matre (1990:87) 

believes that environmental education is a "mission gone astray" because the cognitive 

domain has been developed in isolation rather than in combination with the affective 

domain of values, attitudes and feelings. Although rationalism can act as a motivating 

force, it can be argued that on its own it is not enough, "because people are more likely 

to make rapid and lasting changes for emotional reasons than for rational one." ( Van 

Matre (1990:129) 

 

ESD is fundamentally about values 

ñESD is fundamentally about values, with respect at the centre: respect for 

others, including those of present and future generations, for difference and 

diversity, for the environment, for resources of the planet we inhabit.ò UN (2005)  

 



Included in the óStatement of Values by the National Forum for Values in Education & 

the Communityô (1999:149) in the NC Handbook for Primary Teachers in England is a 

section on óvaluing the environment both natural and shaped by humanity, as the basis 

of life and a source of wonderô. The list includes ñunderstand our responsibilities for 

other species, preserve the balance and diversity and interest for future generations, 

accept our responsibility to maintain a sustainable environment for future generationsò, 

which is particularly apposite in the context of the ódisappearing butterfliesô scenario. 

 

Should the approach be one of instilling these values or values clarification? Instilling 

involves the identification of appropriate values by schools, educationalists or society 

and the transmission of these approved values to children. The National Forum 

statement in the NC (1999:147) suggests that ñschool and teachers can have 

confidence that there is general agreement in society upon these values. They can 

therefore expect the support and encouragement of society if they base their teaching 

and the school ethos on these values.ò  However, values clarification takes a different 

stance with children developing, clarifying their own feelings and values. Halstead & 

Taylor (1996:10) argue that children will care more about values which they have 

thought through and made their own than about values simply passed down by adults.ò 

They include in this the ñjust community approachò e.g. children and teachers 

collaboratively developing ñresponsible moral behavior by coming to share group norms 

and a sense of communityò, thereby, ñintroducing children to participatory democracy.ò It 

is important for children to discuss, debate and consider their peersô views, opinions, 

and values and the differing and possibly opposing views of others from further afield 

who are concerned about the chosen issue (in the ódisappearing butterfliesô scenario, 

this might include the WWF and Butterfly Conservation Society, National Farmers 

Union, etc.) 

 

"Education for citizenship involves discussing controversial issues upon which 

there is no clear consensus.  This makes it all the more important for pupils to 

have the opportunity to acquire knowledge, to develop a respect for evidence, to 

clarify their own values and to understand that people hold different, equally 

legitimate points of view.  It is essential that such issues are presented to pupils 

in a balanced way that recognises all the views." (NCC 1990:14)  

 

Although discussion, debate and consideration of others' value stances has a part to 

play in values clarification, the latter does not just happen alone through "sitting around 

in the classroom talking about them." Values don't just "come from discussion. They 

arise out of experience." (Van Matre 138:139). 

 

The need for emotional literacy to extend to relationships with our surroundings 

ñEmotions include, but transcend, thought. They typically also incorporate 

desires. Because they do so, emotions can be motives for action.ò  (White 

2002:170) 



As well as attitudes and values, children need to develop, manage and direct their 
feelings towards their desired futures. As Hicks (cited in Carter 1998:256) argues ñwe 
do not often ask them what they think and feel about the future or consult them about 
their hopes and fears for the future.ò This is a form of emotional intelligence defined by 
Higgs and Dulewicz (2002:24) as necessary in ñachieving oneôs goals through the ability 
to manage oneôs own feelings and emotions, to be sensitive to, and influence other key 
people, and drives with conscientious and ethical behaviour.ò 

 

Among the key aspects of learning introduced by the DfES (2004) in the Primary 

National Strategy is emotional literacy, in particular óempathyô and ómanaging feelingsô. 

This focuses on relationships with other people. However, in ESD this should not just 

refer to people in the present but also to caring about and empathising with future 

generations. It could be argued that emotional literacy also needs extending to 

relationships with our planet.  

 

"The term ecological understanding has been used for years, but it is also 

ecological feeling that we seek. If ecology is the study of an organism's relations 

with its surroundings then for us a significant part of that relationship must 

include the affective dimension." (Van Matre 1990:93)  

 

Feelings that teachers aim to foster by childrenôs sensory exploration of their world 

include awe, wonder, joy, reverence, kinship, delight, respect, concern and indeed love.  

"There are four primary feelings we want people to hold: a joy of being in touch with the 

elements of life, a kinship with all living things, a reverence for natural communities and 

a love for the earth." (Van Matre 1990:120). Educating the emotions becomes 

paramount if children are to engage with the third domain of the model, the óaction 

domainô.  

 

"Love for the planet and its richness of life probably represents our best hope. 

Why love? Because when you love something you will give things up for it and 

that is what we must do for the earth. We must sacrifice our appetites on behalf 

of the future. Why love? Because people are more likely to make rapid and 

lasting changes for emotional reasons than for rational ones. Why love? Because 

people fight for what they love much faster and much harder than for what they 

merely know." (Van Matre 1990:129) 

 

Participation 

 

Changing behaviour 

ñEducation is critical for achieving environmental and ethical awareness, values 

and attitudes and behaviour consistent with sustainable development and for 

effective public participation in decision-making.ò  (UN 1992) 

 

We do not want well-informed, environmentally literate, óarmchair citizensô who simply 

understand and are knowledgeable about sustainability issues. We need citizens who 



are motivated by their knowledge, understanding, values, attitudes and feelings to act in 

bringing about sustainable change. "It has been said that in the end we want people to 

become environmentally literate citizens but in earth education it is more than that. We 

want them to become active participants in the process of desired environmental 

change." (Van Matre 1990: 159). This is a transformative rather than a transmissive 

view of education. Becoming an active participant involves a 'deep ecology' that 

changes our lifestyles and our individual and collective relationships with the planet.  

 

"In general "shallow environmentalist" thinking proposes that we can solve our 

problems by doing a better job of managing the earth's resources and using 

technology to clear up the resulting pollution.  ñDeep ecologist" thinking maintains 

that our environmental problems are symptoms of more fundamental flaws that 

will require not only major changes in our lifestyles, but in the very nature of how 

we view our relationship with the earth." (Van Matre 1990: 97-98) 

 

Hence, children should not only be looking at how to "mange environment sustainably" 

(Geography NC KS 2 5b) but also reflecting on their own and their families' lifestyles.  

 

Empowerment 

(Hicks & Holden 1995:10) argue for a transformative perspective that empowers 

children. 

ñTeaching for the future requires exploration of their own and othersô hopes and 

fears for the future and the action required to create a more just and ecologically 

sustainable future. It empowers children to feel that they can work towards their 

chosen future.ò  

 

Claire 2001:12 similarly argues for empowerment to be one of the key elements of 

active citizenship - ñempowerment - having the confidence and personal ability to take 

an active participant role - having a voice and being heardò and ñaction - having the 

opportunity to learn about citizenship and democracy through ódoing itô in real life 

projects.ò (see fig.4). The notion of empowerment is critical. If children are only 

encouraged to address the knowledge and understanding domain and the affective 

domain and the action domain is ignored, then the likely result will be feelings of 

hopelessness, disempowerment and helplessness, e.g. ñthere is nothing I or anyone 

can doò, ñthe situation is hopelessò, ñwe are all doomedò. Children need to explore what 

they can do as individuals and collectively with their peers and families in the 

present and in the future as they grow older. The maxim of Rene Dubos óthink globally, 

act locallyô encourages the view that action is always possible, even if the problem 

seems so vast and our contribution so infinitesimal, like a drop in the ocean. Hence, 

children also need to investigate what others individually and collectively are doing 

locally, regionally, nationally and globally so they become aware of opportunities for 

joining with other groups of people and organizations. In the ódisappearing butterfliesô 

scenario the British Butterfly Conservation Society or WWF would be cases in point.  By 

looking at the contributions of others they will also see how individuals may seem 



powerless on their own but collectively many drops of participation and action all over 

the world can combine to make an ocean of change! 

 

 
Fig 4: http://www.butterfly-conservation.org/accessed 

10/8/08 

 

Through their investigations, children may 

discover a whole range of possible courses of 

participatory involvement/action. Figure 4 

opposite is just one such example, which might 

lead children into dialogue with their families 

about setting up a butterfly habitat in their 

garden (assuming they have one).  At Pilgrim 

Primary school in Plymouth, Devon, the children 

decided to design and create a butterfly habitat 

in their school grounds. As part of this project 

they contacted the manager of a nearby garden 

centre for advice on plants that attract butterflies. 

They also found that their initial design was 

ineffective because the site was exposed to 

prevailing SW winds so later they had to add a 

wind break to provide shelter. Populations of 

butterflies visiting the school grounds then 

markedly increased 

It is important to stress that it is not the role of the teacher to recruit children to take 

actions, or support organizations of his/her choice. Empowerment is about children 

problem-solving and making suggestions and decisions for themselves about how they 

wish to participate.  

 

Problem solving 

ñThe key skill of problem solving involves pupils in developing the skills and 

strategies that will help them to solve problems they face in learning and life. 

Problem solving includes the skills of identifying and understanding a problem, 

planning ways to solve a problem, monitoring progress in tackling a problem and 

reviewing solutions to problems.ò (DfES 1999:21) 

 

Participation entails the key skill of problem solving identified by the DfES(1999). In 

earlier knowledge & understanding and affective domains of the curriculum model 

children identify, understand and evaluate a sustainability issue/problem and, finally, in 

the action domain they have to plan ways to solve it. In the ódisappearing butterfliesô 

scenario the children planned and created a butterfly habitat to solve the problem in 

their immediate locality of the school grounds. However, children cannot realistically be 

expected to ñsolveò a more complex global problem such as the destruction of the 

Amazon Rainforest! The most they can expect to do is to contribute to the solution of a 

problem of this magnitude. Finally, the DfEs suggests that ñmonitoring progress in 

tackling a problem and reviewing solutions to problemsò is an important element of 

http://www.butterfly-conservation.org/accessed


problem solving.  Hence, children need to evaluate the effectiveness of the action 

they take or those of organisations who they have decided to support by looking at their 

project reports. This deploys one of the thinking skills identified by the DfES (1999:22) 

ñEvaluation skills enable pupils to evaluate information, to judge the value of what they 

read, hear and do, to develop criteria for judging the value of their own and othersô work 

or ideas, and to have confidence in their judgments.ò  

 

A range of scales 

 

The starting point for the 'disappearing butterflies' scenario was a local sustainability 

issue but clearly it has regional, national and global dimensions. Alternatively, there are 

occasions when the starting point is a sustainability issue in a distant locality, e.g. the 

ongoing destruction of the Amazon Rainforest, (fig.5 & 6). 

 
 

C H A N G E

Awareness
What? Where? When? Who? 
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What can we do as 
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Evaluation
What ought/should?  

(feelings, attitudes, values) 

Analysis
How? Why? 

(cause/effect )

Affective domain                        
(Attitudes, values, feelings)
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Fig. 5 

This may have local, regional and national relevance to the people who live there but 

may seem far removed from children's experience in the UK. However, what happens to 

the Amazon rainforest has implications for global sustainability and will affect their lives. 

Hence, it is a challenge for the teacher to make this far away event relevant to their 

pupils. The maxim of 'think globally act locally' can be part of this relevance-making, e.g. 

our ethical consumer choices over the source of hardwood products, writing to local 

MPs & the ODA, with our concerns etc. 



 
 

 

McCarthy, M. & Buncombe, A. (2005) The rape of the rainforest, London: The Independent No. 5,800 p. 2  

 

Fig. 6 

 

 
Fig. 7 

 

  
 

Children can also overcome 

feelings of helplessness, 

hopelessness in the face of an 

phenomena of such magnitude 

by learning about what is 

being, and can be done, 

collectively; e.g. the work of 

the organisations óRainforest 

Concernô, óTree Aidô and the 

óWoodland Trustô. (fig. 7) 

ESD is not just about environmental issues 

 

ESD is not just about environmental issues. UNESCO (2003) identifies 10 themes in 

their Draft Framework that need to be addressed in sustainable development, (fig 8).  A 

sustainability issue can relate to one or any combination of these themes. 


