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From MDGs to SDGs — Education for
Sustainable Development

As the world moves into a new development period we need
to emphasise that education has the ability to change society
or to induce transformation in society.

This year, 2015, is a very exceptional

year for sustainable development. It is
the target year for achieving the Mil-
lennium Development Goals (MDGs). It
is also the year during which the inter-
national community has already com-
mitted to a new set of Sustainable Deve-
lopment Goals (SDGs) in the framework
of the Post-2015 Development Agenda
to pursue economic growth, end po-
verty and tackle climate change. The
result is that eight MDGs are replaced by
seventeen SDGs at the United Nations
Summit to adopt the Post-2015 Deve-
lopment Agenda in September 2015.

This crucial transition period -a new era
of setting and aiming to achieve a new
set of development goals and targets in
the next 15 years - is seen as the time
when education can (and must) play a
central role in providing the knowledge,
skills and values needed to discover
lasting solutions to the problems of
today and tomorrow. A glimpse at the
proposed SDGs shows that their im-
plementation will require substantial
inputs from education institutions at
all levels. Education has the ability to
change and to induce change and pro-
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gress in society. This must be recognised by relevant
development partners, in particular UN agencies and
development banks, as well as governments and by
institutions of learning themselves as the world moves
into a new development period.

It is this recognition - that education, at all levels, can
be a powerful tool in promoting sustainable deve-
lopment - which led to the concept of Education for
Sustainable Development (ESD). In December 2002
the United Nations General Assembly, through its Re-
solution 57/254, declared a Decade of Education for
Sustainable Development (2005-2014). It also desig-
nated the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) as the lead agency
for the promotion of the Decade. The Decade focused
primarily on building public understanding and aware-
ness, promoting and improving quality education,
providing practical training and reorienting educatio-
nal programmes to include a clear focus on the deve-
lopment of knowledge, skills, perspectives and values
related to sustainable development. ESD spread across
all levels and areas of education, in all regions of the
world and is widely considered as being strategic in
supporting sustainable development. It is thought to
have advanced the quality education through more in-
novative ways of teaching and learning and the enga-
gement of all stakeholders, and provided a solid base
for scaling up efforts in preparing people to respond to
the challenges of today.

Presently, strategies dealing with the economic, so-
cial and environmental dimensions of sustainable
development reflect ESD to tackle challenges such as
poverty, environmental degradation, ecosystem loss
and climate change. Nevertheless, many challenges
still remain. Even the global MDG target on universal
access to primary education will be missed. Almost
everywhere education institutions are facing serious
challenges and difficulties related to financing, espe-
cially in developing countries where the challenges are
huge. These are also the countries where the targets to
achieve improved access to certain basic services will
not be met by the end of 2015. Close to one billion
people will still lack access to safe water and more than
two billion will lack access to basic sanitation. More
than one billion people will still be without electrici-
ty, while close to three billion will be lacking access to
clean cooking fuel and nearly one billion will go to bed
hungry. These are largely the same set of underprivi-
leged people - the so-called bottom billion. Further-
more, deep economic and social inequalities remain
pervasive and environmental degradation, biodi-
versity loss, as well as disruptions caused by climate
change and natural disasters are on the increase in
those countries. Given that these challenges will per-
sist beyond 2015, leaders all around the world will be
required to navigate through a complex landscape of
problems that require appropriate human and institu-
tional capacity to respond adequately and education
will remain crucial.

In its final ESD report the UNESCO provided valuable
directions for policy-makers, educators, experts and
other stakeholders in their efforts to advance under-
standing and action on ESD. Perhaps one of the most
significant lessons learned during the Decade is that
strong political leadership is instrumental to advan-
cing education programmes that aim at responding
to sustainable development. Leadership is essential
for moving from policy commitments and demonst-
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ration projects to full implementation
across the curriculum, teaching and
operations, be it in formal systems or in
non-formal learning environments and
campaigns for raising public awareness.
Additionally, it is very important to en-
gage and empower women and youth
to accelerate the implementation of
solutions at the local community level.

Stimulating and reinforcing interdis-
ciplinary education and research at
the tertiary level to link science and
technology with socio-economic de-
velopment is also crucial. In this res-
pect, higher education and research
institutions (HE&RIs) can contribute to
sustainable development as a place for
specialised education and training - by
generating and providing information
and developing the skills required to
propel “green economies” - and as a
place for research and innovation - by
developing the knowledge, technolo-
gies and services required for sustain-
able development. In addition, HE&RIs
provide expert services (e.g. through
consultancy, assessments, reviews,
counselling, etc.) on development is-
sues to public or private clients. These
services have become increasingly im-
portant and they play a very important
role in strengthening the external links
of HE&RIs and, in particular, impro-
ving third-party funding for applied
research and development. Third party
funding is necessary given that core
funding, especially for higher educa-
tion institutions is principally meant
for education and training.

The ESD Decade may have ended in
2014 and it is clear that there will not
be another one anytime soon. But it is
worth noting that the end of the De-
cade in 2014 is very timely because on
the eve of a new global development
agenda there is certainly an increased
awareness of the importance of educa-
tion for sustainable development. Lea-
ders should learn from the experiences
gained so far and build on the achieve-
ments of the Decade. The Post-2015
Development Agenda will be shaped by
key drivers such as population growth,
urbanisation, a growing middle class
with increased income levels that will
demand more resources, in addition to
conflicts and post-conflict challenges,
and accelerating impacts of climate
change. These drivers will present ad-
ditional challenges that require strong
human and institutional capacity that
will create an unprecedented demand
for education at all levels. Leaders need
to be adequately prepared to respond
appropriately with the right systems of
education to provide the critical mass
of educated and skilled people required,
especially in developing countries.
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