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How can education contribute to a better society? The UN advocates access to good quality education 
for all around the world. According to the lifelong learning approach, not only primary and secondary education 

is meant, but also tertiary and adult education. Good education should be inclusive and enable all people 
to actively support and contribute to a culture of sustainability, peace and community and thus improve 

their own and social living conditions.

Main goal: to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education 
and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all

Source: germanwatch.org

https://germanwatch.org/de/14072
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Dimensions for sustainability learning

Cognitive:
...understanding 
sustainability challenges 
and their complex 
interlinkages, explore 
disruptive ideas, and 
alternative solutions

Did you know that 
strong leadership by 

business can help unlock 
the necessary investments 
to ensure quality learning 

opportunities for all 
children and adults?

?

“I get really mad when I hear about stories from where girls, in particular, 
are prevented, directly and indirectly, from being educated in formal 

school settings—as is the case in some non-western countries. 
Schools should be a safe place, for everyone. Our future depends on it!"

Source: sdgcompass.org

Source: gcedclearinghouse.org

https://sdgcompass.org/sdgs/sdg-4/
https://www.gcedclearinghouse.org/resources/education-sustainable-development-roadmap
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Social and emotional:
...building core values and 
attitudes for sustainability, 
cultivate empathy and 
compassion for other people, 
and the planet, and motivate 
to lead the change

Did you know that 
Some 750 million 

adults — two thirds of 
them women —

remained illiterate in 
2016? Half of the 
global illiterate 

population lives in 
South Asia, and a 

quarter live in sub-
Saharan Africa.

?

“I know that it is important to learn new things in an ever-
changing world. I just wish I had more time to do so. Life is 
getting faster and faster for me, and I struggle to keep up.“

Source: un.org

Dimensions for sustainability learning
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Source: gcedclearinghouse.org

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/education/
https://unsplash.com/@duncan_shaffer?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/empathy?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://www.gcedclearinghouse.org/resources/education-sustainable-development-roadmap
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Behavioral:
...taking practical action 
for sustainable 
transformations in the 
personal, societal and 
political spheres

Did you know that 
humanity is currently 
experiencing an epic 
phase shift? To learn 
more about what this 
means, watch Daniel 

Schmachtenberger talk 
about it on YouTube.

?

“On some days, I can see what we need to do and feel 
that we can build sustainable futures, and on other days 

I lose all hope that we will survive as a species.”

Dimensions for sustainability learning

Source: gcedclearinghouse.org

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nQRzxEobWco
https://www.gcedclearinghouse.org/resources/education-sustainable-development-roadmap
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Model: ESD for 2030

!
It is of the utmost importance that 

education, on all levels, includes and 
builds capacity for systems thinking so 

that the complexity of proposed 
sustainability solutions matches the 

complexity and creativity of nature and 
her way of creating conditions 

conducive to life — over and over again 
across the evolutionary timeline of life on 

this planet. As such, education plays 
„the“ key role in addressing the 

sustainability dilemma.

Source: gcedclearinghouse.org

https://www.gcedclearinghouse.org/resources/education-sustainable-development-roadmap


8

By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the 
knowledge and skills needed to promote 
sustainable development, including, among 
others, through education for sustainable 
development and sustainable lifestyles, human 
rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture 
of peace and non-violence, global citizenship 
and appreciation of cultural diversity and of 
culture’s contribution to sustainable 
development

By 2030, ensure that all girls 
and boys complete free, 
equitable and quality 
primary and secondary 
education leading to 
relevant and Goal-4 effective 
learning outcomes

Subgoals: targets and measures

4.1 4.2 4.3 4.4 4.5

By 2030, ensure that all girls 
and boys have access to 
quality early childhood 
development, care and 
preprimary education so 
that they are ready for 
primary education

By 2030, ensure equal 
access for all women 
and men to affordable 
and quality technical, 
vocational and tertiary 
education, including 
university

By 2030, substantially 
increase the number of youth 
and adults who have relevant 
skills, including technical and 
vocational skills, for 
employment, decent jobs and 
entrepreneurship

By 2030, eliminate gender 
disparities in education and 
ensure equal access to all levels 
of education and vocational 
training for the vulnerable, 
including persons with 
disabilities, indigenous peoples 
and children in vulnerable 
situations

Targets = Numbers, Measures = Letters

Source: bundeskanzleramt.gv.at and un.org

4.6

By 2030, ensure that all 
youth and a substantial 
proportion of adults, both 
men and women, achieve 
literacy and numeracy

4.7

https://www.bundeskanzleramt.gv.at/themen/nachhaltige-entwicklung-agenda-2030/ziele-der-agenda-2030/ziel-4-hochwertige-bildung.html
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/education/
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Subgoals: targets and measures

Targets = Numbers, Measures = Letters

4.a 4.b

Build and upgrade education 
facilities that are child, disability and 
gender sensitive and provide safe, 
nonviolent, inclusive and effective 
learning environments for all

By 2020, substantially expand globally the number of 
scholarships available to developing countries, in 
particular least developed countries, small island 
developing States and African countries, for enrolment in 
higher education, including vocational training and 
information and communications technology, technical, 
engineering and scientific programmes, in developed 
countries and other developing countries

By 2030, substantially increase the supply of 
qualified teachers, including through international 
cooperation for teacher training in developing 
countries, especially least developed countries and 
small island developing states

4.c

Source: bundeskanzleramt.gv.at and un.org

https://www.bundeskanzleramt.gv.at/themen/nachhaltige-entwicklung-agenda-2030/ziele-der-agenda-2030/ziel-4-hochwertige-bildung.html
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/education/


Current state of
quality of education
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Report 2020

Source: un.org Source: un.org

Source: un.org

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2020/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2020.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2021/
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2020/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2020.pdf
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Did you know that 
graduating from at least 

upper secondary education 
(ISCED 3) leads to a 90% 
chance of immediately 
finding a job in Austria? 
Compare that to other 

countries in the EU.

?

“Yesterday, my colleague was complaining that he has to participate 
in a company development program that lasts for 3 hours outside of 

paid work time. What would you recommend to him?”

Some European statistics

Source: ec.europa.eu

Source: ec.europa.eu

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/de/web/sdi/quality-education
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/de/web/sdi/quality-education
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Implementation in Austria as of 2020

?
Did you know that Austria lies well above 

the EU lifelong learning average of 11.1%? In 
2018 in Austria, 15.1% of 25-to 64-year-olds 

participated in education and training.

> Austria has increased the proportion of 3- to 5-year-olds in 
childcare.

> Around 98% of 5-year-olds attended childcare in 2018.

> The educational level in Austria is continuing to rise: The 
tertiary rate increased to 40.7% (2018).

> At 88.6%, the Employability Index in Austria in 2018 was 
above the EU-28 figure of 81.7%

Sources: bundeskanzleramt.gv.at and un.org

https://www.bundeskanzleramt.gv.at/themen/nachhaltige-entwicklung-agenda-2030/implementierung.html
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26511VNR_2020_Austria_Report_English.pdf
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Main issues to solve in Austria as of 2020
Did you know that practical 
education for sustainable 

development is a key 
education issue in 

Austria? And that around 
600 schools by the ÖKOLOG 
Network, for instance (see 

‘ÖKOLOG Net-work’) or 
initiative “Neustart” are 

providing a multi-
stakeholder initiative for 
inclusive, equitable and 

quality education?

?

Establishing a transformative 
teaching and learning
practice across all levels

Inclusion of systemic
sustainability topics
across all curricula

Supporting a shift in 
consciousness towards
„co-creating“ 
sustainable futures

Source: uninetz.at

“When I was attending school we had classes for different subjects, but we did not learn how to 
connect the dots. I am wondering if systems thinking as a foundation in schools could lead us 
into a sustainable world where we understand how everything links to everything else in life."

Source: un.org

https://www.uninetz.at/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26511VNR_2020_Austria_Report_English.pdf


Potential 
contributions

Learning activity
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Before thinking about 
potential contributions...
• Imagine an organization (business).

What is the core purpose of this organization*? 

• Who are this organization’s internal and external stakeholders?

• How does “education for sustainability” impact this organization 
(its purpose, its stakeholders, its operation, its viability)?

• What challenges and/or costs emerge from this “impact of education” 
upon this organization?

• On the other hand, what opportunities and/or benefits arise? 

• With all this in mind, what contributions** might this organization make 
to reach SDG 4 within its sphere of influence via inward and outward 
actions?

* Meant here are all sizes, all types

** Consider contributions inside the organization (referring to everything that is a resource to the organization 
and is directly or indirectly controlled by the organization, for instance, human resources, know how, 
monetary and material resources) and the outside of the organization (referring to everything outside of the 
organization that it can influence but lies outside of its control, for instance, policy change, partnering with 
other organizations, etc…)
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Potential contributions by 
educational institutions
The purpose of educational institutions 
is to educate and train for life and for 
particular professional interests. 

In terms of SDG 4, the tasks lie in 
including sustainability studies across 
all levels and curricula, also in enabling 
learners to think systemically so that the 
sustainability dilemma can be 
understood holistically, and in 
encouraging them to become proactive 
in their own sphere of influence.

Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) allows everyone to acquire the 

knowledge, skills, attitudes and values 
necessary to actively take part in shaping 
a sustainable future. ESD means including 

key sustainable development wicked 
issues — e.g. climate change, poverty 

reduction, disaster risk, sustainable 
consumption, refugees and biodiversity 

— into teaching and learning.

!
Source: swedesd.uu.se

“I came to systems thinking as an adult. Once I realized that everything connects to 
everything else in life, I could not understand how I could have missed this simple truth for 
so long. It’s all right there for us to discover, and the earlier the better. I want my children to 
begin thinking in systems in Kindergarten and to apply that to the complex world they are 

growing into, so that they can actively participate in shaping a sustainable tomorrow. “

https://www.swedesd.uu.se/esd/
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Potential contributions by 
educational institutions, cont.

Potential inward actions: 
• include systemic sustainability topics 

across curricula to enable knowledge-
based decisions

• provide timely infos about sustainability 
data and learning resources to teachers 
and learners to create awareness

• organize sustainability training & practice 
opportunities for administrators and 
instructors to provide basic understanding

Potential outward actions: 
• partner with other institutions to share the 

learning curve and resources for 
sustainability teaching and learning

• partner with other institutions to develop 
data gathering and processing methods 
for accurate measuring of SDG progress  
that facilitates usable comparison between 
institutions

• partner with other institutions to 
collectively acquire and conduct 
sustainability-related funded research 
projects
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Potential contributions by municipalities

Potential outward actions: 
• partner with local and regional governmental 

organizations to bring systemic sustainability learning 
to the forefront of community concerns (mastering 
the learning curve together and supporting each 
other’s efforts)

• organize extra-curricular (eco-literacy) activities with 
other regional schools, so that children share, cross-
fertilize and carry new learnings back home

• promote alternative knowledge transfer (repair cafes, 
gardening courses, etc.)

The purpose of municipalities is to plan, manage, and improve public work and services to the community. 
In terms of SDG 4, the tasks lie in organizing community-based learning about systemic sustainability and 
how to operate cities, towns, and villages from that perspective collectively; additionally, to expand the 
educational services the country provides to its citizens and residents with extra-curricular educational 
offers appropriate for the setting. 

Potential inward actions:
• organize community learning 

workshops to master the learning 
curve on sustainability together

• offer educational opportunities for 
connecting to nature to all age 
groups

• provide extra support to people in 
the community that may have 
learning challenges

Do you know 
about the SDG-

Portal? It lists 
examples of SDG 
measures taken 

by different 
municipalities. 

?

“I love to explore the woods with my kids.  Every summer our hometown is organizing a summer 
camp week with a naturalist. The kids love it, and they build really cool things from found objects in 

nature and then check them out in detail with small magnifying glasses.”

Source: sdg-portal.de

https://sdg-portal.de/de/sdg-ma%C3%9Fnahmen
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Potential contributions by corporations 
and other organizations

Did you know that 
in Austria 60% of 

organizations are 
searching for skilled 
workers (=everyone 

with a finished 
school or crafts-

man education)?

?

The purpose of for-profit organizations (ie business) is to 
provide a service in exchange for resources (ie money). The 
purpose of non-profit organizations is to impact society in a 
certain way. Both need to generate and/or collect adequate 
resources to pay for their operations and activities and/or 
make profit.

In terms of SDG 4, the opportunities for contribution may 
vary greatly between different types or sizes of organizations, 
but their core contributions to society for reaching SDG 4 are 
to invest in their current and future employees by providing 
different types of professional educational opportunities and 
support for co-creating healthy, socially just, financially 
feasible, and environmentally safe organizations. 

Sources: news.wko.at

https://news.wko.at/news/oesterreich/fachkraefteradar2020-unternehmensbefragung.pdf
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Potential contributions by corporations 
and other organizations, cont.
Potential inward actions: 
• offer life-long learning opportunities 

for employees, both in the area of professional 
qualifications and in the areas of personal 
development, sustainable lifestyles, human 
rights, the culture of peace and non-violence, 
as well as appreciation and cultural diversity

• promote equal educational opportunities for 
women and men across generations and abilities

• support life-stage appropriate working hours and 
sabbaticals

Potential outward actions: 
• co-operate blended learning opportunities for 

staff together with other companies and NGOs

• support the notion of community and volunteer 
work, maybe even within working hours as part of 
continuous learning and service expectations 

• collaborate across the industry on sustainability-
oriented projects and/or research opportunities 
that allow participating staff members to learn by 
doing

"My neighbour is a local volunteer firefighter, and he told me how proud he was 
that recently he came late to work because there had been a car accident where 
he was helping on the scene. Upon arriving at work and telling his story, his boss 
said, “Thank you, Peter, we need guys like you in our company. Your time spent in 

service to the community counts as paid time, funded by the company.”

Sources: renn-netzwerk.de and sdgcompass.org 

https://www.renn-netzwerk.de/fileadmin/user_upload/nord/docs/materialien/SDG_KMU_Leitfaden_Okt2018.pdf
https://sdgcompass.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/019104_SDG_Compass_Guide_2015.pdf
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The purpose of xyz organization is to….

In terms of SDG 4, potential contributions 
by xyz organization might be:

Activity: potential contributions by 
an organization of your choice

Potential inward actions: Potential outward actions:

How do inward and outward actions interact and impact each other?

Are partnerships necessary for the desired impact?
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Returning to the opening questions:
• In which ways do the designed actions support the core purpose 

of xyz organization?
• In which ways do the designed actions serve the internal 

and external stakeholders of xyz organization?
• What balance between costs vs. benefits (or challenge vs. 

opportunity) can be noticed for xyz organization in terms 
of “impact of education for sustainability” upon this type of 
organization?

• How do the designed inward and outward actions cohere and 
create synergy for xyz impact?

Activity: checking design of 
potential contributions



Reflection and 
resources

Learning activity
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Reflection and some resources

• What does quality education mean for you?

• How do you think sustainability should/could 
be embedded in an educational path? 

• How much time are you willing to spend
outside of working hours to continuously
acquire new knowledge and hone new skills?

• Which class did you miss at school that you
now wish for your kids to enjoy?

• How is the organization where you work (or
spend a lot of time) involved in sustainability
work? What would you like to tell them now? 

Further Infos:
• SDG definition of the UN

• EC initiative: Environmental Sustainability —
Education and training

• Stockholm Resilience Centre

• The circular economy in detail (Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation)

• Infos about ecological education

• Website of Linda Booth Sweeney

• Infos about transformative learning

• Practices of systemic sustainability (Triple 
Pundit)

• SDG Report 2021

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/education/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12985-Environmental-sustainability-education-and-training_en
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/explore/the-circular-economy-in-detail
https://www.ecoliteracy.org/ecological-education
https://www.lindaboothsweeney.net/
https://www.valamis.com/hub/transformative-learning
https://www.triplepundit.com/story/2011/practices-systemic-sustainability/72786
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2021/
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> Put your SDG glasses on and observe your environment under the SDG 4 umbrella for a week and 
find evidence for quality education that includes sustainability themes. Also notice when quality 
education is missing or when the learning offered keeps people in a place of not knowing. 

> If appropriate and allowed, take pictures of the found circumstances and catalogue the photos 
(begin making a scrapbook) — they will lead to a final assignment at the end of the series. 
Before you venture out, it might be a good idea to inform yourself about legal responsibilities when 
taking photos of people: oesterreich.gv.at (If you are not in Austria, look for the regulations of the 
respective country!)

Possible resource for online scrapbook (free for classrooms and non-profits): canva.com 

Activity: SDG journey

“Do you know some people in your circle of family, friends, colleagues who 
understand the challenges humanity is facing in the current phase shift? 

How are they walking through life in a different way?
Here is the link again to Daniel Schmachtenberger talking about humanity’s 

phase shift: Watch it on YouTube

https://www.oesterreich.gv.at/themen/bildung_und_neue_medien/internet_und_handy___sicher_durch_die_digitale_welt/7/Seite.1720440.html
https://www.canva.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nQRzxEobWco
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Legal Info
Downloading und Usage of Images 
and Information

The content of this slide deck is made available under 
CCO license. 

SDG-related infographics and SDG icons have been either 
created for this purpose by the authors and/or drafted from 
information made available for fair use to the general public 
(sources mentioned). 

Unless otherwise noted next to the images, photos and 
images were downloaded on Pixabay and belong to the 
public domain in accordance with the Creative Commons 
CCO disclaimer. As far as legally possible, Pixabay (and 
their authors) have relinguished all copyrights and related 
rights for their images. Pixabay images are therefore not 
subject to any copyright claims and can — changed or 
unchanged — be used, free of charge, for commercial 
and non-commercial applications, in digital or printed 
form, without having to list picture credits. 

http://pixabay.com/de/service/terms/#download_terms

Disclaimer

This slide deck was created with the information available to 
the authors during the first half of 2021. They assume no liability 
for information being up to date, correct, complete, nor for the 
quality of information provided.

http://pixabay.com/de/service/terms/
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https://germanwatch.org/en/node/14072
https://sdgcompass.org/sdgs/sdg-4/
https://www.gcedclearinghouse.org/resources/education-sustainable-development-roadmap
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/education/
https://www.gcedclearinghouse.org/resources/education-sustainable-development-roadmap
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nQRzxEobWco
https://www.gcedclearinghouse.org/resources/education-sustainable-development-roadmap
https://www.gcedclearinghouse.org/resources/education-sustainable-development-roadmap
https://www.bundeskanzleramt.gv.at/themen/nachhaltige-entwicklung-agenda-2030/ziele-der-agenda-2030/ziel-4-hochwertige-bildung.html
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/education/
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2020/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2020.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2021/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/de/web/sdi/quality-education
https://www.bundeskanzleramt.gv.at/themen/nachhaltige-entwicklung-agenda-2030/implementierung.html
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26511VNR_2020_Austria_Report_English.pdf
https://www.uninetz.at/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26511VNR_2020_Austria_Report_English.pdf
https://www.swedesd.uu.se/esd/
https://sdg-portal.de/de/sdg-ma%C3%9Fnahmen
https://news.wko.at/news/oesterreich/fachkraefteradar2020-unternehmensbefragung.pdf
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