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ABSTRACT 

 

 

The study was conducted with the aim of finding out to what extent sustainable 

development is being incorporated into primary school education in England 

and evaluate how changes in the National Curriculum may affect the 

incorporation of sustainable development education. 

 

In order to achieve these aims 39 school visits took place to collect data from 

school staff questionnaires to assess the extent to which sustainability is 

incorporated into education within the school. Student sustainability workshops 

also took place during the school visit and evidence was recorded of pupilsô 

awareness of sustainability education opportunities and activities within the 

school. Quantitative data was analysed using three different statistical 

techniques and qualitative data was content reviewed. Official National 

Curriculum documentation was reviewed to identify differences between the 

sustainability incorporation of the existing National Curriculum and the new 

National Curriculum due to be implemented in September 2014.  

 

The findings highlighted the presence of a general trend that many of the school 

staff respondents thought that there was more that schools could and should do 

to incorporate sustainable development education. This indicated that the 

respondents think that sustainable development is an important issue and that 

there could be more potential to incorporate it within learning at school. The 

research has given an insight into the current impacts of curriculum on 

sustainability education within schools. The results were varied and it is 

indicated that National Curriculum does not appear to have a particularly strong 

influence on the incorporation of sustainable development education within 

schools. The future anticipated impacts of changes in the National Curriculum 

on sustainable development education remain inconclusive. 

 

Additional outcomes arose from the research and it was found that the Eco-

School Award level is significantly correlated with the sustainability activities 

identified by pupils and a three stage Eco-Award sustainability education 

influence model has been proposed.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1. The significance of sustainable development in education 

 

Sustainability awareness is rising within the general public and is being 

increasingly reported within the media. There has been an increase in corporate 

interest in sustainability with a rising number of organisations incorporating 

sustainability into their reports and strategies (GRI, 2011). There is due to be a 

projected increase of ógreenô jobs and a ógreeningô of the economy, in particular 

in the low- and clean-energy sector. Green Alliance (2012) identified that over a 

third of the growth in the UK during 2011-2012 was probably as a result of the 

green business sector. The UK government has predicted that at least 4% of 

the working population are likely to be employed in ógreen jobsô by 2020 

however, there are speculations that the UK will be ill-equipped for this change 

with a lack of skills and knowledge in this area (The Ends Report, 2010). This 

raises concerns about if schools are preparing their pupils for the future 

economy, environment and society.  

 

Research indicates that opinions and attitudes towards the world develop at a 

young age and once formed are not easily changed (Bryant & Hungerford, 

1977; Leeming et al, 1997), therefore it is important to educate people about 

sustainable development from a young age in order to positively influence the 

shaping of these attitudes. Research also suggests that this education has the 

potential to be transferred to adults from younger generations, subsequently 

positively influencing the childrenôs parentsô behaviour (Unilever, 2013; 

Ballantyne et al, 2001). There has also been evidence linking the incorporation 

of sustainable development education within schools to improved behaviour, 

attitudes to learning and attendance amongst pupils (Ofsted, 2009; Gayford, 

2009). 
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1.2. Background to Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 

 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is a concept that became 

popular after the 1992 Rio Earth Summit. Agenda 21, an outcome of this 

summit, identified education as a key component in achieving any sustainable 

development goals (UN, 1992).  Much like the term ósustainable developmentô 

there are many varying definitions of ESD often leading to some confusion 

about the concept. Nevin (2008) provides a definition highlighting the holistic 

nature of the concept: 

 

ñEducation for Sustainable Development (ESD) promotes the 

development of the knowledge, skills, understanding, values and actions 

required to create a sustainable world, which ensures environmental 

protection and conservation, promotes social equity and encourages 

economic sustainabilityò 

Nevin (2008: p.50) 

 

The role of ESD is to provide a combination of both knowledge of sustainable 

development issues and key skills such as critical thinking and decision making 

(Davies, 2010; Tilbury & Wortman, 2004). By providing people with the 

knowledge and skills it enables personal empowerment to develop attitudes and 

opinions about the world, subsequently making positive decisions about actions 

and behaviour change (UNESCO, 2010; Nevin, 2008).    

 

The aims of ESD are to provide all people with the ability to create a sustainable 

future for the planet and all who reside on it now and in the future. Education is 

not only a method to tackling sustainable development issues; it can also be a 

tool in promoting and raising awareness of sustainable development (UNECE, 

2005). 
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1.3. Formal Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 

 

A significant part of formal education in England is the school system. Every 

child is entitled to and required by law to receive formal school education from 

the ages of 4 to 16. The school system has a structure that is followed whereby 

each age group is allocated to a school year and a collection of years are 

allocated to a Key Stage (KS). The most common route through education is 

from primary school (ages 4 to 11 or KS 1 and 2) to secondary school (ages 11 

to 16 or KS 3 and 4). 

 

There is a school curriculum system which provides schools with a direction and 

course of study in order to achieve the necessary and desired educational aims 

and outcomes. In England there are three types of curriculum that make up this 

system. All schools must follow the Basic Curriculum and the type of school 

establishment determines if that school follows the National Curriculum or a 

School Curriculum. Figure 1 provides further detail of the three components of 

the school curriculum system.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Basic Curriculum 
¶ Started as a result of the 1944 Education Act 

¶ Sets the framework for the other two curricula  

¶ Does not provide set topics for each subject 

¶ Makes some topics such as religious and sex education statutory 

¶ All school establishments are required to adhere to  this curriculum 

National Curriculum 
¶ Introduced after the 1988 

Education Reform Act 

¶ Provides a framework with a set 
list of specific topics for subjects 

¶ There are standards and 
objectives that must be achieved 
for each subject 

¶ Designed so children of the same 
age receive similar education 

¶ All schools managed by the Local 
Authority (state maintained 
schools) are required to follow this 
curriculum 

¶ Establishments that follow  this 
curriculum: Community, Voluntary 
Aided & Controlled, Foundation 
schools 

School Curriculum 
¶ Designed by a school establishment 

¶ Unique to that particular school 

¶ National Curriculum is often used to 
inform or provide guidelines for a 
School Curriculum 

¶ Schools that are not managed by the 
Local Authority have a School 
Curriculum instead of  following the 
National Curriculum 

¶ Establishments that follow their own 
School Curriculum: Academies, 
Independent, Free schools 

¶ State maintained  schools also may 
have a School Curriculum they follow 
alongside the National Curriculum 

(Adapted from: HC Children, Schools and Families committee, 2009; Gov.uk, 2014a & 2014b; NSN, 2011) 

 
Figure 1 The English school curriculum system  
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In 1999 the National Curriculum was revised due to the rise in awareness of 

sustainability since Agenda 21; the term ósustainable developmentô was 

incorporated into both the revised primary and secondary school curricula. 

There was the addition of sustainability topics through the subjects of Science 

and Geography. The revised National Curriculum also incorporated 

sustainability aspects within non-statutory support guidance for Personal, Social 

and Health Education (PSHE)/ Citizenship. Schools were asked to encourage 

amongst learners an understanding and respect for the environment and 

people. Schools were also encouraged to show a commitment to sustainable 

development in education and practice (DfEE 1999a; 1999b). 

 

The National Curriculum tends to be revised when a new political party comes 

into power. The current National Curriculum has been revised under the 

coalition government and is due to be implemented in September 2014. The 

reasons that have been identified for doing so are to: better prepare students for 

their life after education, raise literacy and numeracy competencies to ensure it 

reaches employers and higher educators expectations, and to ensure the 

education system in this country keeps up with those of the rest of the 

developed world (DfE, 2013a; Dominiczak, 2013). 

 

In this new revision, the term ósustainable developmentô has been omitted from 

the framework for both primary and secondary schools. The existing sustainable 

development topics that are incorporated within the three subjects named 

previously still loosely remain, but with seemingly less emphasis than in the 

current existing National Curriculum (DfE, 2013b; 2013c). The new National 

Curriculum does allow greater flexibility for teachers to choose which case 

studies and topics to focus on in order to achieve the required learning 

outcomes and core knowledge levels, however this has the potential to provide 

both opportunity and detriment to sustainable development education. 

 

Many schools are not required to follow the National Curriculum and, with time, 

more establishments are converting to academies which allows freedom from 

the National Curriculum in favour of a School Curriculum (Figure 1). There has 

been very little research into the influence of this on the levels of sustainable 

development education in schools. This extra freedom has the potential to 
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create both opportunities and detriments for ESD, depending on the governing 

bodyôs level of interest in sustainability. 

 

All formal education establishments (including schools) are regulated by the 

Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted); an independent organisation 

appointed by and reporting to the government. All schools are required to 

undergo an Ofsted inspection by law. Ofsted inspectors will visit a school and 

collect evidence based on an inspection framework and publish a report. The 

full Ofsted report allocates a grade to a school indicating the quality of 

education, performance and achievements (Ofsted, 2014). 

 

Ofsted state that sustainable development is incorporated within the main 

inspection framework where appropriate rather than as a separate report or 

grade (Ofsted, 2010). This incorporation however, is vague, with assumptions 

as to what constitutes sustainability. Ofsted reports therefore cannot tell us the 

level of ESD implementation within a school establishment. There has been no 

research to investigate if there is a relationship between the Ofsted rating and 

the level of ESD within a school. Ofsted have identified however, that lessons 

involving sustainability have been rated as ógoodô or óoutstandingô. Nearly all 

schools implementing sustainable development in some way have improved by 

at least one Ofsted grade (Ofsted 2008; 2009), indicating that incorporation of 

sustainable development into teaching can be advantageous.  

 

 

1.4. The Eco-Schools Award 

 

There are initiatives and resources available for schools in regards to 

sustainable development topics from numerous organisations, businesses and 

charities. The most common initiative amongst schools is the International Eco-

Schools Award; providing schools with the opportunity to gain varying awards 

for being óecoô using the Eco-Schools sustainable development framework as a 

guide. 

 

The Eco-Schools scheme can give an insight into the incorporation of 

sustainable development education within schools, but it cannot be assumed 
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that if a school has not registered or received the top award that it is not 

encompassing ESD. The scheme is optional and some schools may choose not 

to sign up for any reason, but that does not indicate a lack of commitment to 

sustainable development. 

 

Research of the Eco-Schools Award in other countries has identified many 

benefits for schools taking part. Benefits for the pupils include: increased 

communication skills, positive changes in attitudes towards the environment, 

personal empowerment and motivation to act or create change. Additional 

benefits for the school have been noted as: providing extra teaching 

opportunities and making a positive contribution towards the local environment 

(Kadji-Beltran, 2002). 

 

There has been little evaluation into the impact of the Eco-Schools scheme in 

England. It is generally accepted that the scheme is raising awareness of óecoô 

issues within schools, but the success of the scheme in integrating sustainable 

development within the whole school (and not just for another award on the 

wall) has not been substantially researched. Such schemes offer a small insight 

into the nature of an individual schoolsô sustainability, but it is necessary to gain 

a more holistic view to gauge the true level of ESD occurring within schools. 

 

 

1.5. Rationale for this research 

 

There has been a lack of research investigating ESD within schools in England; 

with little empirical evidence indicating if sustainable development is being 

incorporated into schools, and if so, how this is implemented and what topics of 

sustainable development are being covered.  

 

An increasing number of schools are leaving local authority control and 

converting to establishments such as academies, gaining freedom from the 

National Curriculum. With the revised National Curriculum due to be 

implemented in 2014, this poses questions as to what will be the anticipated 

impact of these curriculum changes on the quality and quantity of sustainable 
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development education available to young people within the school system and 

if National Curriculum has a significant role to play. 

 

Evaluating the level of ESD within the school environment will also give an 

insight into the level of preparedness schools are giving their pupils for the 

predicted ógreen growthô in the future, and if the schools feel that this is a task 

that belongs to them and how relevant and practical it may be. Schemes such 

as the Eco-Schools Award do provide an indication of how óecoô a school may 

be but again there has been little research into whether this gives a true 

reflection about the level of incorporation of ESD within the school. 

 

 

1.6. Research aims and objectives 

 

The aim of this research is to find out to what extent sustainable development is 

being incorporated into primary school education in England, and evaluate how 

changes in the National Curriculum may affect the incorporation of sustainable 

development education. 

 

Objectives were set out in order to achieve this aim: 

¶ Review the existing current and newly revised National Curriculum to 

identify where sustainability issues are incorporated and identify any 

differences between the two. 

¶ Define an area of study and collect key contact information for schools 

within the area. 

¶ Assess the extent to which sustainability is incorporated into schools 

through interview questionnaires with school staff members, mainly 

teachers. 

¶ Gauge the level of pupil knowledge and involvement with sustainability in 

school through visits to school sites. 
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2. METHOD 

 

 

The data used for this research was collected in four stages. Firstly a study area 

was chosen and all information for schools in that area was gathered and 

collated into a database. This initial stage enabled the gathering of school 

contact details and other general information about the school e.g.  

establishment type, size, Ofsted rating and location. The second stage involved 

the creation of a workshop to take into schools to involve the pupils and gauge 

their awareness of sustainability education and opportunities within school. The 

third stage was linked closely to the second stage as during a visit to the school 

a member of staff was asked to complete a questionnaire about sustainability 

education and opportunities within the school. The final stage involved desk-

based research to investigate where sustainable development falls into current 

and new National Curriculum. 
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2.1. Selection of study area  

 

The study area chosen was the three counties of Gloucestershire, 

Herefordshire and Worcestershire. These counties lie in the West of England 

covering the regional borders of the South West and West Midlands (Figure 2). 

This area was chosen because of the logistics of being close to the researcherôs 

location due to time-constraints, maintenance of cost effectiveness and to 

reduce the environmental impact of travelling. To reduce the potential bias of a 

single local authority influence the research area was spread across three 

counties. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scale: 1:600000 

N 

© Crown copyright/database right 2014. Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. FOR EDUCATIONAL USE ONLY. 

Figure 2 Study area location  
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2.2. School information data collection 

 

Information was gathered on all schools in the study area predominantly using 

the Department for Education (DfE) 2014 database. This enabled information 

such as location, contact details, school type, size and Ofsted rating to be 

collected for each school and placed into a database. Ofsted ratings were 

cross-referenced with online published Ofsted reports. Other information 

gathered was cross-referenced with local authority websites for verification, 

however it was found that in most cases the DfE database was more up to date 

and reliable.  

 

 

2.3. Sample selection and contact 

 

Sampling was necessary in order to gain a representative proportion of the 

school population in the data collection. In order to gain a representative set of 

data at least 5% of the total population of the study area was covered. Based on 

2013 national statistics (DfE, 2013d), a sample size of 6-8% (30-40) of the total 

population of primary schools in the study area was chosen as a benchmark to 

aim for.  

 

Convenience sampling methods were used for the selection of schools, as past 

experience of research with schools has identified that it can be difficult to gain 

a response from a school if there is no known key individual contact at the 

establishment. Initial contact with schools was by email, offering the schools the 

opportunity to take part in the research.  

 

To maximise uptake, schools were offered a free student sustainability 

workshop visit in return for taking part in the research. All schools in the area 

received an email to their generic óadminô or óofficeô email address gathered 

during stage one of data collection. Existing contacts within schools were also 

contacted during stage one to ensure uptake. Emails were also forwarded to 

organisations and individuals working in the ESD sector to circulate amongst 

their school contacts to maximise response. Once a response from a school 

was received a list of available workshop visiting dates was sent to the school to 
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book a slot. Regular reminder emails were circulated until all available slots had 

been booked. Acknowledgements for the schools who took part can be found in 

Appendix A. 

 

The final figures for data collection are illustrated in Table 1. Out of the total 

population of 506 primary schools in the study area, 7.7% (39) were visited and 

6.9% (35) completed a research questionnaire, achieving the 6-8% sample 

target. 

 

 

Total number of schools who registered interest 70 

Total number of schools visited 39 

Total number of questionnaires completed 35 

Total number of workshops 63 

Total number of pupils who received the workshop 

(Approx.) 

1993 

Age range of pupils 6 to 11 

 

 

Before data collection started a risk assessment was completed to identify any 

potential risk during the process (Appendix B). An ethical checklist was also 

reviewed and checked before data collection to ensure complete anonymity of 

the data from the workshop (Appendix C). The questionnaire also allowed for 

the respondentsô school to remain anonymous in the research.  

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 Primary school data collection figures   



12 
 

Figure 3 shows the location and distribution of all schools visited. Although the 

research was focused on primary schools, four secondary schools were visited 

to test the potential of expansion of the research and workshop to secondary 

schools (KS 3, ages 11- 14). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

N 

© Crown copyright/database right 2014. Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. FOR 

EDUCATIONAL USE ONLY. 

Scale: 1:400000 Key: 

         Study area outline       

          Primary School 

          Secondary School 

 

Figure 3 Distribution of schools visited for data collection  



13 
 

2.4. Information from school staff 

 

Information about the incorporation of sustainable development education and 

opportunities within a school was gathered from a questionnaire (Appendix D) 

completed by a staff member. The questionnaire was composed of a mixture of 

closed and open questions. Closed questions were chosen because of the 

quick nature of ticking a box and the ease of quantitative evaluation. Some of 

the closed questions had follow up open questions, to encourage and allow for 

expansion where it was felt appropriate further information could be gathered.   

 

A variety of information contributed to the formation of the nature and content of 

the questions. This information was derived from personal observations and 

insights of working with schools in the ESD sector and informal discussions with 

teachers and ESD organisations. 

 

During a school visit a member of staff was asked to complete the questionnaire 

to the best of their knowledge and leave any unknown answers blank. The 

majority of respondents of the questionnaire held the position of óteacherô within 

the schools visited. The full list of positions the respondents held within schools 

can be seen in Table 2. Three of the respondents also maintained the role of 

óEco-schools coordinator/ Eco-leaderô. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Position within school* Number of respondents  

Teacher 21 

Deputy Head Teacher 4 

Teaching Assistant 3 

Head of Department 2 

Head Teacher 2 

Assistant Head Teacher 1 

Head of KS2 1 

Higher Level Teaching Assistant 1 

*Some respondents held multiple positions within school so were categorised 
under their primary role 

Table 2 The position of questionnaire respondents within schools  
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2.5. Information from pupils 

 

To encourage school interest in the research, schools were offered the 

opportunity to receive a free student sustainability workshop aimed 

predominately at KS2 (ages 7 to 11). The workshop was created in 

collaboration with a local charity, Worcester Roots Foundation, to raise the 

profile of the research, the profile of the charity and to ensure a high quality 

workshop was offered to schools. The workshop outline can be found in 

Appendix E. A key activity in the workshop was for the students to think about 

and discuss what their school does to be sustainable and how they (as 

students) are involved with this.  All pupils in the workshop then had to work 

together to create a list of everything taking place in their school which could be 

classed as being ósustainableô and óeco-friendlyô. The evidence was kept by the 

researcher and provided the data for information from pupils as to how they 

perceive sustainability is implemented within their school.  

 

Before the research commenced the workshop was initially trialled at a local 

school to test suitability and gain feedback from teachers. Subsequently, the 

timings of activities were adjusted and extra support resources created. Every 

school visited was asked to complete an additional workshop feedback form 

alongside the questionnaire to evaluate the workshop for Worcester Roots 

Foundation. 

 

 

2.6. National Curriculum research 

 

Desk based research was carried out over the duration of the data collection 

period to identify and record where sustainability is incorporated into both the 

present and new National Curriculum. Official DfE curriculum documentation 

was used to identify where sustainability topics are included within the National 

Curriculum, to produce a table of the differences between the current National 

Curriculum due to finish in July 2014 and the new National Curriculum due to be 

implemented in September 2014. 
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3. RESULTS 

 

 

Results from the staff questionnaires and student workshops were collected into 

a database and analysed.  

 

 

3.1 Results from the school staff questionnaire 

 

A total of 35 questionnaires were completed by staff members of the 39 schools 

visited. The questionnaires were completed to varying levels of degree, some 

with blanks where certain questions had not been answered. A small minority of 

the questions were not analysed. This was due to the unavailability of sufficient 

data (questions not being answered by enough respondents) and upon analysis 

it was decided that such questions were less relevant to the nature of this 

particular research. All qualitative data from the questionnaires including 

additional information and óotherô options were recorded and can be found in 

Appendix F.  

 

Figure 4 illustrates that, in the opinion of the respondent, the importance of 

sustainability related issues on the school agenda varies from school to school. 

Some respondents rated it, on a scale of one to ten, as low as three and others 

at the maximum of ten. Generally, sustainability related issues appear to be 

quite high on school agendas with 57% of respondents rating it as 8 or above.  

 

Figure 4 also shows that most respondents feel schools have an important role 

to play in addressing sustainability related issues in education. All but one 

respondent rated the importance of a schools role in sustainability education as 

at least five, on a scale of one to ten, 86% rated this importance as a 8 or 

above.  

 

As illustrated in Figure 4, the majority of respondents believed that schools have 

a very important role in addressing sustainability education, but in many cases 

sustainability issues are not rated very high (nine or ten) on the school agenda 

in comparison.   
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The Wilcoxin statistical analysis test showed that there was a significant 

(p<0.01) difference between respondentsô opinions of the importance of 

sustainability related issues on their schools agenda and the importance of a 

schools role in addressing sustainability in education. Details of the statistical 

analysis can be found in Appendix G. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 4 How the school respondents rated the importance of 
sustainability related issues on their schoolôs agenda and the importance 
of a schoolôs role in addressing sustainability issues in education on a 

scale of one to ten (one being low and ten being high) 
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Figure 5 shows that the incorporation of sustainability topics is actively 

encouraged within most schools. 74% of respondents answered óyesô when 

asked if this was evident in their school, and out of 35 responses only one ónoô 

was recorded.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 illustrates that the most common subjects/curriculum areas which 

currently incorporate sustainability are: Science, Geography and 

PSHE/Citizenship. As to be expected, these are the three key subjects that 

encompass sustainability within the current National Curriculum guidelines.  

 

The respondents were also asked which subjects/curriculum areas they thought 

sustainability should be incorporated into the teaching. The highest scoring 

subjects once again were: Science, Geography and PSHE/Citizenship. The 

distribution of those subjects that respondents felt should incorporate 

sustainability follows a similar pattern to that of subjects which currently 

incorporate sustainability into teaching. It can be seen that for every subject, the 

number of respondents who selected sustainability should be incorporated is 

consistently higher than the number who selected that sustainability is currently 

incorporated. The difference varies according to each subject with the smallest 

Figure 5 Responses to the question: óIs the incorporation of sustainability 

topics actively encouraged in your school?ô 

Yes 
74% 

No 
3% 

Unsure 
23% 
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difference being for the subjects of Science and Geography, and the largest 

differences for the subjects of History, ICT and Art.  

 

A Chi-squared test showed that there is a significant (p<0.001)  difference 

between the number of subjects that currently incorporate sustainability into 

teaching and the number of subjects that respondents think should incorporate 

sustainability into teaching. Details of the statistical analysis can be found in 

Appendix G. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 6 School respondentsô opinions on which subjects/curriculum 
areas should incorporate sustainability into teaching and those which 
currently incorporate sustainability into teaching (the maximum attainable 

for each subject is 34). 
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Currently sustainability topics are mainly addressed within school through both 

the curriculum and extra-curricular activities. Figure 7 shows that the majority of 

respondents believe that this is how sustainability should be incorporated within 

school, with some stating that they think the incorporation should be mainly 

curriculum embedded. No respondents thought that sustainability is not being 

addressed within their school and none thought that it should not be, indicating 

that there is at least some level of sustainability incorporation in every school. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 7 School respondentsô opinions of how sustainability topics are 
currently mostly addressed within schools and how sustainability topics 

should be addressed within schools  
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Figure 8 Sustainability related extra-curricular opportunities that exist 

within schools (out of a total 35 responses) 
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Sustainability related extra-curricular opportunities are available within all 

schools. Figure 8 shows that the most prevalent are under the categories of: 

gardening, eco-club/committee and healthy eating/cooking. The majority of 

schools offered a range of opportunities covering different sustainability related 

issues, with 94% of schools visited offering two or more opportunities for pupils.  

All schools offered at least one opportunity, with four being the most common 

number of sustainability related extra-curricular opportunities for pupils, as 

shown on Figure 9. 
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Figure 9 Distribution of the number of sustainability related extra-curricular 

opportunities available within schools 
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Respondents were asked to provide extra information about the extra-curricular 

activities that exist within their school, a selection of comments can be seen in 

Figure 10 (the full list can be found in Appendix F). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

Figure 11 shows the range of sustainability related facilities that are available on 

school sites. All schools that took part in the research have growing/garden 

facilities and all but one school have wildlife/ habitat areas.  

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 11 Sustainability related facilities that exist within schools (out 

of a total of 35) 

ñLetôs get cooking 
club focused on 

different year 
groups in rotationò 

ñChildren are part of a 
junior wardens scheme 

which is actively involved 

in community workò 

ñWe have energy 
monitors who record 

electricity usage and PV 

generation every weekò 

ñClubs happen at 
various times in the 

year and are not 

done all year roundò 

ñThe school council 
have audits to 

check on recycling 

and energy usageò 

ñFirmly 
embedded 
for several 

yearsò 

ñEco schools 
being re-

launched in 

Septemberò 

Figure 10 School respondents comments about the extra-curricular 

opportunities that exist within schools 
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Figure 12 shows that all schools have a range of facilities available, with all 

having at least three or more sustainability related facilities on site. Some 

respondents provided extra information about the use of the facilities on site as 

shown in Figure 13. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Where there was the possibility for both facilities and extra-curricular 

opportunities for a sustainability topic, the data collected from schools was 

compared. Figure 14 shows that for all of the four topics, more facilities were 

present in schools than extra-curricular opportunities. The greatest difference 

can be seen for wildlife (e.g. habitat areas and or nature clubs), where 34 

schools have wildlife areas but only 10 schools have some sort of wildlife/nature 

extra-curricular opportunity/club. Chi-squared statistical analysis shows a 
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Number of facilities available 

Figure 12 Distribution of the number of sustainability related facilities 

present within schools 
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Figure 13 School respondents additional comments about the use of 

sustainability related facilities 
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statistically significant (p<0.001) difference between facilities and extra-

curricular opportunities available for some of the most popular sustainability 

topics within schools. Details of the statistical analysis can be found in Appendix 

G. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When respondents were asked if their school has a transport action plan, the 

most commonly ticked answer was ónoô closely followed by óunsureô. Only five 

out of the 35 responded with óyesô, as shown in Figure 15.   

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 14 Comparison of sustainability related extra-curricular 

opportunities and facilities available within schools (out of a total of 35) 

Figure 15 Responses to the question: óDoes your school have a transport 

action plan?ô 
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All schools questioned have developed some form of social connection/link 

outside of the school. Figure 16 shows that the most common links were with 

the local community or with local schools, the least common links developed 

were with non-local national schools.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All schools have developed at least one external link as shown in Figure 17, 

and 71% of respondents said that their school has developed at least three 

external connections/ inks.  
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Number of external connections/links developed 

Figure 17 Distribution of the number of external connections/links 

developed by schools 

Figure 16 External connections/links that schools have developed (of a 

maximum of 33 schools) 
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Respondents were asked to provide extra information about the external 

connections/links that their school has developed, a selection of comments can 

be seen in Figure 18 (the full list can be found in Appendix F). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Respondents were asked to rate the level of involvement with these external 

links on a scale of one to ten. Figure 19 shows that the most common links 

(local community and local schools) are the most established links; 55% of 

respondents rated the level of involvement with the local community as seven or 

above, and 64% rated the level of involvement with local schools as seven or 

above. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

ñWe have local 
volunteers helping in 

the garden each weekò 

ñWe have a variety of links with 
shops in the county as well as old 
peopleôs homes where we go and 

sing at various times of the yearò 

ñWe used to have a 
Birmingham link but 

this has lapsedò 

ñWe are part of a learning 
trust with the local 

secondary school and 

other feeder primariesò 

ñWe have links with 
the local Tesco - 

óFarm to Forkôò 

ñWe have visited 
other eco-schools 
in the past but not 

recentlyò 

ñLink 
school in 

Tanzaniaò 

Figure 18 School respondents comments about the external 

connections/links their school has developed 

Figure 19 The level of involvement with external connections/links as 
rated by respondents on a scale of one to ten (one being little involvement 

and ten being high level of involvement) 
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Eco-Schools Award status  

Figure 20 illustrates that of all the 35 schools visited at least one was from each 

Eco-Schools Award status category. Using the figures from the official Eco-

Schools website, the most common Eco-school Award status attained is óSilverô, 

followed by an equal figure of óBronzeô and óRegisteredô. Only four of the 

schools visited had not registered at all with the Eco-Schools Award scheme.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Respondents of the questionnaires were asked if their school has attained an 

Eco-Schools Award and if so, at what level. These figures were compared to 

those from the official eco-schools website. For all award status levels the 

figures are unevenly matched and one respondent selected óunsureô. 67% 

(21/31) of respondentsô answers matched with the figures from the official eco-

schools website. 19% of respondents thought their school award status was 

lower than the official Eco-Schools website figures and 10% thought their 

schools award status was higher.  

 

In the questionnaire, respondents were asked if their school has attained any 

other awards/statuses, answers selected are shown in Table 3. These other 

awards/statuses were not as wide spread or as popular as the Eco-Schools 

scheme. Several schools have achieved a óHealthy schoolsô status, however, 

the spread was uneven across counties. The óHealthy Schoolsô scheme was 

formerly a national initiative and some of the local authorities (including 

Figure 20 The distribution of the Eco-Schools Award status of all 39 schools 

visited according to the official Eco-Schools website (as of 01/06/14) 
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Gloucestershire) have continued the scheme however, most others have not 

since the government withdrew the funding support  for the scheme. Many of 

the óHealthy schoolsô awards the schools have marked as having attained may 

be from some time ago and could be outdated, unless the school is located in 

Gloucestershire (where the local authority has continued the scheme). 

 

 

Award/status Number of schools  

Eco-Schools Energy Award 1 

Food for Life Award 1 

Green Tree Schools  1 

RHS Gardening for Schools 4 

Healthy Schools 29 

International Schools  8 

 

Figure 21 shows the respondentsô answers when asked about factors that 

prevent the incorporation of sustainability within their school. The most common 

factors identified were lack of staff availability/time constraints and curriculum 

constraints. No respondent felt that lack of pupil involvement/interest was a 

prevention factor. Out of the five respondents that did not answer the question, 

two specified that they did not do so because they felt that there were no 

constraints preventing sustainability being incorporated within their school.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 21 School respondents opinions of which factors are preventing 

sustainability topics being incorporated within schools 
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Table 3 Other (non-Eco-School) statuses or awards achieved by schools 
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Respondents were asked if they thought that the sustainability incorporated 

within the school was extending out to the pupilsô families and the local 

community, figure 22 shows the responses. Respondents felt that the 

sustainability incorporation within school has more of an effect on pupilsô 

families than on the local community. Over half (20 out of 34) of the 

respondents thought that sustainability was being extended out into the pupilsô 

families, whereas only 10 (out of 34) respondents thought that sustainability 

was extending out into to the local community. For both cases, many of the 

respondents were unsure whether this was occurring or not.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Yes 
59% No 

15% 

Unsure 
26% 

Yes 
31% 

No 
25% 

Unsure 
44% 

Pupilsô families Local community 

Figure 22 School staff responses to the question: óDo you think that any of 
the sustainability education incorporated within your school has been 

extended out to the pupilsô families or to the local community?ô 
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If óyesô was answered for either question the respondents were asked to expand 

on this, a selection of comments can be seen in Figure 23 and Figure 24 (the 

full list can be found in Appendix F). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

ñWe go to many local 
businesses and have 

them into schoolò 

ñEco warriors have been to the 
local hospital to plant wild flowers 

and improve an orchard areaò 

ñCommunity 
involvement in 

the school 
allotmentò 

ñEco market street involved 
parents and the community, 
we are hoping to expand on 

this in the futureò 

ñThe community is invited to open days 
e.g. apple-juicing, wildlife in the school 

grounds, fruit tree pruningò 

Figure 24 School respondents comments about the extension of school 

sustainability education to the local community 

ñFamily volunteers 
help the children 
on the allotment 
and support local 

eventsò 

ñLeaflets made 
on saving 

energy by year 
5 pupils sent 
homeò 

ñThe PTA have given financial support to 
projects such as buying fruit for playtimes, 

buying playground equipment for keeping fit, 
giving money for the initial purchase of cloth 

bagsò 

ñVery popular cookery club. 
Parents have recipes to use at 

home. Emphasis on healthy eating 
and good food, cooked from 

scratchò 

ñFamilies 
support 

fundraising for 
our Tanzanian 

schoolò 

ñThe eco-
committee 
has given 

assemblies 

for parentsò 

Figure 23 School respondents comments about the extension of school 

sustainability education to the pupilsô families 
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Respondents were also asked at the end of the questionnaire to provide any 

other information that they felt would be relevant to the research. Some 

examples of these additional comments can be seen in Figure 25. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

ñSustainability issues are 
important but have not 
focused as high in the 
past year due to other 

prioritiesò 

ñThe new curriculum 
is much more 

flexible and should 
lend itself to this 

kind of workò 

ñDue to the national 
drive on raising 

literacy and numeracy 
standards most energy 

is devoted to thoseò 

ñWe have set up eco detectives in the past 
but it was a time consuming thing to 

manage and when not all staff are on board 
it is frustrating and unfortunately dwindles 

awayò 

ñItôs helpful to 
have a 

caretaker who is 
interested in 

sustainabilityò 

ñWith the new curriculum in sight 
I think it is putting a large 

workload on all schools that 
could prevent them thinking 

about sustainabilityò 

Figure 25 School respondents additional comments  

ñAll our staff are very busy and itôs 
difficult to find the time and 

enthusiasm for adapting and 
extending our curriculum regularly 

amidst all the other demandsò 

ñTime constraints 
and staff resourcing 

are one of the 
biggest factors that 

limit usò 



31 
 

3.2 Results from the student workshop 

 

A total of 63 student sustainability workshops took place across 39 schools 

reaching approximately 1,993 pupils predominately from KS2 (ages 7 to 11). 

 

The results from the pupilsô lists of what their school does to be ósustainableô 

and óeco-friendlyô were recorded and counted for each school. The activities that 

the pupils came up with were assigned to sustainability categories, with some 

activities being allocated to multiple categories (a full list can be found in 

Appendix H).   

 

Figure 26 illustrates that pupils in all schools identified at least one activity for all 

sustainability categories except óresource use (non-energy)ô.The most common 

activities recognised by pupils were under the categories of: óoutside 

environmentô, ónature & biodiversityô and ówaste & recyclingô. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 26 The average number of school sustainability activities identified 

by pupils during the workshop per allocated sustainability category 
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Figure 27 highlights the most common activities identified by pupils. The two 

most common activities recognised by pupils were ówe recycleô and ówe raise 

money for charitiesô. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pupils in all schools identified at least 11 different sustainability activities, the 

greatest number of activities recorded was 57 and the lowest was 11. Figure 28 

shows that the most common number of activities identified by pupils ranged 

between 41 to 50 however, the average number of activities was calculated to 

be 33. 
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Number of sustainability actions identified by pupils 

Figure 28 The distribution of the total number of school sustainability 

activities identified by pupils per school 

We grow our 
own fruit/ 

vegetables 
(34) 

We look after 
wildlife/ 
nature  
(34) 

We have a 
compost bin 

(30) 

We 
recycle 

(37) 

We recycle 
paper 
(35) 

We put litter in the bin 
and/or do litter picking 

around school 
(30) 

We turn lights off when 
we donôt need them 

(31) 

We raise 
money for 
charities 

(37) 

Figure 27 The most common activities that pupils identified when asked: 
óWhat does your school do to be sustainable and eco-friendly?ô (The 
number of schools where pupils identified that particular activity is 

included in brackets) 
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Eco-Schools Award status 

Not Registered Silver Bronze Registered Green Flag 

The number of school sustainability activities identified by pupils for each school 

was matched with the Eco-School Award status of these schools visited. Figure 

29 shows that there appears to be a link between the number of activities and 

the Eco-Schools Award status. There seems to be a particularly strong trend for 

the óNot Registeredô and óGreen Flagô award levels and an anomaly for the 

óRegisteredô award status. There is little difference between the óBronzeô and 

óSilverô award status. Spearmanôs Rank statistical analysis showed that there 

was a statistically significant (p<0.001) positive correlation between the Eco-

Schools Award status and the number of sustainability activities identified by 

pupils. Details of the statistical analysis can be found in Appendix H. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 29 Number of school sustainability activities identified by pupils 

according to Eco-Schools Award Status 
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3.3. National Curriculum research 

 

Both the new September 2014 National Curriculum (DfE, 2013a) and the 

current National Curriculum (DfEE, 1999a) were reviewed for key stage 2 level 

to identify where sustainability topics are incorporated. The full results can be 

found in Appendix I. As part of the data collection both curricula were compared 

to identify where any similarities and changes of sustainability incorporation into 

subjects are present.  Each subject was reviewed and the results can be seen 

below. For this section the current National Curriculum will be referred to as 

NC1 and the new National Curriculum as NC2. 

 

The greatest difference of sustainability incorporation between the two curricula 

is in Geography, as shown in Table 4. The learning of places and how they 

formed, differ and develop is still incorporated into curriculum. The terms 

ósustainable developmentô and ósustainabilityô have both been completely 

omitted, as has a focus on environmental change/issues and managing 

environments sustainably. Location studies outside of Europe in NC2 must now 

be restricted to a region in either North or South America. NC2 does not identify 

outside classroom work as statutory, unlike NC1.  

 

Subject Topic areas/learning outcomes 

Geography No or little change: 
·Human and physical processes/features and how these can cause changes to           
places and the environment 
·How places have changed and how they may change in future 
·How and why places are interconnected 
·Range of places and environments including UK and EU 
·How and why similarities between places occur 
·How and why places are like they are 
·The water cycle and its effects on land and people 
·How settlements differ and change, and different land use 

 Omitted: 

·A locality that is less economically developed 
·Environmental change and sustainable development 
·Explaining views about different geographical issues 
·How people can improve or damage the environment, and how these 
actions/decisions can affect peopleôs lives 
·How and why people manage environments sustainability and identify 
opportunities for own involvement 
·An environmental issue, caused by a change in environment and attempts to  
manage the environment sustainably 
·Outside the classroom through fieldwork investigations 

 Added: 

·The outside of EU location study must be a region in North or South America 
·The distribution of natural resources including energy, food, minerals and water 
·Economic activity including trade links 

 

Table 4 National Curriculum changes for Geography 
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Table 5 shows that there is very little change in sustainability incorporation for 

Science in NC1. The greatest change appears to be the removal of óliving things 

and the environment need protectionô, which has been replaced with 

óenvironments can change and this can sometimes pose dangers to living 

thingsô. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 6 shows that there has be no change for Art & Design and that some 

sustainability topic areas/learning outcomes have been both omitted and added 

for D&T. 

  

Subject Topic areas/learning outcomes 

Science No or little change: 
·Food nutrition and the impact of diet, exercise and drugs on bodily functions 
·Green plants, their anatomy and functions 
·Lifecycles, feeding relationships and food chains 
·Adaptation of plants and animals to different habitats 

 Adjusted to non-statutory notes and guidance: 

·Consideration of both positive and negative human impacts on the environment 
·Use the local environment to assist learning 

 New to non-statutory notes and guidance: 
·Growing plants and/or rearing animals 

 Omitted: 

·Living things and the environment need protection 
·Benefits and negatives of micro-organisms 

 Added: 

·Recognition that environments can change and this can sometimes pose dangers 
to living things  

Subject Topic areas/learning outcomes 

Design & 
Technology  

No or little change: 

·Thinking about products in a range of contexts e.g. different peopleôs needs 
(D&T) Omitted: 

·Thinking about if products meet the intended purpose (including how well 
products meet social, economic and environmental considerations) 

 Added: 

·Learning to become resourceful, innovative, enterprising and capable 
citizens 
·Understanding the principles of nutrition and learn how to cook 
·Seasonality and knowing where a variety of ingredients are grown, reared, 
caught and processed 

Art & Design No or little change: 
·Understanding of artists, craftspeople and designers from different cultures 
and times 

Table 5 National Curriculum changes for Science 

Table 6 National Curriculum changes for Art & Design and D&T 
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Table 7 shows the remaining changes for statutory subjects. It can be seen that 

both Mathematics and ICT/Computing did not have sustainability incorporated 

into NC1 and this has continued into NC2. English, History and PE all 

incorporate sustainability (in a small way) within the curriculum and there have 

been no adjustments to this in NC2.  There has been minimal change in the 

Music curriculum where the word ócultureô had been replaced with ótraditionsô. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 8 shows the changes to all subjects that were ónon-statutoryô frameworks 

in NC1. The greatest difference can be seen for Languages which have now 

been made statutory for key stage 2. In the change to statutory in NC2 part of 

the NC1 non-statutory framework of learning about other countries and cultures 

has been omitted.  

 

No new non-statutory programmes of guidance have been created for PHSE or 

RE in NC2. For PSHE schools have been encouraged to continue their existing 

programmes, and for RE schools have been encouraged to continue following 

the 2010 guidelines as per NC1. 

 

 

 

Subject Topic areas/learning outcomes 

English No or little change: 

·A range of literature including texts from a variety of cultures and traditions 
·Using a range of non-fiction texts (however no mention of using newspapers and 
articles) 

Mathematics No or little change: 

·No links in either curriculum 

Physical 
Education 

(PE) 

No or little change: 

·Learning connections between fitness and health 

History No or little change 
·Look at history in a variety of contexts/ perspectives 
·Study history on all levels: local, regional, national and multinational 

ICT/ 
Computing 

No or little change: 

·No links in either curriculum 

Music No or little change: 

·Cover a variety of music from different times/historical periods 
 Omitted 

·The word óculturesô in teaching about different types of music 
 Added: 

·The word ótraditionsô in teaching about different types of music  

Table 7 National Curriculum changes for English, Mathematics, PE, 

History, ICT/Computing and Music 
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Subject Topic areas/learning outcomes 

Languages 
/Modern 
Foreign 

Languages 
(MFL) 

CHANGE TO STATUTORY (previously was not) 
Omitted (from non-statutory programme) 

·Learning about other countries and cultures by considering their own culture and 
comparing to others, and considering the experiences of other people. 

PSHE  No new non-statutory programme created 

Schools are expected to use their existing PSHE programme to óequip pupils with a sound 
understanding of risk and with the knowledge and skills necessary to make safe and 
informed decisionsô. 
 
óSchools should seek to use PSHE education to build, where appropriate, on the statutory 
content already outlined in the national curriculum, the basic school curriculum and in 
statutory guidance on: drug education, financial education, sex and relationship education 
(SRE) and the importance of physical activity and diet for a healthy lifestyle.ô 

Religious 
Education 

(RE) 

No new non-statutory programme created 
 
Schools are advised to refer to the existing 2010 guidelines 

 

  

Table 8 National Curriculum changes for Languages/MFL, PSHE and RE 
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4. DISCUSSION 

 

 

The aims of the research were to find out to what extent sustainable 

development is incorporated into primary school education in England and 

evaluate how changes in the National Curriculum may affect the incorporation 

of sustainable development education.  

 

 

4.1. Incorporation of sustainability education within schools 

 

Both the results from the school staff questionnaires and the pupil workshop 

gave an insight into how sustainable development is incorporated within school 

education.  

 

The research shows that all schools are addressing sustainability in some way 

or another. There was not one school visited which was not doing some sort of 

sustainability education activity and just under 75% of respondents felt that the 

incorporation of sustainability is actively encouraged within their school. No 

respondents said that sustainability topics were not being addressed within their 

school (Figure 5). 

 

Currently in most schools sustainability topics are incorporated into school life 

through both extra-curricular opportunities and curriculum embedment. Figure 7 

shows that this is also how respondents to the questionnaire thought 

sustainability should be incorporated. The rest of the results from the 

questionnaire support the finding that for all schools there is at least one 

sustainability aspect incorporated within both curriculum and extra-curricular 

opportunities. What did vary in all schools was the level and amount of 

sustainability that was being addressed either by curriculum or through extra-

curricular opportunities. 

 

A general trend can be seen arising from the results indicating that although 

schools are addressing sustainability education, in many cases staff members 

thought that more could be done and also that more should be done in school. 
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Nearly all respondents thought that schools have a very important role in 

addressing sustainability in education, rating this very highly on a scale of one 

to ten (Figure 4). When respondents were asked to rate the importance of 

sustainability on their schools agenda, although it was rated high on a scale of 

one to ten, there was a statistically significant (p<0.01) difference between the 

ratings of the two statements. This indicates that perhaps the respondents think 

that sustainability could be and/or should be higher on the school agenda.  

 

Further to this, when asked about the importance of sustainability issues on the 

school agenda, one respondent added that ñsustainability issues are important 

but have not focused as high the past year due to other prioritiesò. This 

indicates that for this particular school other priorities have pushed sustainability 

lower on the agenda. This relates to another respondentôs comment that ñdue to 

the national drive on raising literacy and numeracy standards most energy is 

devoted to thoseò. This indicates that perhaps in a drive for achievement in 

other subjects, sustainability education is pushed back, presumably because it 

is not deemed to be as important as subjects such as Maths and English.  

 

Interestingly the pattern is continued when looking at sustainability incorporation 

for individual subjects. Figure 6 shows that for all subjects there was a 

consistently statistically significant (p<0.001) greater number of respondents 

who thought that sustainability should be incorporated into teaching, than those 

who specified that sustainability was currently incorporated into the teaching.  

 

The fact that many respondents felt that sustainability should be incorporated 

into more subjects indicates that respondents may see the potential for this. 

This does raise questions as to if there is the potential there, why are teachers 

not already incorporating sustainability into these subject areas. This links to the 

prevention factors identified in incorporating sustainability within schools, as the 

most reoccurring factor was the lack of staff availability/time constraints (Figure 

20).  This could as be linked to the factor identified previously; that many 

teachers felt already stretched for time, particular when trying to achieve other 

targets (e.g. numeracy). This supports evidence that high workloads, time 
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pressures and other priorities can negatively affect ESD incorporation within 

schools (Kadji-Beltran, 2002; Rauch & Steiner, 2006). 

 

It was found that all schools offered at least one sustainability-related extra-

curricular opportunity (Figure 9) and all schools had at least three sustainability-

related facilities present (Figure 12). The findings show that there were more 

facilities available in schools than there were extra-curricular opportunities. 

Statistical analysis of the presence of both (for the topics that could be 

compared from the questionnaire) showed that the number of facilities was 

consistently significantly (p<0.001) greater than the number of associated extra-

curricular opportunities. It would appear that many schools have the facilities to 

provide associated extra-curricular opportunities but are not doing so. This 

again could be linked to the identified prevention factor of lack of staff 

availability/time constraints. One respondent expressed some of the difficulties 

that can arise when running such activities: ñwe have set up eco detectives in 

the past but it was a time consuming thing to manage and when not all staff are 

on board it is frustrating and unfortunately dwindles awayò.  

 

Talking to respondents during school visits has indicated that running extra-

curricular opportunities requires a lot of time and dedication from teachers who 

are already feeling stretched for time with existing commitments. In some cases 

many of the staff who supervised such opportunities gave up their own lunch 

and/or after school time for the activities. The extra-curricular opportunities and 

facilities that seemed to be the most successful were those that involved the 

commitment of multiple members of staff and also had support from the parents 

of the pupils and some members of the community through volunteering. Such 

activities have been identified in the literature as most beneficial for the 

generational transfer of ESD (Ballantyne et al, 2001; Damerell et al, 2013). 

 

Many of the sustainability activities identified and use of associated facilities 

were often confined to certain times of year or certain classes within the school.  

It was found that many of the most popular activities are associated with the 

environmental aspect of sustainability. Many of the activities are focused on the 

outside environment/school grounds and often constrained to the summer term 

when the weather allowed for the outdoor activities. This meant that many of the 
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sustainability activities within school were a lot more prevalent in the summer 

months where there were more opportunities to go outside for activities such as 

gardening and bug club. In many schools a lot of the outdoor learning 

opportunities were restricted to KS1. Many of the pupils identified this also, 

discussing in the workshops how they used to do much more in the lower years 

of the school. An observation from the workshop was that many of the pupils 

were quite disappointed that they did not have the same opportunities for 

sustainability activities as they had in the lower years, and opportunities that 

those in the lower years currently had and they did not. This shows that there is 

the enthusiasm there from pupils for sustainability activities, supported by 

questionnaire responses to prevention factors for incorporating sustainability, as 

not one respondent selected that there was a lack of pupil interest and 

involvement. This relates to Kadji-Beltranôs (2002) findings that pupils find such 

activities interesting, educational and useful with a desire to continue partaking 

in them in the future. The research findings also links to research that identifies 

young people as concerned about sustainability issues with a willingness to 

learn about them (Gayford, 2009; Unilever, 2013). 

 

The sustainability topic areas that were found to be most incorporated into 

schools were: the outside environment, nature and biodiversity, and waste and 

recycling. These were the topics where most activities were identified by pupils 

and those that the school had the most related facilities and some extra-

curricular opportunities. During the sustainability workshops the activities that 

pupils identified first tended to be in the above topics, and in many cases it was 

not until prompted by the workshop leader that the pupils started to identify 

more of the social side of sustainability e.g. local communities and global 

communities. This could have been because the pupils are most accustomed 

with the term óeco-friendlyô which predominately focuses on the environment 

and doesnôt incorporate such a strong link to social/community factors.  

 

 

4.2. The National Curriculum 

 

There were mixed feelings from respondents about the changes in the National 

Curriculum due to start in September 2014. Some school staff responded 
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positively with one respondent expressing that ñthe new curriculum is much 

more flexible and should lend itself to this kind of workò. Generally, many of the 

respondents seemed rather apprehensive about the changes to the National 

Curriculum and the impacts on sustainability, with one respondent expressing 

that ñwith the new curriculum in sight I think it is putting a large workload on all 

schools that could prevent them thinking about sustainabilityò. These comments 

from respondents highlight the flexibility of the new curriculum for teachers and 

schools as discussed in section 1.3, that it could provide both progression and 

regression for sustainability education.  

 

The subjects that most respondents identified as ócurrently incorporate 

sustainabilityô were those where there are the strongest links to sustainability in 

the current National Curriculum as identified in the desk-based research: 

Science, Geography and PHSE/Citizenship. This therefore does indicate that 

the incorporation of sustainability in the curriculum in these topics is having an 

impact as most respondents did identify that the subject teaching for the above 

three subjects did include sustainability. 

 

The National Curriculum research identified that the greatest changes between 

the current and new curriculum were for the subject of Geography (Table 4). 

Although some sustainability related learning outcomes remain, all 

ósustainabilityô worded learning outcomes have been omitted and very few 

related alternatives have been added in. Figure 6 shows that 33/34 respondents 

thought that sustainability should be incorporated within the teaching of 

Geography; this indicates that perhaps many teachers do not agree with such 

substantial omission of sustainability from the Geography National Curriculum. 

There is some evidence to suggest that teachers are concerned about the 

changes to the Geography curriculum and do believe that it is the schools role 

to provide education about sustainability to young people, allowing them to 

generate attitudes and understand key issues that may be present in the media 

(Jenkin, 2013). 

 

Some respondents selected that sustainability was incorporated into subjects 

(Maths and ICT/Computing) where no direct link to sustainability topics were 

identified in the current National Curriculum. Interestingly, the respondents who 
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selected those subjects were from a mixture of both state-maintained and 

academy establishments (see Figure 1), indicating that National Curriculum is 

not the sole influencer of sustainability incorporation.  

 

When visiting a school the groups of pupils taking part in the workshop were 

asked if they had heard of, or knew what ósustainabilityô meant. In most cases 

only a small handful of the group had heard of the word ósustainabilityô and even 

fewer could describe or explain the meaning of the word. This, in a way could 

be expected due to the complexity and confusion that can often arise around 

the terms ósustainabilityô and ósustainable developmentô. That very few had even 

heard of the word ósustainabilityô in some form is surprising, considering that it is 

quite regularly present in the current Geography National Curriculum (the word 

ósustainableô in varying forms appears four times in the KS2 Geography 

National Curriculum alone), and appears once in the PSHE/Citizenship National 

Curriculum non-statutory guidance. This ósustainabilityô wording has been 

completely omitted from the new Geography National Curriculum. The impact of 

this can be seen from two perspectives. Firstly, this could be seen as negative 

as if even with sustainability being in the Geography National Curriculum pupils 

have little awareness of the word and its significance, the omission of this could 

be detrimental.  Alternatively, this could be seen from a different perspective, in 

that incorporating sustainability into the Geography National Curriculum 

previously has had little impact therefore by giving extra flexibility to teachers 

they can incorporate it in other ways. It could simply be that many of the schools 

use óecoô as an alternative to sustainability due to the term being much easier to 

grasp at a young age. Although in most cases the óecoô activities tended to be 

driven through extra-curricular activities and the Eco-Schools Award.  

 

The questionnaire results and National Curriculum review indicates that the 

National Curriculum may not have a particularly strong impact on the level of 

sustainability education being incorporated within schools. Much of the 

sustainability incorporation identified by teachers and by pupils suggests that it 

comes in the form of extra-curricular activities, or incorporated within the 

schools ethos or way of life.  
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The findings from Figure 7 do indicate the school staff respondentsô think that 

ESD should be addressed through curriculum, with all respondents selecting 

that sustainability incorporation should be either solely curriculum embedded or 

both extra-curricular and curriculum embedded simultaneously. This supports 

findings by Kadji-Baltran (2002) that teachers believe that environmental issues 

are extremely important and necessary to integrate into curriculum. In that 

research the teachers suggested that their Ministry of Education (in Cyprus) 

should provide incentives and a guide/handbook to encourage and support the 

integration of such education. This is an idea that could be transferred to this 

country to help support teachers and help with the time prevention factor, if 

recommended resources from the government are readily available for 

teachers. 

 

One reason that was identified for changing the National Curriculum was to 

raise literacy and numeracy competencies to ensure it reaches employers and 

higher educators expectations (DfE 2013a; Domincizak, 2013). It should be 

considered however, that there are likely to be other skills that employers 

require e.g. those to power a green economy. If there is an anticipated 

predicted growth in the ógreenô job sector and a ógreeningô or the economy 

(Green Alliance, 2012) the education system ideally needs to be prepared to 

support this if there is a risk of the UK being ill-equipped for such changes in the 

economy. It could be speculated that perhaps teachers feel that sustainability 

education is important for this reason and that is why they believe it should have 

a place within schools. This links to the respondentsô belief that schools have an 

important role in providing this education to help prepare pupils for the future. 

 

 

4.3. The Eco-Schools Award Scheme 

 

As varying Eco-Schools were visited, it enabled a comparison between the Eco-

School status and the sustainability activities present in school. A statistically 

significant (p<0.001) positive correlation between the Eco-Schools Award status 

and the number of school sustainability activities recognised by pupils was 

identified. Although this does not infer cause and effect is it most likely that the 

action of the school striving towards their next Eco-Schools Award status 
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stimulates an increase in sustainability related actions, as to achieve each level 

of Eco-Schools Award a school must provide evidence of certain practices or 

activities. This relates to findings by Kadji-Beltran (2002) that schools who 

participate in the Eco-Schools Award are more likely to have associated topics 

integrated within curriculum and more related extra-curricular opportunities.  

 

Figure 20 shows that the rise in sustainability incorporation varies between Eco-

Award levels and the biggest change can be seen at the first transition and the 

last transition in award status. If the school is not registered it is likely to have 

the least sustainability related activities, and if the school has a Green Flag 

award it is likely to have a high number of sustainability related activities. 

However, the three middle statuses (Registered, Bronze and Silver) show little 

differences between one another in the number of sustainability activities. It 

could be postulated that this trend has occurred because both the Bronze and 

Silver awards are self-assessed by schools online and there is the greatest 

jump in requirements for the Green Flag, which is assessed by an external 

assessor who visits a school (Eco-Schools, 2014a).  This indicates that the Eco-

Schools scheme does influence sustainability incorporation within schools in 

three key stages as shown in Figure 30. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Not 

Registered 

Registered 

Silver 

Bronze  Green Flag 

Level of sustainability incorporation 

2 3 1 

Figure 30 The Eco-School Award sustainability education influence model 
The boxes signify each Eco-School Award status. There is an increase in sustainability 
incorporation upon registering with the scheme and then then next increase in sustainability 
incorporation is upon achieving Green Flag status. 

Source: Authorôs own 
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Most respondents of the questionnaire spoke positively of the Eco-Schools 

Award in supporting sustainability within their school. One respondent 

expressed that ñwe try to avoid running after awards for the sake of it but the 

Eco-Schools award has proved very beneficial in structuring and reorganising 

our work on education for sustainabilityò. This supports the evidence that the 

Eco-Schools Award does positively contribute towards sustainability within 

school. 

 

Over half of the respondents who selected that sustainability was incorporated 

into Maths and ICT/Computing (where no direct links to sustainability topics 

were identified in the current National Curriculum) were from schools with a 

óGreen Flagô Eco-School status. It could be speculated that taking part in the 

Eco-Schools Award changes school staff perceptions on sustainability teaching 

and initiates more cross-curricular thinking and linking with sustainability into all 

subjects. Kadji-Beltran (2002) proposed that teachers with an Eco-Schools 

background have greater awareness of the range and variety of incorporation 

possibilities for such educational themes. This could be particularly true for 

when achieving Green Flag status as the criteria specifies that ósustainability 

has been covered in at least three curriculum areas by most year groupsô and 

that the ówhole school and wider communityô must be involved (Eco-Schools, 

2014b).  

 

The Eco-Schools figures were taken from the official Eco-Schools website and 

matched against those from the school staff questionnaire. It was found that for 

all award levels the figures were unevenly matched. Assuming that the figures 

on the Eco-Schools website were up-to-date and correct, 29% of respondents 

incorrectly judged their Eco-Schools status. This uncertainty indicates that in 

some instances the Eco-Schools scheme is not being incorporated through the 

whole school, therefore it may not be reaching out to all staff members if they 

are incorrectly selecting their schools Eco-School level. Potentially, this could 

mean that the impact and effect of the Eco-Schools scheme are not reaching 

the full potential if not involving the whole school which is considered an 

important component in achieving success for ESD incorporation within schools 

(Posh, 1999; Eco-schools, 2014a, FFLP, 2014).   
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4.4. Extension of sustainability education beyond schools 

 

An additional outcome from the research was recognised as a result of trying to 

identify more of the social side of sustainability occurring within schools. It was 

found that all schools had developed at least one external link (Figure 16). The 

most popular links established were either with the local community or other 

local schools. Of the schools who had links with the local community, over half 

(55%) of the respondents thought that these connections were well established 

(rating the level of involvement with the community as seven or above out of 

ten) (Figure 18). A similar number of respondents (59%) thought that the 

sustainability education incorporated within their school had been extended out 

to the pupilsô families; however only 31% thought that it had been extended out 

to the local community. 

 

Interestingly, when the two results were compared, of those respondents who 

had rated their school links with the community as seven or above (out of ten), 

only exactly half of these thought that the sustainability education in their school 

was being extended out to the pupils families and/or the local community. This 

indicates that even when the schools have a strong link with the community, 

there is only a 50% chance that the sustainability actions and awareness 

occurring within school are being transferred to the local community and/or 

pupils families. Alternatively, it could be that staff members may not possibly be 

aware if this transaction is occurring or not. It was noted during questionnaire 

analysis that on some occasions the respondents would not select their school 

as having strong links with the community, but provided evidence of the 

sustainability being extended out into the community and pupil families later in 

the questionnaire. This is an area that requires more extensive research and 

clarification given the potential significance of schools in connecting and 

extending ESD out to the local community (Uzzel, 1999). 

 

Those respondents who thought that sustainability was being extended out to 

families and the local community provided qualitative evidence for this (Figures 

23 & 24). The most commonly occurring actions that led to this extension of 

knowledge were when the families of pupils were actively involved in projects 

with the pupils at the school, examples given included: building the chicken 
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coop, maintaining gardens, cooking lessons, hedgehog projects, fundraising 

and weekend activity days. This provides support to existing evidence by 

Ballantyne et al (2001) & Damerell et al (2013) that the sustainability education 

children received within formal education can be transferred to their parents and 

in some cases to the community. 

 

 

4.5. Relevance of the findings 

 

The findings of this research have indicated that school staff members think that 

schools have an important role to play in addressing ESD for younger 

generations. Most respondents believe that schools could and should be doing 

more to educate young people about the knowledge and skills for a sustainable 

future. It could be speculated that in doing so, schools may be better equipping 

young people for the projected future growth in the ógreen economyô and ógreen 

jobsô sector. Linked to the main prevention factor of lack of staff availability/time 

constraints this indicates that there may be a need to fulfil a gap in ESD in 

schools that does not solely rely on the teachers. This could be a potential role 

for many organisations, in particular third sector, to provide gaps in ESD and 

create a collaboration of stakeholders. Evidence from research such as this 

study could be used to apply for funding and grants for such projects as a need 

has started to be identified (BLF, 2014).  

 

There is also the indication of the transfer of this formal ESD out beyond the 

school into pupilsô families and the local community, indirectly potentially 

influencing attitudes and behaviour as an added positive impact. The findings of 

the research could be used to inform future inclusion of sustainability topics 

within curriculum, especially in identifying which aspects of sustainability may 

need greater focus in education e.g. social sustainability.  These findings could 

also be used to inform and adjust the Eco-Schools Award scheme to create 

greater differences in the level of sustainability incorporation for the Registered, 

Bronze and Silver levels to give greater significance and purpose to these 

award statuses.  
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4.5. Limitations of the study method   

 

The distribution of schools visited provided a good overview for the study area. 

It cannot be assumed however, that these results give a true representation of 

what is happening all over the country. The study area only consisted of three 

relatively rural counties with small cities, whereas a high proportion of the 

population in England actually live in large cities, none of which were covered 

during data collection due to logistics. The results therefore can only give an 

indication as to what sustainability education trends are occurring within schools 

across the country.  

 

The sampling strategy induced bias as a convenience strategy was used to 

maximise uptake. All schools in the study area were contacted through the 

generic admin email, however many of the schools who took part were those 

whose contact details were acquired from networking with local education for 

sustainable development organisations and individuals. Many schools were also 

contacted through the sustainability network; therefore it is likely that many of 

the schools who took part in the research were already actively engaging with a 

sustainability related organisation. It is likely that the nature of the workshop 

itself appealed to those who again have an interest in sustainability. It could be 

speculated that the results could be biased, as schools who are interested in 

the subject are more likely to have taken part in the research. Therefore, in 

reality sustainability in schools in general could be much less than that 

measured in the data collected. 

 

The questionnaire posed some problems in that many of the respondents 

missed out questions and particularly avoided completing the qualitative open-

ended questions. Many respondents were also put off by the length of the 

questionnaire. Initially the aim was to sit down with a staff member and conduct 

an interview questionnaire; however in most cases the respondents were 

teachers and did not have enough time to do so. In hindsight, piloting the 

questionnaire and workshop in more than one school would have been 

beneficial. The questionnaire limitations may have been noticed quicker and 

adjusted before visiting the rest of the schools for the data collection.   
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Only one questionnaire was completed per school, giving only one personôs 

perspective from that particular school establishment. Therefore, this is not an 

entirely true reflection as to what the general thoughts and feelings are in that 

school about sustainability. Many of the respondents also had some interest in 

sustainability or were eco-club coordinators/leaders so had a lot of knowledge 

as to what was going on in the school. This provides good information as to 

what exactly is happening within the school, but does not imply if knowledge 

and opinions of sustainability activities/actions is the same across all members 

of staff within a school establishment. 

 

A struggle throughout the research was simply the nature of ósustainabilityô and 

the tendency for this to be such a wide and varied topic, encompassing many 

individual issues. This contributed towards the length of the questionnaire 

making it difficult to reduce the size. There were many sustainability 

factors/issues to consider and as many as possible were included in order to 

minimise the number that were overlooked. This also led to certain aspects of 

the research being somewhat subjective, in particular the questionnaire creation 

and the analysis of the National Curriculum. It was particularly tricky when 

investigating where sustainability was incorporated into both the current and 

future National Curriculum and identifying which key learning outcomes 

provided ESD skills identified by Davies (2010) and Tilbury & Wortman (2004). 

In particular, when considering subjects like English, the simple action of 

learning good English and Literacy skills could be considered sustainable 

because it is allowing pupils to learn how to express themselves, their opinions 

and enabling access and understanding of a variety of literatures. Therefore, 

when reviewing the National Curriculum it was predominately limited to areas 

where actual obvious sustainable development issues or topics were 

addressed. 

 

Due to time constraints the workshop created was only suitable for KS2 pupils 

and consequently the national curriculum research was focused at the same 

level. This restriction to KS2 does not provide a true indication of knowledge of 

sustainability issues across the whole school because most primary schools 

also have KS1 classes, and some have early years classes. An advantage 

however, of focusing the workshop on KS2 classes is that the pupils are more 
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likely to have been at the school for a prolonged period of time. This means that 

the pupils are likely to have had more time and opportunities to cover 

sustainability topics in their school experience. At KS2 level the pupils are also 

more likely to grasp the concept of ósustainabilityô and start to develop a 

stronger understanding of how all actions can all be linked and why such 

actions are ósustainableô. 

 

4.6. Opportunities for further research  

 

There are many potential opportunities for additional research to build upon the 

results and conclusions of this study, some of which are suggested below. 

 

The student sustainability workshops were tested in four secondary schools at 

KS3 level and were well received. With some slight modifications to the 

workshop, making it more appropriate to the age and knowledge level, the 

research could be replicated in secondary schools. A staff member at two of the 

secondary schools completed a research questionnaire and the results start to 

indicate that there is less sustainability incorporation within secondary schools 

than within primary schools. A comparative study could be completed using a 

similar research method to find out if there are any significant differences 

between primary and secondary schools, and if so, what are the reasons for 

this.  

 

On a longer timescale this research could be adapted and replicated in other 

areas of the country. This would enable a more representative view to be given 

of sustainability education within the whole country. The results of this study 

could be used as a comparison to see if the trends identified are consistent 

across the country. 

 

An idea for additional research would be to complete a comparative study once 

the new National Curriculum has been embedded for at least a year to find out if 

there have been any substantial differences in the results, to gain greater 

evidence of the level of influence of the National Curriculum on sustainability 

education in schools. 
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A further comparison study to identify the influence of National Curriculum on 

sustainability would be to use a similar method and compare results for state 

maintained schools (who must follow the National Curriculum) and academies 

(who have freedom from the National Curriculum). 

 

During the first stage of data collection extra information about schools was 

collected including: total pupil numbers, Ofsted rating, establishment type and 

location. A number of comparison studies could be conducted using a similar 

research method to identify if any of these four factors affect the level of 

sustainability incorporation within a school. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

 

 

This research set out with the aim of finding out to what extent sustainable 

development is incorporated within primary school education in England and 

how changes in the National Curriculum may affect this in the future.  

 

A questionnaire directed at school staff and a pupil workshop on sustainability 

contributed evidence to help achieve the first part of this aim. The results from 

the questionnaire and workshop showed that all schools are addressing 

sustainability education and the greatest differences found were in the level of 

sustainability incorporated.  It can be seen that for most schools sustainability is 

incorporated through both the curriculum and extra-curricular activities, and the 

most common topics addressed are: waste & recycling, nature & biodiversity 

and the outside environment. 

 

A key finding was that a general trend occurred throughout many of the results: 

many of the school staff respondents thought that there was more that schools 

could and should do to incorporate sustainability education. This does indicate 

that the school staff respondents think that sustainability is an important issue 

and there could be more potential to incorporate it within learning at school.  

 

The research has given an insight into the current impacts of curriculum on 

sustainability education in schools however, the future impacts of changes in 

the National Curriculum remain uncertain. The results indicate that the National 

Curriculum does seem to have an influence on the level of sustainability 

incorporation within schools but it does not appear to be particularly strong, 

suggesting that the changes in the National Curriculum (and the omission of 

sustainability wording) may not have a particularly substantial impact on 

sustainability education within schools. Further research is needed within this 

area.  

 

The results from the pupil workshop provided statistical evidence that the Eco-

School Award level of a school is positively correlated with the amount of 

sustainability activities. It has been indicated that the action of a school striving 
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to achieve an Eco-Schools Award level does have an impact on the level of 

education for sustainability at that school establishment. The results show that 

there is a three stage model (Figure 28) as to what extent the Eco-School 

Award level influences school sustainability. It can be seen that registering on 

the scheme and gaining a Green Flag status are associated with the greatest 

changes in sustainability incorporation within schools. 

 

An additional outcome arose from the research providing some level of 

indication that the sustainability activities occurring within school may be 

transferred out to pupilôs families and to the local community, the prior being the 

most commonly recorded. 

 

The research has identified what is happening on the ground within schools to 

tackle education for sustainability and to what extent this is happening, giving 

an indication of the current situation. This research has successfully set the 

scene for future work and has provided a baseline to proceed from, for research 

to identify the cause and effect behind these patterns and trends identified.  
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