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What do we mean by ESD?



Definition

‘ESD empowers learners with knowledge, skills, values and attitudes to take 
informed decisions and make responsible actions for environmental integrity, 
economic viability and a just society empowering people of all genders, for 
present and future generations, while respecting cultural diversity.

ESD is a lifelong learning process and an integral part of quality education that 
enhances cognitive, social and emotional and behavioural dimensions of 
learning. It is holistic and transformational and encompasses learning content 
and outcomes, pedagogy and the learning environment itself.’

                  UNESCO (2021)



ESD Framework (Sipos et al., 2008)

Head

Cultivate rational understanding and critical 

thinking.

Heart

Emotional engagement, values, empathy, and 

care. 

Hands

Agency, practical skills, action competence.



SDG 4.7

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



Strategy Context



National ESD Strategy Evolution



National ESD Strategy Evolution

‘ESD to 2030’ National Strategy Priority 
Action Areas
• Advancing Policy
• Transforming Learning Environments
• Building Capacities of Educators
• Empowering and Mobilizing Young People
• Accelerating Local Level Actions



National ESD Strategy Priority Action Areas
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Other National Strategy Drivers

Reduce Ireland’s emissions by 51% by 2030, reaching net zero by not
later than 2050 as committed to in the Climate Action and Low Carbon
Development (Amendment) Act 2021.



Other National Strategy Drivers



The Public Sector ‘Leading by Example’

Prioritize areas of
action to enhance
climate literacy in
the public sector.



‘Our People’

Mandatory Requirements
• Nominate a member of the Management Board as the Climate and Sustainability 

Champion with responsibility for implementing and reporting on the mandate.
• Establish and resource Green Teams, reporting to senior management, to become 

integrated drivers of sustainability in every public sector body.
• Ensure all senior management (PO/SL3 level and above) undertake annual climate 

action leadership training.
• Incorporate appropriate climate action and sustainability training (technical and 

behavioural, including green procurement training) into annual learning and 
development strategies for staff.

• Organize annual staff workshops to engage on climate issues, including a focus on 
decreasing the organization’s carbon footprint.



Societal Context



Global Perspective

Meta-crisis

Permacrisis

Polycrisis

Climate 
Crisis

‘Multiple, interconnected global crisis that interact 
and amplify each other, creating a systemic 
situation where the combined impact is far worse 
than the sum of individual challenges.’

‘Prolonged, seemingly endless period of instability, 
insecurity and crisis, marked by a succession of 
interconnected global challenges.’

‘Underlying crisis driving a multitude of crises – a 
crisis of the psyche, or who we are, what our 
purpose is, our ‘position’ in the world and our 
environment…’







Climate Impacts

• 2025 was the second warmest year on record, with average 
summer temperatures 1.94°C above the 1961–1990 long-term 
average

• Seven of the ten warmest years have occurred since 2005.
• The meteorological Autumn was the fourth wettest on record, and 

six of the ten wettest autumns have occurred since 2001, pointing 
to a clear trend of increasing rainfall.

• Ireland experienced record-breaking warm conditions in spring 
and summer, with Uisce Éireann declaring 49 water supplies in 15 
counties to be in drought status.

• Ireland recorded its highest ever wind gust of 184km/h in January 
2025

• Storm Éowyn, an event with record-breaking wind speeds, was the 
most expensive storm-related insurance event in Irish history with 
claims in excess of €301m. 



Societal Perspective

81% of people are worried about climate change. 

75% think extreme weather poses a moderate or high risk to their 
community over the next 10 years, with increases in worry in 
relation to severe storms (74%) and extreme heat (54%).

89% report that climate change is important to them personal.

79% say climate change should be either a ‘very high’ or ‘high’ 
priority for Government, with high overall support for a range of 
climate action policies.

Irish people think that climate action will increase economic 
growth and create jobs (56%), and actions to reduce climate 
change will improve quality of life in Ireland (74%).



Nature and Biodivesity…



What is the role of higher 
education? 

(with a focus on education)



Who is responsible for ESD?

Under the HEA Act 2022, the Higher Education Authority (HEA) and higher education 
institutions are mandated to operate in alignment with national sustainability goals. 
Section 2(3) defines environmental development and sustainability broadly, including 
social, economic, cultural, environmental, climate and biodiversity dimensions. Under 
Section 8(1)(b), the HEA is tasked with supporting higher education institutions in 
contributing to sustainable development, while Section 8(1)(a) establishes the 
Authority’s responsibility to promote excellence in teaching and learning.



Performance Perspective



The HEA prioritizes ESD…

• Education for Sustainable Development
• GenAI
• Student Success
• Professional Development of Staff



Catalyzing a Holistic View of ESD

Curriculum
How can we move from learning ABOUT to 
learning AS sustainability?
Campus
How can our campuses become experimental 
and creative living labs?
Community
How can we learn FROM, WITH, and AS 
communities?
Collaborative Research
How can we stimulate collaborative research-
informed practice and scholarship?
Culture
How can we become a ‘beacon’ for Climate 
Action Leadership?



Who should lead?

558,143 pupils enrolled in primary school

406,392 students enrolled in secondary school
                                                                               CSO 2022/2023



Why should we lead?



ESD – The Journey so far…

Slide 28

Nurture Create a 
community

Ireland as an 
ESD Leader

1 2 3



Collaborative Leadership

ATU, DCU, SETU, TU Dublin, UCC, UL, 

IADT, MU, UG, MTU, QUB, UU, TCD, 
UCD. 



Cultivating Collaboration



Participatory Leadership



So, are we at a ‘Jonbar Point’ for ESD?

From the ‘Legion of Time’ (1938), John Barr must 
choose between picking up a magnet (leading to a 
utopia) or a pebble (leading to a dystopia).

A point of divergence?
Nexus point?
Change point?



We need to move from ‘doing things better’ 

to ‘doing better things’ to ‘transformation’.

                (Bateson, 1972; Sterling, 2010)

 

The challenge is…



How do we ensure it is not ‘performative’?

Publication of HEA ESD Framework 
(June 26)

• Supported by suite of Policy Briefs (ongoing).
• Supported by HEA ESD CoP.
• Supported by FE-HE ESD Advisory Committee.
• Supported by ESD Leadership Programme.
• Supported by ESD Research Roadmap.
• Supported by Performance and Funding levers. 



How do we continue collaborating?

• HEA ESD Community of Practice
• SDSN ESD Working Group
• Climate Justice Universities Union
• Global Citizenship Education Forum
• Collaborative Funding
• ESD Network of Networks



ATU Example



Dr. Mark Kelly



ATU Strategic Commitments



ATU Performance Commitments

Proportion (%) of new programme curricula (Level 
8 major awards), identified at programme 
validation stage, which have embedded SDG 
content applicable to programme, cumulatively 
moving to a target of 80% by 2027/2028. 

Climate and Sustainable Development is mapped 
against the pillars of Teaching and Learning, 
Research and Innovation, and Engagement in 
ATU’s HEA Performance Agreement 2024-2028.



Ensure that the principle of sustainability 
lies at the heart of our ATU community, 
permeating every aspect of our 
endeavours, embracing the holistic well-
being of our students, the advancement of 
our university, the conservation of our 
surroundings, the choices of technology, 
the deployment and management of 
physical spaces and our unwavering 
commitment to the betterment of Ireland 
and the entire planet.



ATU Leadership



Dr. Mark Kelly

HEA National Forum Policy Advisor on ESD 

Head of the ATU Centre for Sustainability 

Senior Lecturer in the ATU Department of Building and 

Civil Engineering

Build360 research group lead

Co-lead of ATU ESD Academy

Mark.Kelly@atu.ie 

Dr. John Scahill

Senior Lecturer in the ATU Department of Building and 

Civil Engineering

Co-lead of ATU ESD Academy

John.Scahill@atu.ie 

Dr. Carina Ginty

Head of ATU Galway Teaching and Learning Centre

Carina.Ginty@atu.ie 

The ATU ESD Academy – Nurturing and Empowering Staff and Student 

Engagement on Sustainability, Climate Action, and the SDGs

mailto:Mark.Kelly@atu.ie
mailto:Mark.Kelly@atu.ie
mailto:Carina.Ginty@atu.ie


The ATU ESD Academy – Nurturing and Empowering Staff and Student 

Engagement on Sustainability, Climate Action, and the SDGs

Collaboration

The ATU ESD Academy is a collaboration 

between the ATU Centre for Sustainability and 

the ATU Teaching and Learning Centre. 

Commitment
The ESD Academy will demonstrate leadership 

through a whole-of-university approach to embed 

sustainability, the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) and climate action 

and justice at the very core of the curriculum in 

ATU. The work will be framed by the 6Cs of 

Curriculum, Campus, Community, Collaborative 

Research, Culture, and Care.







Phase 1 
Workshop Participation/Digital Badges

Climate Fresk workshop (3 hrs)

‘SDGs to 2030’ game (3 hrs)

‘2 Tonnes’ workshop (3 hrs)

Lego Serious Play for Sustainability workshop 
(2 hrs)

‘How Bad are Bananas’ workshop (2 hrs)

Eco-Actions workshop (2 hrs)

‘SDGs 101’ digital badge (2 hrs)

SDGs 17 MOOCs (2 hrs)

Phase 2
Undertake Accredited CPD

Carbon Literacy training (10 hrs)

‘Education for Sustainability’ 
Open Course (25 hrs)

‘Embedding the SDGs across the 
Curriculum’ Open Course (25 hrs)

Level 6 Certificate on the SDGs 
(20 credits)

Phase 3
Undertake PG Cert./Become a 
Facilitator

Carbon Literacy Facilitator training (25 hrs)

‘Education for Sustainability’ Open Course 
Facilitator (5 hrs)

‘Embedding the SDGs across the 
Curriculum’ Open Course Facilitator (5 hrs)

Climate Fresk Facilitator (3 hrs)

‘SDGs to 2030’ game Facilitator (30 hrs)

Level 9  10-credit PG Cert. on ESD (250 hrs)

Sustainability Literacy to 

Leadership Learning Pathways



Nurturing and Empowering Staff and Student Engagement on 

Sustainability, Climate Action, and the SDGs



Establish networks between the education sector and voluntary community group 
sector to share knowledge, and design and produce collaborative projects.

Climate Education Clubs

Primary Connections

Empowering primary school 
children to take positive 
actions and voice their 
opinions.

Youth Connections

Encouraging post-primary 
school students to engage in 
Climate Conversations.

Community Connections

Engaging higher education 
students in community-
based and community-
related projects.

Learning by sharing knowledge and experiences within our communities and our 
education settings



Nurturing and Empowering Staff and Student Engagement



Nurturing and Empowering Staff Engagement on Sustainability, 

Climate Action, and the SDGs



Quality Enhancement and Assurance 

Processes
1. Have you included sustainability and inclusive-related
competences i.e., critical thinking, systems thinking, strategic
thinking, self-awareness, cultural competence, anticipatory
thinking, and integrated collaborative problem-solving in
your programme and module learning outcomes?

2. Have you included sustainability-related topics
(environmental, social, political, cultural, economic); diverse
perspectives, voices, and experiences, including those from
underrepresented and marginalized groups in your
curriculum content?

3. Does your assessment strategy address sustainability and
inclusive-related competences i.e., i.e., critical, systems,
strategic thinking, and anticipatory thinking; integrated
collaborative problem-solving; and cultural competence?

4. Do you utilize the synergies between the curriculum,
campus, internal and external communities, and ongoing
collaborative research, to encourage an integrated approach
to sustainability?

5. Do you use ESD-aligned pedagogies e.g., student-centred,
inquiry-based, problem/challenge-based, place-based,
experiential, participatory and action-oriented approaches,
and promote an inclusive learning environment that
supports students of all backgrounds, identities, and
abilities?



The ATU ESD Academy – Nurturing and Empowering Staff and Student 

Engagement on Sustainability, Climate Action, and the SDGs

• Curlew Awards recognizing ESD Excellence in collaboration with the 
University of Galway and the Mary Robinson Centre.

• ESD Mentoring Programme and ESD Clinics.
• Programme Review Cycles through a Futures Lens.
• ESD Research Group.
• Student Orientations. 



But…



Paradoxes and Provocations

Is ESD a form of greenwashing?

Is ESD just performative?

Who decides?

Who is left out?

What impact does it have?

How does ESD serve 

our students and society?

How do we embody regenerative 

practices and values?

What is the purpose of HE?

What do we need to stop doing 

now?

Why are we competing?

Universities as ‘Possibility 

Spaces and Experiences’

What do we owe the Future?

Does this graphic also provide a lens through which we shape 

our education system? 



The Intergenerational University and Long-Term Action

Trinity College Dublin (TCD) founded in 1592.

University College Cork (UCC) founded in 1845.

University of Galway founded in 1845. 

‘What if we had 100 years?’
Professor Keri Facer



Our future is shaped by the decisions, 
choices and actions of today. 

What we don’t do is also important.





The ATU ESD Academy – Nurturing and Empowering Staff and Student 

Engagement on Sustainability, Climate Action, and the SDGs
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