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Series Editors’ Introduction

Education for sustainable development (ESD) has rapidly become part of educational discourses worldwide. Within its global attractiveness lie both its strength and
its weakness. Its strength lies in its capacity to alert educationists, broadly defined,
to a shared concern for the future of both the planet and local communities. Its
weakness lies in its lack of shared meaning and, stemming from this, the enormous
difficulties encountered in trying to bring ESD into the mainstream activities of
educational institutions.
In designating the period 2005–2014 as the International Decade of Education for
Sustainable Development the United Nations sought to bring to the fore the need for
politicians, policy-makers and practitioners to seek ways by which ESD can become
part of the fabric of formal and informal education. At the heart of the numerous
initiatives that have been stimulated by this designation is the assumption that ESD
should be introduced and can be introduced successfully into schools world-wide. It
is assumed that children, older students and adults can be educated formally to act
now in the interests of a sustainable future and to act internationally.
What is evident is that different nations have adopted different approaches to
ESD, sometimes interchanging the term with environmental education, another
term subject to a wide range of interpretations. These differences are evident in
educational practice in regions, districts and individual schools as well as in academic studies and commentaries. Obviously, this is not to say that there is some
common ground in policies and practice, it is simply to keep to the forefront the
recognition that, even when nations make pronouncements about aspects of ESD,
these should not be treated as authoritative statements about what is happening at
the school and classroom levels. Broad statements have a value in highlighting
issues and trends but they need to be treated with caution. The same caution needs
to be applied to pronouncements emanating from academic sources. Academics
have their own agendas and care must be taken when reading what appear to be
authoritative statements about developments in ESD occurring within their own
communities and nations.
Our series addresses the array of issues arising from attempts made to convert
assumptions about, and definitions of, ESD into substantial and sustainable changes
ix
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principally in schools. Underpinning the series is a concern for identifying those
cultural forces that impact on national, regional and local adaptations to approaches to
ESD that have international currency. In this, the editors of the books in the series, each
based on experience in a single continent or extensive region, seek to counter the strong
Western (Australian, North American, European) character of much research and writing in the broad field of ESD. Research and scholarly studies are commonly underpinned by values and assumptions derived from Western culture, broadly defined. The
design of the series as a set of broadly continent-scale books seeks to bring together
experts from various countries in each continent. The books bring out contrasting experiences and insights with a range of explanations of policies and practice.
Within the broad cultural contexts of the continents and regions included in the
series authors provide evidence of policies, formal curriculum developments and
innovations and informal school-related activities. Some authors have paid close
attention to policy making at various levels, others have addressed whole school
organisational issues and others have provided detailed case studies of localities and
individual schools.
Children and young people live in distinct worlds of their own. They have very
distinctive cognitive and affective characteristics that vary from one culture to
another, at whatever scale that culture is defined. They are also often targets for
environmental campaigns that wish to promote particular behavioural changes. ESD
is often construed as an attempt to change habits, to encourage children and young
people to “think globally and act locally”. This series demonstrates how this and
other slogans are translated in education systems and schools world-wide.
For this volume Schooling for Sustainable Development in South America:
Policies, Actions and Educational Experiences, the co-editors Maria Lucia de
Amorim Soares and Leandro Petarnella have brought together an array of chapters
highlighting the recent developments and issues related to ESD in selected South
American nations. The book is divided into three parts. Part I gives an overview on
schooling for sustainable development in South America. Part II focuses on schooling for sustainable development in Brazil while Part III depicts the trends and challenges in educational provision for sustainable development. ESD is emphasised
with a socio-political orientation in the context of developing countries in South
America and in particular in Brazil where many scholars locally and internationally
draw upon the inspiring ideas of Paulo Freire who called for social and educational
actions in eradicating social injustice. In some countries like Bolivia and Brazil, as
described in Chaps. 6 and 8 respectively, while environmental education or ESD is
still an emerging and important field, perhaps the fundamental challenge of ESD
remains whether or not to make an overhaul of the whole education system the top
priority as an attempt to reduce illiteracy rates and help students ensure their own
survival. There are important lessons for the governments in South America for
future improvement and calls for international attention and co-operation.
John Chi-Kin Lee
Michael Williams
Philip Stimpson
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