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sustainable development. Social sustainability—the capacity of
societies to ensure equity, well-being, and cohesion while respecting K EY W O R D S: social
ecological limits—has become a central concern. Environmental — sustainability,
education (EE) and education for sustainable development (ESD) are ~ environmental —education,
increasingly recognized as critical drivers for fostering the values, globalization, education for
competencies, and collective actions necessary for social sustainable development,
sustainability. This article explores the mechanisms through which ~ global citizenship,
environmental education can enhance social sustainability in a  participatory governance,
globalized world. It synthesizes theoretical perspectives from critical ~ social justice
pedagogy, social-ecological systems, and global citizenship
education to propose a multi-level framework. Key mechanisms
include: integrating social justice into environmental curricula;
fostering global—local connections through place-based and globally
networked learning; building participatory governance structures;
strengthening community—school partnerships; leveraging digital
technologies for transnational collaboration; and embedding
sustainability competencies into teacher education. The article
argues that in the context of globalization, environmental education
must go beyond ecological awareness to actively address social
inequalities, cultural diversity, and democratic participation. It
concludes with policy recommendations and a research agenda for
strengthening the contribution of environmental education to
socially sustainable futures.

Introduction

The twenty-first century is characterized by unprecedented global interconnectedness. Economic, political,
and cultural flows across borders have accelerated, bringing both prosperity and profound disruptions.
Globalization has contributed to economic growth and technological innovation, yet it has also exacerbated
inequalities, environmental degradation, and cultural homogenization (Steger, 2020). In this context, the
concept of social sustainability has gained prominence. Social sustainability refers to the ability of societies
to meet the needs of present and future generations while ensuring social cohesion, equity, participation, and
quality of life (Bostrom, 2012; United Nations, 2015). It is one of the three pillars of sustainable development,
alongside environmental and economic sustainability, but historically it has received less attention.
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Environmental education (EE) emerged in the 1970s as a response to growing ecological crises, focusing
primarily on awareness and knowledge about environmental issues. Over time, it evolved into Education for
Sustainable Development (ESD), which incorporates economic and social dimensions and emphasizes the
development of competencies for action (UNESCO, 2020). Yet the specific role of EE/ESD in
fostering social sustainability—particularly in a globalized context—remains underexplored.

This article addresses the question: What mechanisms can environmental education employ to contribute to
social sustainability in the era of globalization? By integrating insights from critical pedagogy, social-
ecological systems thinking, and global citizenship education, I identify and analyze a set of interconnected
mechanisms. These mechanisms operate at the levels of curriculum, pedagogy, governance, partnerships, and
digital connectivity. The article argues that environmental education, when intentionally designed, can serve
as a powerful lever for building socially sustainable societies—by nurturing equity-oriented mindsets,
fostering democratic participation, strengthening community resilience, and cultivating global solidarity.

1. Conceptual Framework
2.1 Defining Social Sustainability
Social sustainability is a multidimensional concept. The literature emphasizes several core dimensions:
e Equity and inclusion: fair distribution of resources, opportunities, and decision-making power across
groups, including intergenerational equity.
e Social cohesion: trust, shared values, and networks that bind communities together.
e Participation and agency: the capacity of individuals and communities to influence decisions
affecting their lives.
e Cultural vitality: respect for diversity, cultural heritage, and the ability of cultures to adapt while
maintaining identity.
e Well-being and quality of life: access to health, education, safe environments, and meaningful
livelihoods.
In the context of globalization, these dimensions are increasingly shaped by transnational forces. Migration,
global supply chains, climate change, and digital media create new forms of inequality and new possibilities
for solidarity. Therefore, social sustainability cannot be achieved solely at the local level; it requires global
awareness and cross-border cooperation.
2.2 Environmental Education and Social Sustainability
Traditional environmental education often assumed that knowledge about environmental problems would
automatically lead to pro-environmental behavior—a hypothesis that proved overly simplistic (Kollmuss &
Agyeman, 2002). Later approaches, particularly ESD, recognized that environmental issues are embedded in
social, political, and economic contexts. ESD emphasizes critical thinking, values clarification, and action
competence, thereby aligning more closely with social sustainability goals (Wals, 2012).
However, ESD has sometimes been criticized for being overly technical or for promoting a narrow “green
growth” narrative that neglects social justice (Huckle & Wals, 2015). A socially sustainable approach to
environmental education must explicitly address power relations, historical injustices, and the unequal
distribution of environmental risks and benefits. This requires integrating principles of environmental
Justice and critical pedagogy into educational practice.
2.3 Globalization as a Context
Globalization influences environmental education in multiple ways:
e Interconnectedness: Local environmental issues (e.g., deforestation, pollution) are linked to global
processes (e.g., consumption patterns, international trade).
e Cultural diversity: Classrooms are increasingly diverse, requiring culturally responsive teaching that
respects indigenous and local knowledge.
e Digital transformation: Technology enables global collaboration, access to information, and virtual
exchanges, but also creates digital divides.
e Shared challenges: Climate change, biodiversity loss, and pandemics transcend borders, demanding
collective action.
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These dynamics create both opportunities and challenges for using environmental education to foster social
sustainability.

3. Mechanisms for Ensuring Social Sustainability through Environmental Education

Drawing on theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence, I identify seven interconnected mechanisms.

3.1 Integrating Social Justice and Environmental Justice into Curricula

A socially sustainable environmental education must explicitly address the intersections of ecological and

social issues. This includes:

e Teaching about environmental racism, climate justice, and the disproportionate impacts of environmental
degradation on marginalized communities.

e Analyzing how globalization creates uneven ecological footprints (e.g., consumption in wealthy nations
driving resource extraction in poorer regions).

e Incorporating indigenous and local knowledge systems as valid ways of understanding and relating to the
environment.

e Using critical media literacy to deconstruct narratives that obscure power dynamics.

Example: In the United States, the Environmental Justice Curriculum developed by organizations like WE

ACT for Environmental Justice engages students in mapping local pollution sources, analyzing demographic

data, and advocating for policy changes. Such approaches develop students’ analytical skills and sense of

agency.

3.2 Fostering Global-Local Connections through Place-Based and Globally Networked Learning

Social sustainability requires learners to understand both their local context and its global linkages. Two

complementary pedagogies achieve this:

e Place-based education: Grounds learning in the local community, environment, and culture. It
strengthens social bonds, local identity, and stewardship. When combined with analysis of how global
forces affect the local (e.g., global markets affecting local agriculture), it builds systemic understanding.

¢ Globally networked learning: Connects students across countries to collaborate on shared sustainability
challenges. Platforms such as iEARN, eTwinning, and the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDG)
Schools Network facilitate cross-cultural projects.

Example: The Global Schools Program (supported by the UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network)

encourages schools to integrate the SDGs into teaching and to partner with schools in other countries. Students

explore how issues like clean water or climate action manifest locally and globally, developing empathy and
global citizenship competencies.

3.3 Building Participatory Governance and Democratic School Cultures

Social sustainability thrives on democratic participation. Schools can model participatory governance by:

e Establishing student-led sustainability councils that have decision-making power over school
environmental policies (e.g., energy use, waste management, green procurement).

e Engaging students, teachers, families, and community members in collaborative problem-solving (e.g.,
participatory budgeting for green infrastructure).

e Creating spaces for deliberative dialogue on controversial environmental issues, fostering skills of
respectful debate and consensus-building.

Evidence: Research on the Eco-Schools program, which operates in over 70 countries, shows that schools

with strong student participation and democratic structures achieve greater environmental outcomes and also

report improved school climate and student engagement (Cincera et al., 2020).

3.4 Strengthening Community—School Partnerships for Collective Action

Social sustainability is built through collective efficacy—the belief that a community can solve problems

together. Schools can act as hubs for community-based environmental action:

e Service-learning projects that address locally identified environmental needs (e.g., community gardens,
watershed restoration).

e Partnerships with local governments, NGOs, businesses, and faith-based organizations to co-design and
co-implement initiatives.
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e Intergenerational learning: involving elders, indigenous knowledge holders, and local experts in
educational activities, thereby strengthening community bonds and cultural continuity.

Example: In Brazil, the Agenda 21 in Schools program brings together schools, local government, and

community organizations to develop and implement sustainability action plans. The process strengthens social

networks, builds local capacity, and fosters a sense of shared responsibility.

3.5 Leveraging Digital Technologies for Transnational Collaboration and Advocacy

Digital tools can amplify the social sustainability potential of environmental education:

e Virtual exchanges: enable students from different countries to discuss sustainability issues, share
solutions, and develop cross-cultural understanding.

e Citizen science platforms: allow learners to contribute to global research (e.g., biodiversity monitoring,
air quality data), fostering a sense of belonging to a global community of practice.

e Digital storytelling and advocacy: equip students to create media campaigns that raise awareness and
advocate for policy changes, both locally and globally.

Caveat: Digital mechanisms must be implemented with attention to equity, ensuring that all students have

access to technology and that digital interactions are culturally respectful and safe.

3.6 Embedding Social Sustainability Competencies in Teacher Education

Teachers are key agents of change, yet many lack the training to address social-environmental issues in a

globalized context. Effective teacher education should:

e Develop teachers’ own critical consciousness regarding environmental justice and globalization.

e Equip them with pedagogical strategies for facilitating dialogue across differences, managing
controversial issues, and designing participatory projects.

e Provide opportunities for teachers to engage in global professional networks and exchange programs.

Example: The International Teacher Education for Sustainable Development network (TEESD) promotes the

integration of ESD competencies into pre-service teacher education across countries, emphasizing social

dimensions such as equity, cultural diversity, and democratic citizenship.

3.7 Adopting Holistic Assessment that Values Social Qutcomes

What is assessed often drives what is taught. To prioritize social sustainability, assessment systems must go

beyond knowledge recall to include:

e Portfolios documenting students’ contributions to community projects.

e Self- and peer-assessments of collaboration, empathy, and intercultural competence.

e School-level indicators: diversity of partnerships, student participation rates in sustainability governance,
evidence of community impact.

3. Ilustrative Cases: Environmental Education for Social Sustainability in Global Contexts

4.1 Costa Rica: National Program of Environmental Education

Costa Rica has embedded ESD into its national curriculum with a strong emphasis on social dimensions.
The Programa Nacional de Educacion Ambiental (PRONEA) integrates environmental education with civic
education, promoting democratic participation and community engagement. Schools develop “environmental
management plans” in collaboration with local stakeholders, and students lead projects on water conservation,
reforestation, and waste management. The program has contributed to high levels of environmental awareness
and a culture of civic participation, supporting Costa Rica’s broader social sustainability goals.

4.2 Kenya: The Green Schools Initiative

In Kenya, the Green Schools Initiative, supported by the Ministry of Education and UN Environment, focuses
on both ecological restoration and social benefits. Schools establish tree nurseries, vegetable gardens, and
rainwater harvesting systems, which improve food security and provide income for vulnerable families.
Students learn sustainable agriculture while also engaging in cooperative decision-making and community
outreach. The initiative has strengthened school-community relationships and provided a platform for
addressing social issues such as gender equity in resource management.

4.3 Finland: Phenomenon-Based Learning and Global Citizenship

104
https://periodica.com



Periodica Journal of Modern Philosophy, Social Sciences and Humanities
Volume 53, April, 2026

Finland’s national curriculum emphasizes phenomenon-based learning, where students investigate real-world
issues from multiple disciplinary perspectives. Sustainability is a cross-curricular theme, and global
citizenship is integrated into core subjects. Schools often partner with organizations like Plan International to
explore global inequalities and sustainable development. This approach fosters systems thinking, empathy,
and an understanding of Finland’s place in a globalized world—key elements of social sustainability.

4.4 India: The Paryavaran Mitra (Friend of Environment) Program

Implemented across thousands of schools in India, Paryavaran Mitra engages students in action-based
projects on water, energy, biodiversity, and waste. A distinctive feature is its focus on social inclusion: projects
often involve children from marginalized communities and address issues such as access to clean water and
sanitation. The program includes student-led audits, community mapping, and advocacy, empowering students
to become change agents in their communities.

5. Discussion: Toward an Integrated Model

The mechanisms described above do not operate in isolation; they form a system of mutually reinforcing
elements. I propose an integrated model in which environmental education contributes to social sustainability
through three interconnected pathways:

1. Cognitive—ethical pathway: Curricula that integrate social justice and environmental ethics foster
critical consciousness, empathy, and values of solidarity.

2. Participatory—relational pathway: Democratic school cultures, community partnerships, and
globally networked learning build social capital, trust, and collective efficacy.

3. Transformative—action pathway: Project-based learning, service-learning, and advocacy
experiences equip learners with the agency and skills to address real-world challenges, thereby
strengthening community resilience and adaptive capacity.

Globalization influences all three pathways: it heightens the need for critical consciousness of global
inequalities, provides opportunities for transnational relational networks, and demands action
competencies that operate across scales.

Conclusion and Recommendations

In an era of globalization, ensuring social sustainability requires education systems to equip learners with the
knowledge, values, and competencies to navigate complex social-ecological interdependencies and to act for
equity, cohesion, and justice. Environmental education, when intentionally designed with social sustainability
in mind, can be a transformative force. The mechanisms identified in this article—integrating justice into
curricula, connecting local and global learning, fostering democratic participation, building community
partnerships, leveraging digital collaboration, strengthening teacher education, and adopting holistic
assessment—offer a comprehensive framework for action.

To realize this potential, the following recommendations are proposed:

e Policymakers: Integrate social sustainability explicitly into national ESD frameworks; allocate
resources for teacher training, community partnerships, and flexible curricula; develop assessment
systems that capture social outcomes.

e Educational institutions: Adopt whole-school approaches that embed social sustainability in
governance, infrastructure, and pedagogy; create structures for student participation and community
engagement.

e Teacher education institutions: Infuse social sustainability competencies into pre-service and in-
service programs; provide opportunities for international exchanges and collaborative projects.
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Researchers: Conduct longitudinal studies on the impact of environmental education on social
sustainability indicators; explore how digital tools can bridge global divides without exacerbating
inequities; investigate culturally responsive adaptations across diverse contexts.

Socially sustainable futures depend on our collective ability to learn, collaborate, and act across
boundaries. Environmental education, rooted in principles of justice, participation, and global
solidarity, can be a cornerstone of that endeavor.
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