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ABSTRACT 

 

Education for sustainable development (ESD) provides great opportunities to our youth to 

participate and tackle the complex issues of sustainable development. In this article qualitative 

content analysis was used to describe the status of ESD in the primary school curriculum of 

Pakistan. Four subjects (General Science, Social Study, Urdu, and Islamic study) of grades 4 

and 5 were scrutinized for different aspects of ESD. A coding scheme was developed for 

qualitative content analysis. Findings of the study revealed that some content about SD were 

present in the curriculum, however, the term sustainable development (SD) or sustainability 

was never mentioned in the curriculum. Overall the skill contents of ESD were the most 

concentrated element of ESD in the primary school curriculum followed by environmental and 

social content. Given their conceptual complexity economic element was among the least 

represented element of ESD in the curriculum. It indicates that the primary school curriculum 

was not developed according to the principles of SD. It is suggested that in the development or 

revision of primary education curriculum the principles of ESD must be considered 

Keywords: Education for sustainable development, sustainability, curriculum analysis, social 

sustainability, skills and values 
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1. Introduction   

Perhaps the imminent challenge of our time is “how to improve the well-being of ever growing 

population while maintaining the natural environment and the resources of our planet”. This 

massive task is tackled in the concept of sustainable development [SD]. Over the past three 

decades, the global community has agreed to jointly address sustainability. As a result, 

‘Education for Sustainable Development’ (ESD) has been set up as one of the key answer to 

deal with SD (Pauw et al., 2015). In 2005, UN declared the decade of 2005-14, as a Decade of 

ESD and in 2015 approved Agenda 2030, “Transforming Our World”. Agenda 2030 for 

sustainability is considered as an ambitious plan that, for the first time, linked the eradication 

of poverty and inequity with the preservation of a safe and sustainable world. At the heart of 

this plan are the seventeen (17) Sustainable Development Goals [SDGs] that set the path for 

mankind to preserve human rights and to eliminate gender and racial discrimination across the 

world by 2030 (Nolet, 2017).  

The SDGs are universal call of action to eradicate poverty, preserve the earth, and assure 

that every individual has equal opportunity to live a peaceful and prosperous life (United 

Nations, 2015). The 4.7 goal of SDGs aims that by 2030, all students will be empowered with 

skills, values and knowledge through ESD for Sustainability, which will help them to address 

“human rights, gender equality, promotion of peace and tolerance, global citizenship, and 

appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to SD” (United Nation, 2015, p. 

19). As a consequence, ESD has been adopted globally and curricula have been reshaped 

worldwide for the purpose to empower individuals with SD skills through a holistic 

interdisciplinary perspective of content and with different student-centered active teaching 

approaches (Pauw et al., 2015). Despite of international commitment to ESD as a teaching 

methodology, there is very little empirical evidence of the implementation of ESD at primary 

level. The aim of the study was to find out the existence of knowledge content about social, 

environmental and economic sustainability along with the skills and values contents in the 

primary school curriculum.  

1.1 Purpose of the Study 

The main purpose of this qualitative content analysis is to explore the presence of 

knowledge, skills, and values about the environmental, social, and economic aspects of 

education for sustainable development in the primary school curriculum of KP, Pakistan. 

Education for sustainable development is a transformative learning process that empowers the 

learner with knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes to actively participate in the development 

of a sustainable future. 

1.2 Research Question  

a) How the knowledge content about social, environmental, and economic sustainability is 

presented in the primary school curriculum? 

b) How the sustainability skill contents are illustrated in the primary school curriculum?  

c) How sustainability values content are presented in the primary school curriculum?  

2 Literature Review  

The notion of sustainability that supports the simultaneous resolution of the gigantic and 

complicated issues of ecological declension and similarly huge and complex issues of humans’ 

development and the eradication of poverty in its all forms, was explored in the Brundtland 
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Commission and gave a widely accepted definition of SD, which focus on the intergeneration 

justice and sustainability in every aspect of development (UN-WCED, 1987). The sustainable 

development depends on the equilibrium between different aspects which defines the quality 

of life, in general. Thus, the concept of SD are thought to have three pillars: economic, social 

and environmental (UNESCO, 2005). These three pillars are interrelated to each other with 

humans at the center. This interdependencies are explained in the following figure. 

Figure 1 

 
Pakistan has vast land and a long coastline with a large number of natural resources such 

as natural gas, coal, iron ore, petroleum, copper, salt, limestone, and gold. The ever increasing 

population of Pakistan and the continued availability and use of natural gas resources and 

petroleum will increased greenhouse gas emissions. According to Eli, et al. (2020) “There are 

major conflicts of interest and sustainability challenges, in the continued development of 

renewable energy sources such as hydropower and wind power, as this adversely affects natural 

areas, ecosystem and biodiversity” (p. 795). There is a global understanding that SD needs a 

holistic approach that gives equal importance to all three pillars and also explains the 

interrelationships between these pillars in time and space (Koppelman, 2010; Wals A. E., 

2012), relating respectively to the past, present and future, as well as to local and distant 

geographic relations in a global context (Eli, et al., 2020). 

 Education and SD are inextricably linked (McKeown, 2002), which causes reorientation 

of policies, curricula, teachers training programs, learning and practices in local schools, 

community and workplaces. It involves the process of nurturing the knowledge, skills, values 

and attitudes that influence the individuals, school and the community to shape a fair and just 

society, economic security, environmental capability and democracy (Pauw et al., 2015).  

According to Kalsoom et al. (2018) and Kalsoom (2017) Pakistan made some efforts for 

reorienting ESD in national curricula at all levels especially at university level theme like 

biodiversity, climate change, plants, natural resources, Pakistan’s ecological zones, renewable 

energy are integrated in BS programs (Mirza, 2015; Saqib, et al., 2020). However, there is no 

research on the status and effectiveness of ESD in primary education of Pakistan. Recognizing 
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the importance of primary education in ESD and the need for ESD research in Pakistan. This 

study analyzed the status of ESD in the primary school curriculum of KP, Pakistan. 

3 Research Methodology  

 This study is based on the qualitative content analysis of the primary school curriculum. A 

coding scheme was developed on the basis of UNESCO (2006) guideline of ESD and SD 

indicators presented in UN Agenda 2030 for analysis purpose. The coding scheme has a 

hierarchy of three level i.e. categories, sub categories and supplementary categories. The study 

used knowledge, skills and values as three main categories for analysis. The knowledge 

categories had three sub categories and each sub category had supplementary categories i.e. 

social SD (Human’s rights, peace and health, democracy, gender equity, education etc.), 

Environmental SD (natural resources, water, soil, air, energy, etc.) and Economic SD (Poverty 

eradication, constant growth, risk management, trainings, accountability etc.). The value and 

skills aspects of SD had various sub categories such as acting with respect to others, acting 

with responsibility, critical reflective thinking, and applying learning in a variety of context 

etc. The sub categories were the main pillars of SD, while the supplementary categories were 

derive from the five P’s of Agenda 2030 of the United Nations. The five P’s represent People, 

planet, prosperity, peace and partnership. These five P’s are the bases of SDGs (United Nations, 

2015). See figure 2 

Figure 2: Conceptual framework of Research Methodology 

 
3.1 Population of the study  

 In Pakistan, the primary level consists of six grades. Different basic subject such as Urdu, 

English, mathematics, Social Studies, General Knowledge, General Science and Islamic 

Studies are taught in these grades. The number of subjects vary in different grades, however 

the total numbers of textbooks in all these 6 grades are 43, which constitutes the population of 

this study. 

3.2 Sampling  

According to Elo, et al. (2014) in a qualitative content analysis sampling method is rarely 

mention but Krippendorff (2004) stated that if the “universe of text to be examined is too large 
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then the researcher should select a manageable body of text” (p. 111). Similarly, Creswell 

(2012) mentioned the importance of the sampling method in qualitative research. The 

purposive sampling technique is commonly used for qualitative content analysis (Ward, 2012; 

Elo, et al., 2014). In order to get relevant information about sustainability, a purposive selection 

of text books was made. Four subject Urdu, Islamic Studies (Islamite), General Science and 

Social studies of Grade 4 & 5 were selected for analysis purpose. 

3.4 Development of Coding Scheme   

 Selecting the categories and sub categories the UNESCO mid-term report (Wals A. , 2009) 

and Agenda 2030 were considered, The UNESCO guidelines consist of Knowledge, skills and 

values to reorient the existing curriculum and are included in as main categories in the coding 

scheme. The knowledge segment was further divided into three sub-categories i.e. 

environmental (K.ECO), social (K.S) and economic (K.E). The general elements related to 

these subcategories are adopted from Agenda 2030. The social aspects of SD deal with human 

rights, peace, and gender equality not only between individuals but also between different 

social groups (K. S1- K.S6).  

 The environmental segment comprises a logical sequence i.e. natural resources, air, water, 

soil, energy, agriculture, biodiversity, and pollution. Similarly, separate references were made 

about climate change, rural development, natural disasters, and waste (K. Eco1- K.Eco11). The 

economy segment includes references to poverty, planetary boundaries, production and 

consumption, and a market economy (K. E1- K.E5). 

 The skills and values categories are developed on the basis of the UNESCO mid-term 

report. The report outline 14 learning outcomes but the researcher adopted only 12 outcomes 

relevant to primary education. The skills category of the coding frame contained critical 

thinking, future thinking, identifying values, applying learning in a variety of contexts (S.1-

S.6). The value aspect contains “acting with responsibility locally and globally, acting with 

respect for others, justice, and forgiveness. 

3.4 Data Collection   

The qualitative content analysis is conducted to identify knowledge, skills and values about the 

three dimensions of SD in the primary education curriculum. Four textbooks of grade 4 and 5 

were selected and were first unitized into small packages (Krippendorff, 2004), these included, 

sets of sentences or paragraphs (Bengtsson, 2016). The predetermined codes are assigned to 

each package or meaning unit and marked with different colors. Then the text was re-read and 

compared with the marked text to ensure that all the relevant texts were included 

4 Results and discussion 

The analysis revealed that SD or sustainability is not mentioned directly in the primary 

education curriculum. However, when the curriculum was scrutinized and analyzed some 

content about knowledge, skills, and values of SD were found in all subject curricula. The 

content analysis of the primary education curriculum revealed that overall the skills content of 

ESD are the most represented element of ESD mentioned in the selected four subjects of 

primary education curriculum followed by environmental content and then social.  Details of 

analysis about each aspect of SD and ESD with examples of actual sentences or paragraphs are 

presented in the following sections. However, the examples from textbooks written in national 



Education for sustainable development  
  183 
 

or mother languages were presented in the unofficial translation of English for research 

purposes only. 

4.1 Knowledge Content about Social SD 

The socio-cultural aspect of SD refers to issues related to “human rights, peace and human 

security, gender equality, cultural diversity, and intercultural understanding, health, HIV & 

AIDS and new forms of governance” (Wals, 2009, p. 28). The analysis revealed that the 

emphasis of social sustainability in primary education curriculum is mostly on health and 

hygiene, cultural diversity and intercultural understanding, and human rights, while peace and 

security, new forms of governance and gender equality are the least represented elements of 

social sustainability. New forms of governance are represented only 2 times in the primary 

education curriculum, once in social study and Islamite respectively, while Urdu and General 

science have zero representation of the concept. This concept is vital for SD because it enables 

learners to become aware of the inclusion of SD in political decisions making and state ruling 

(Domazet et al., 2012). Similarly, gender equality is the least represented element of social 

sustainability in primary education curriculum. It appears once in social study of grade five 

stating that “women are respected in our society”. It seems that gender equality is not an issue 

in Pakistani society. It might be because of strong traditional family system, where women play 

the role of a mother, housewife or a submissive person. It is a big loss to ESD, because gender 

equality is the main issue of post 2015 discussion and teaching it through curriculum is an 

essential element of ESD (UNESCO, 2013). Women discrimination is the most common form 

of discrimination (Domazet et al., 2012).  A prosperous society value education, has strong 

civic concession and always makes transparent, democratic, equitable decisions, which cannot 

be achieved without the participation of all citizens. A sustainable society deals all its member 

fairly regardless of their gender because each individual possesses unique qualities and he/she 

has a role to play for the development of their society (UNESCO, 2014a). It is also a big loss 

for ESD as without equal participation of all members a democratic and healthy society cannot 

be developed (Domazet et al., 2012) 

The analysis indicates that the subject Social study (about 43%) and Urdu (about 39%) has the 

most numbers of signs and indicator regarding social sustainability, while Islamite has the least 

numbers (6.8%), (See graph 1). 
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Graph 1 : Subject Wise Representiton of social SD
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4.2 Knowledge content about Environmental SD 

Environmental aspects are the second most represented elements of SD in primary 

education curriculum. It seems that primary education curriculum is mostly concerned with 

pollution and biodiversity, while natural resources, air, soil, energy, agriculture, climate change 

and waste management has the least representation, still it cannot be said that overall 

environmental elements are underrepresented in the primary school curriculum. However, to 

preserve this unique and sensitive planet for our future generations all the above topics must 

be inserted in primary education curriculum with clear vision and rationale of ESD. Pakistan 

is an agricultural country and about 64% its population is living in rural areas depending mostly 

on agriculture (Alvi, 2018) it has a big influence on any country landscapes and the quality of 

its environment (Domazet et al., 2012). “Pakistan’s agriculture sector plays an essential role in 

the economy as it contributes 18.9 percent to GDP and absorbs 42.3 percent of labor force” 

and also an important source of foreign exchange (Economic_Survey, 2018, p. 13) but very 

few speculations were found about agriculture in primary education curriculum. Similarly, our 

world has limited resources and humans are consuming these limited resources with a very 

speedy rate (WWF, 2006; UNESCO, 2011) and a change in consumption pattern and human 

behavior through education is required (UNESCO, 2002) but there is almost zero 

representation of this aspect in the selected text books of primary education curriculum, which 

provides ESD an opportunity to be inserted in primary education.  

Similarly, there is nothing in the primary education curriculum about fossil fuels which are 

the main source of pollution and global warming (Denchak, 2018). Similarly, there is nothing 

on renewable or clean energy in the curriculum. Therefore, there is an urgent need of inserting 
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content about this concept according to ESD vision and rationale in primary education 

curriculum. Outlining the pros and cons of fossil fuels and their potential replacement will help 

in changing students’ attitude toward the use of these sources of energy. The ultimate goal of 

this concept might be the Speedy transition to a clean, renewable energy, which will help a 

great deal in reducing the dangerous carbon pollution that causes climate change. Analysis also 

revealed that general science (35%) has more signs and indicators followed by social study 

(34%) and then Urdu (30%). it is represented in graph 2.   

 

The analysis revealed that the content of primary education curriculum dedicated to the 

preservation of environment but still there is space for improvement as some of the aspects of 

environmental SD are not mentioned at all.  

 

4.3 Knowledge content about Economic SD 
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The coding scheme about economic SD contain sub-categories of poverty, planetary 

boundaries, production and/or consumption, population growth, market economy. Given its 

conceptual complexity, economic elements were expected to be among the least represented 

ESD content in primary school curriculum ( Domazet et al., 2012). This did indeed turn out to 

be the case in in Urdu, general science and Islamite but in social study it is represented as much 

as environmental aspects of SD. Social studies of grade four and five have separate units with 

title “Our Economics” and “Economy” respectively. In these unit’s information about how 

scarcity of resources and choices regarding production, distribution and consumption of goods 

and services affect the wellbeing of the individual and society, are given. Similarly, content 

about Pakistan’s economic system is also outlined in these units that how this system work to 

facilitate production, consumption and exchange of goods and services. These units also 

describe the challenges and benefits of trade for consumers, producers and government. 

Similarly, it has content about the population and the effect of growing population on basic 

human needs and economy. Urdu contain content about production and consumption of goods, 

distribution of services and the role of industries in foreign exchange. General science and 

Islamite do not have any content regarding economic SD. The analysis shows that the emphasis 

of primary school curriculum regarding economic SD is mostly on production and consumption 

and other aspects are missing. The overall representation of this concept is so low that no 

additional statistically significant information about it can be given. The analysis showed that 

59% of content about economic SD were found in social study while Urdu had 41% of these 

content (see graph 3) 

 

 

The analysis also revealed that 100% content of economic sustainability represent only two 

aspects of economic sustainability i.e. production and consumption and market economy. 

While, other aspects like poverty, planetary boundaries, population growth and its effect on 

economy are missing. 
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4.4 Skills Content 

The coding scheme for skills content consists of seven codes and sub categories i.e. critical 

reflective thinking, futures thinking, ability to identify and clarify values, negotiating and 

consensus building, dealing with crisis and risks, applying learning in a variety of contexts, 

basic scientific skills. Some of these are derived from single concepts while, others are 

deliberately expanded, so as to obtain a more detailed view of the curriculum e.g. Basic 

scientific skills that have been deliberately expanded to explicit key science processing skills. 

The coding scheme for skills content was derived from concepts related to ESD definitions, 

listed in UNESCO mid-term report about DESD (Wals, 2009). The analysis of skills content 

revealed that overall the most represented skill content in the primary education curriculum is 

the critical reflective skills followed by skill of applying learning in a variety of contexts and 

then skill to identify and clarify values. While, dealing with crisis and risks is the least 

represented skill in all the selected textbooks. In General science however, the most represented 

aspect of skills content is the basic science skills as it has a large number of content and 

activities that encourage students to think and develop their skills of performing experiments, 

writing observation, measuring, labeling, inferring, classifying, predicting and to communicate 

their finding in a variety of ways.  The second most represented skills content in General 

Science is the critical thinking skill as it has content that encourage students to think critically 

to develop their problem solving skills and skill of making appropriate choices. For example, 

general science of primary education has content that encourage students to ask questions about 

different events and objects in the immediate surrounding and develop ideas how these 

questions might be answered. Similarly, it contains activities that help students to develop 

solutions to problems through reasoning, observation and investigation (Ministry of Education, 

2007). The analysis of these subjects show that students are expected to ask questions about 
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society, collect data from different sources (such as books, newspaper, community, internet 

etc.), analyze data in order to answer these questions and make informed decisions (Ministry 

of Education, 2006a,). Similarly, students are expected to present the findings in an appropriate 

way. Primary education curriculum of social study and Urdu also lay emphasis on local and 

national problems and students are expected to understand different perspectives of these 

problems and take appropriate actions and work collaboratively to address these problems 

(Ministry of Education, 2006b).  

 

4.5 Values Content 

Being an Islamic republic, it is expected that the national curriculum of Pakistan is to be 

value laden. It is confirmed by curriculum analysis, as the aim of curriculum is to promote 

brotherhood, unity, Solidarity and Tolerance, equity, justice, Sincerity, honesty, social welfare 

and human rights and students are expected to learn about these values and apply it in their real 

life (Ministery of Education, 2006a, 2006b). The analysis shows that Urdu and Islamiate have 

the most numbers of content that represent values aspect of SD. In urdu content about  acting 

with respect to others, forgiveness, solidarity and tolerance, justice and freedom are included. 

It has different easy containing velues content. e.g. in  Rahmate Lil Aalameen content about 

acting with respect to others and forgiveness are included. Similarly in “Darde Dil ke Waste 

Paida kia Insan” content about acting with responsibility locally and globally and acting with 

respect to others are included. Another easy “scouting” contains content about acting with 

responsibilitiy locally and globally. 

In Islamiate there is a separate unit, covering honesty, simplicity, forgiveness, tolerance, 

equality, austerity and islamic brotherhood. In social study of 5th grade there is a section with 
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title “values”(translated), but only provides information about how values of different societies 

develop and how it differ among individuals and nothing else is included in this section of 

social study that represent sutainable values. Similarly “influence of importantan people on 

history”(transltd) content about  equity, respect and tolarance are included. 

The analysis shows that 52% of value content are presented in Urdu, 37% in Islamite and only 

10% in social study, while genral science does not contain any content that represent 

sustainable values (see graph 4). 

 
The presence of these aspect supports the national educational goals of Pakistan which aims to 

endow the learner with high qualities such as tolerance, justice and fairness, equality, honesty 

and love and respect for other countrymen in order to play their role in the development of a 

peaceful society (Ministry of Education, 2006a).   
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5 Conclusion  

 The findings of the study lead to important conclusions regarding the status of ESD in 

primary education curriculum in KP. Although some content was found in the curriculum that 

represent different dimensions of SD still it does not give a clear view about SD or ESD, 

although the primary education curriculum was developed in the beginning of UN, DESD 

(2005-2014). It indicates that the UN, DESD (2005-2014) was not successfully implemented 

in Pakistan (Kalsoom et al., 2018) and that primary education curriculum was not developed 

according to the principles of SD. Economic aspect of ESD was the least represented in all the 

subjects. Environmental aspect was the most represented element of ESD in primary education 

curriculum followed by social aspects of ESD. The environmental aspect was well represented 

in all the subjects, while the economic aspect was limited to social study only. Social study 

contains knowledge content (social, environmental and economic), skills content and values 

content of SD. While general science has a large number of sustainability skills content and 

has some content about the environmental aspect of SD. However, Islamite contain mostly 

values content. The emphasis of environmental aspect is mostly on pollution and biodiversity, 

while social aspect emphasis on health and hygiene, cultural diversity and intercultural 

understanding and humans’ rights. Similarly, production and consumption is the main focus of 

economic aspect in primary education curriculum. The ESD skills and values are well 

represented in the primary education curriculum, which supports the national educational goals 

of Pakistan aiming to endow the learner with high qualities and skills. 
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5.1 Recommendations 

According to UNESCO (2005) a complete ESD requires the integration of social. 

Environmental and economic dimensions, and a curriculum that contains all these aspects of 

ESD and enable learners to differentiate between sustainability and unsustainability, and if 

primary education curriculum provide the foundation for a later appropriate domain specific 

factual knowledge then the curriculum is on the right track (Domazet et al., 2012). The 

researchers believe that ESD has many formative resources and it represents an important 

educational asset, which must be more present in the primary education curriculum of Pakistan. 

It is therefore recommended that: 

1. When choosing a criterion for textbook development, the Ministry of Education, as an 

authority, must ensure that textbook authors and reviewers observe the principles of ESD, 

if the nature of the subject allows these.  

2. To make the primary school curriculum a true ESD curriculum, the presence of social and 

economic aspect must be increased (Bratovic, Lepic, & Kadic, 2011; Bregvadze, 2011).  

3. Similarly, to ensure the implementation of ESD aspects in primary school setting, teachers 

must be trained about ESD to adopt the most appropriate students centered teaching 

methodology in the primary school setting.  
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