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Exploring Teachers Understandings
of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)

Abstract

This paper draws from a research study which was designed to explore tertiary
teachers understanding of the theory and practice of education for sustainable development.
Through conversations with thirteen research participants from two higher education inditutions
in Southern Philippines, the question, “What is education for sustainable development?’ was
interpreted in the light of teachers lived redlities and experiences. A quditative research
gpproach and principles from Gadamer’s philosophica hermeneutics guided the inquiry.

Through a series of three conversations with each participant, the teachers
interpretation of sustainable development and educetion for sustainable development expanded
into wider circdles of underganding. The participants brought forth their observations and
experiences aswell asther struggles and concerns in their teaching of education for sustainable
development and in their encounter with sustainable development issues. The conversations
were audiotaped and transcribed. Severa themes emerged as the conversations progressed and
these were organized into broader categories. Data presentation  was thematicaly based.
Reflections followed each presentation of data.

Severd contradictions and dilemmas were reveded in the conversations. These
involved contradictions between persona and public responsibility in caring for the environment,
between the concept of sustainable development as environment and development and
environment versus development, a loca-globd dilemma and a dilemma in the integration of
ESD amidst the need for reforms in education. Reflections on the conversations with the
participants disclosed a desire for change in education in terms of gods, curricular structure, and
pedagogy. The participants experience of empowerment and engagement in the research
process demongrated possibilities for them to make the practice of education for sustainable
devdopment  dive and dynamic in their persona and professond lives. As wel, the
hermeneutic process led to the participants understanding of themselves as ESD educators.
The inquiry dso offers posshbilities for the two inditutions and nationd environmenta and
educationd agencies for a more effective implementation of education for suganable
development in both forma and nonforma contexts by bringing the voices of implementors in
the process of policy-making and leedership. Leaving the conversation open brings an invitation
to interested scholars and organizations from both North and South countries to join in an
ongoing process of interpretation and dialogue. Reflections on the subject and the process of



inquiry Stuate education for sustainable development as the hope for the earth and for life.

Exploring Teachers Understandings

of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)
by Caridad Bernardino, PhD.

The Global Ecological Crisis

In recent decades, concerns over the state of degradation of our global environment have grown
with resonance as the tentacles of environmenta pillage unleash their horrifying impeact in various
corners of the world. Globa warming, deforestation, pollution, loss of biodiversity and other
major environmental problems have continued to threaten the survival of planet earth (Bradford
& Dorfman, 2002). Humanity has suffered the ravages of climactic fluctuations propelled by El
Nino, the rage of hurricanes and the fury of devastating floods. In both North and South
countries, excessve logging and forest fires have left many mountains bare. In various Sites, the
amosphere is blanketed by toxic gases from belching vehicles, puffing factories and gasping
indudtrid plants. Some rivers and lakes have become biologically dead as they choked with
pollutants that have snuffed out the life forms in them. Integraly linked with these environmentd
problems are the exponentia increase in the number of people enmeshed in poverty and the
growing scarcity of natural resources. The future of the planet is at stake and upon it depends
the surviva of dl life forms (WCED, 1987; Brown, 1991, Goodland, 1996; Linden, 1997,
Kluger & Dorfman, 2002). It has been ten years since the higoric Eath summit in Rio de
Janeiro but as has been noted at the Johannesburg Summit (2002),

When the United Nations General Assembly authorized the holding of the
World Summit on Sustainable Development, it was hardly a secret - or
even a point in dispute - that progress in implementing sustainable
devel opment has been extremely disappointing with poverty deepening and
environmental degradation worsening. What the world wanted, the
General Assembly said, was not a new philosophical or political debate,
but a summit of actions and results (p. 1)

Indeed, the clamor for ecologica reforms has been vigoroudy articulated, advocated and
pursued by environmentaists, nongovernmental organizations, peopl€s organizaions,
government and private agencies and concerned citizens for the past several decades. It has
given hirth to globd tregties, conventions, laws and other binding structures that highlight the
necessty and urgency of pushing through the ecologica agenda in both loca and globa
contexts. However, the need to trandate these commitments into actionsiis critical as reflected
and dressed in the World Summit on Sudainable Development (WSSD) message in
Johannesburg.

Environment and Development in “ Sustainable Development” (SD)



The issue of the globd environment as integrdly linked with development has gone along way
gnce it was brought into the international arena. The origin of the term can be traced to the
efforts of the Third World codition during the pre-Stockholm negotiations to bring their
concerns to the agenda of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment in
Stockholm in 1972. The link between environment and development established the term,
“sudtainable development” which refers essentidly to a pattern of de velopment which is not
harmful to the environment (Williams, 1993, p. 18). With the publication of the “World
Conservation Strategy” by the Internationd Union for Conservation of Nature and Naturd
Resources (IUCN), The World Conservation Union, the United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP) and the World Wildlife Fund, the term gained currency in international and
development circles. The World Conference on Environment and Development (WCED)
(1987) Report gave greater impetus to the integration of environmental concerns and
development goals in the lroader concept of sustainable development. It defined the term as,
“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generdions to meet their needs’ (p. 43). Although the Commission’s definition has been widdy
accepted, the report nonetheless, drew criticisms from other environment and development
thinkers. Sustainable development has since been further popularized by the mgor internationa
document, Agenda 21, following the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro.

The concept of sustainable development has deep implications to the lop-sided rdationship that
exigs between the North and the South. It reveds the underlying power structure that has
brought about the explaitation of resources, unsustainable modernization straategies and a host
of transnationa practices that have tended to undermine indigenous knowledge, tradition and
culture. The North- South environment and devel opment dilemma poses a very serious chalenge
to the pursuit of globd sudtainability.

As contained in Agenda 21 (Quarrie, 1992), the promotion of education, public avareness and
traning is vita to the atanment of susanable development. Both forma and nonforma
systems are recognized as effective means to bring about transformation in peopl€e’s attitudes
and values as well as the capacity to assess and address environmenta issues and concerns.
Education helps in the development of environmenta and ethical awareness, knowledge and
understandings as well as skills, attitudes and behavior consistent with sustainable devel opment.
It therefore, hel ps facilitate the trangtion towards sustainability.

The Philippine Environmental Context

The Philippinesis one of the countries in Asathat is confronted by a degp environmentd criss.
Composed of many idands dispersed aong the Pacific, the country, athough endowed with rich
and abundant natural resources, is heavily indebted and has been struggling economicdly. This
gtuation has sdemmed from the effects of its plundered environment due to the pursuit by
successive adminigrations of the gods of modernization.

Deforestation dueto illega logging and other causes has plagued the cvountry for severd years.
Forest depletion had been found to be between 100,000 to 210,000 hectares per year from
1969 to 1988. This dtuation has been aggravated by other problems such as the loss of



biodiverdty, soil eroson and dltation (Kadaw, Jordan & Torres, 1991). Compounding the
gtuation is the threet to the cultura surviva of people displaced from their ancestrd lands often
to give way to “development” projects (Arquiza, 1990; Stiles, 1991; Alianza, 1991; Soriano,
Claudio & Fander, 1995). Dedructive fishing methods such as muro-ami and the use of
dynamite and cyanide as wdll as the pollution of its mgor river systems have adversdly affected
its coasta and marine resources (Arquiza, 1990; Kdaw, Jordan & Torres, 1991). Recent
surveys dso showed the substantial decrease of mangrove growth (Alianza, 1991; Kaaw,
Jordan & Torres, 1991; Mincher, 1991 Soriano, Claudio & Fander, 1995) due primarily to
the congtruction of commercid fishponds. Mining operations have dso caused the pollution of
river sysems. Marcopper Mining Corporation, a Canadian firm, has left the river sysems in
Marinduque Province heavily polluted adversdy affecting the lives of subsistence fisherfolk and
the resdents in the area. The scenario is bleak with resources rgpidly dwindling and the economy
struggling under the weight of foreign debt resulting in a chain of socio-economic and culturd
problems such as poverty, crime and violence, disease, unemployment and others.

The Philippines stands at the crossroads of a development dilemma. Greatly inspired by the
success of the Asan NICs (Newly Industridizing Countries), government officials have adopted
development dtrategies designed to spur economic growth. However, due to the country’s
reliance on western economic formulas and development strategies, the country’s trek towards
sugtainability seems to be long and weary. There is the strong desire for economic growth
believed to be the antidote to poverty but at the same time, thereis an urgent and pressing need
to protect the environment in order to conserve its resources In response to the cdl for
ecologicd reforms, the Philippine Council for Sustainable Development was created following
the Earth Summit in Rio de Jareiro. It formulated Philippine Agenda 21, a document which
adopteda framework that places people and nature at the center of development
initiatives. (Philippine Council for sustainable Development, 1996, p.v). Making Philippine
Agenda 21 a “living document” (Habito, 1996, p. v) however, remains a chalenge to the
politica leadership and dl stakeholders in the development process. Thus, dthough sustainable
development has become a byword in officia discourse, what it means in theory and practice
raises vita questions for the well-being of the Filipino people and their environment.

Environmental Education in the Philippines

In the field of education, concern over environmental degradation has been expressed through
the efforts to foster environmenta literacy in schools and nonforma settings (e.g. media,
community education).Early efforts towards environmenta education have been undertaken
mainly by the formal education sector. In 1984, through the Department of Education, Culture
and Sports (DECS), soil conservation concepts were integrated into the school curriculum at dl
levels. Ecologica issues were dso incorporated in natura and socid science subjects a
different levels. In the Univerdity of the Philippines in Los Banos (UPLB), courses in ecology
and environmental studies were offered. By 1988, there were about 12 interdisciplinary
undergraduate degree programs related to the environment offered by colleges and universities
in the Nationd Capita Region and the Southern Tagdog area (Hart,1991). Presently, many
schools as well as mgor environmentd groups are offering environmenta courses, workshops
and seminarsin the fiedld (DENR-DECS,1992; Soriano, Claudio & Fander, 1995). To address



problems spawned by population growth, poverty and decades of environmental misuse some
20 educeationd inditutions and NGOs formed the Environmental Education Network of the
Philippines (EENP) in 1988. The network hopes to coordinate research projects and initiatives
among environmental and educationd indtitutions in the country and to etablish linkages with
regional and globa environmenta programs (Hart, 1991; DENR-DECS, 1992).

An Environmental Education Strategy was initisted and developed in 1989 by the
Environmental Management Bureau (EMB) with assgance from the United Nations
Deveopment Program, the Department of Education, Culture and Sports (DECYS), academic
inditutions and NGOs ( Hart, 1991; DENR-DECS, 1992; Soriano, Claudio & Fander, 1995).
This drategy amed to develop an environmentally literate and responsible citizenry that
can ensure the protection and improvement of the Philippine environment and promote
sustainability, social equity and economic efficiency in the use of the country’s resources.
(DENR-DECS,1992).Hence, there has been a need to integraly link education to the concept
of sustainability and environmental and development concerns and to reexamine the gods of
education in the light of evolving perspectives on the role of educationin society.

The role of education in the pursuit of sustainable development is a crucid one.
Philippine Agenda 21 (1996) recognizes the dgnificance of education for sudainable
development in enhancing economic, political, ecologica and culturd literacy and competence
and in promoting the emationd, mental, mord and spiritud potentid of the human being. It
should be noted that there had been quite a few but significant steps that have been undertaken
by the government sector as well as nongovernmenta and peopl€' s organizations towards the
pursuit of sustainable development in terms of policies, programs and projects. In risSng
however, to meet the chalenge of the trangtion towards sustainability, there is a pressing need
to look into the role of education in catalyzing action towards sustainable development. In this
regard, it must be recognized that dthough environmenta education has gained legitimacy in the
schools, there is a need to reconceptudize it in terms of education for sustainable devel opment
to make it more relevant to the present context. Hence, as the term, sustainable devel opment
ganed a sronghold in officid discourse, the theory and practice of education for sustainable
development in Philippine educationd ingtitutions likewise condituted a most appropriate theme
of research and investigation.

The Research Question

The question, “What does education for sustainable development (ESD) mean?’ was the object
of the inquiry which |, as a Filipino researcher, coming from Canada, a North country,
attempted to explore with thirteen teachers from two higher education inditutions in Southern
Philippines through a series of hermeneutic conversations. An inchoate quest, it findsitsincipient
traces in my younger days when the taken-for-granted rhythms of everyday existence brought
forth an awareness of the intricate web that conditutes our reationship with our environment.
The research question kept evolving as sgnificant episodes in the Philippines during the 70s and
80s began to open up issues related to this research quest. A research trip to Southern
Philippines endbled me to pursue this god: to make sense of and to explore with my fellow
Filipino educators in the Philippines what education for sustainable development means. It was
an interest that we soon got to findly share in the spirit of collaboration and didogue as we



engaged in the exploration of meanings through hermeneutic conversations.
Definitions of Sustainable Development

To define education for sustainable development, the term “ sustainable development” needed to
be firg darified. The array of definitions however, pointed to its ambiguity and contradictions.

The term, “sugtainable development” has been interpreted in a number of different ways and
dong different dreams of thought.  Although the views manife sgnificant points of
convergence, the concept continues to generate varied interpretations. Rowlands (1992)
illugrates this point thus  1n 1985, one report presented a gallery of definitions in which
over twenty different interpretations of the term sustainable devel opment was pressented.
Today, the degree of diversity isjsut aswide.” (p.386). Mearns (1993) contends that like
S0 many words in development discourse, the srength of sustainable development is drawn
from its vagueness such that it means different things to different people. Similarly, McCready
(1993) asserts that the beauty of the concept liesin itsambiguity and that it can not be reduced
to a definition. In the same light, Winograd (1996) contends that its vagueness brings the
possibility to incorporate vaues into the concept and that the lack of a precise definition enables
the formation of a consensus with regard to the planet and naturd resources..

Sudtainable development is a term laden with contradictions. Reddlift (1993) traces the word
“sugtainable’ to the Latin sus tenere which meansto uphold. It has both postive and negative
connotations.Others regard sustainable development as an oxymoron because development as
commonly understood is inherently unsustainable (Mde, 1993; Ophuls, 1996). When breaking
the term into parts, it becomes more complicated. Joining the two words however, bringsin a
third which is more than the sum of its parts (Samson, 1993)

Although the object of the study centered on defining education for sustainable development, it
did not seek to formulate another definition to add to the array of definitions. Neither was it an
attempt to adopt and interpret the definitions presented by prestigious internationa
organizations.It endeavoured to escape faling into the technical trap of re-producing meanings
drawn from established sources because then, the meaning of ESD becomes a given and certain
discourses become privileged. Consequently, knowledge in this sense, tends to be just
reproduced. Likewise, the research resisted the temptation of engaging experts or authoritiesin
the field based on what they think ESD should be. This Strategy usudly dictates heavy reliance
on “experts’ especialy those bearing western credentials. Education, in this gpproach, is viewed
as an impogtion from above and tends to ignore teachers persona contexts making it
problematic and superficid.

The inquiry was designed to gain a deeper undersanding of what ESD meansto Filipino tertiary
teachers, how they understood the work that they do and how they saw themsdlves as ESD
educators. My aim was to bring the voices of teachers into an engagement with an ongoing
socid and culturd quest to generate meanings. | fet that an inquiry into what ESD means would
find its most gppropriate expression and articulation from teachers because they are the ones



who are directly involved inits practice. Teachers bring life to the concept of ESD asit is meant
to be taught, practised and lived. An investigation into the practical knowledge of teachers
brings out narraives that are useful because they “authorize meanings, forms of theorizing that
suggest a sense of ownership and voice in the theorizing process’ (Britzman, 1991, p. 51).

The Resear ch Site

The Mindanao region in Southern Philippines was chosen as the research locde for severd

reasons. For many decades, Mindanao has served as one of the richest resource bases for the
modernization and growth of the Philippines. In the process, the natura environment has been
severdy degraded.  Furthermore, Mindanao has been one of the priority areas for
modernization serving as the southern corridor in the country’s trade relaions with Maaysa,
Indonesia and other ASEAN countries. Severa environmental NGOs are aso in the Mindanao
region, working on ways to preserve the environment and to chalenge ecologically destructive
policies and activities. More importantly, Mindanao is a very culturaly diverse region with
multiple ethnoculturd communities including Mudims, Chrigians and the Lumads or indigenous
tribes. Sustainable development issues have affected the various communities in different ways
hence, the interesting dimension of intercultura relations was integrated in the studly.

The thirteen teacher participants were from two higher education ingtitutions in Cotabato City:
Seven were from S. Mary’s University and 6 came from South Plains State College. (In line
with research ethical guidelines, the names of the participants and participating ingtitutions were
changed). They belonged to various departments and were teaching courses in their own
discipline.

Cotabato City is afast growing urban center where the icons of modernization like commercia
complexes, entertainment centres and others have greatlly expanded with its increasing
population. Its rich natural resources like its forests have been disappearing causing floods and
dltation in the area. It is againg this ecologicad backdrop that | found Cotabato City an
goppropriate setting for the study.

Conversation as a Resear ch Strategy

The mgor data collection method employed in the study is the use of conversations based on
hermeneutic inquiry. Gadamer (1988) asserts that conversation is a process of coming to an
understanding (p. 185).Those involved in genuine conversation share a common objective
which is to bring the topic of convergaion to illumination. It is the topic of conversation which
holds the participants together and sustains the conversation itsdf. The search for understanding
is carried out through hermeneutic questioning which is reflective of a genuine desire to know.
Inquiry begins with an atempt to understand the question which arises from the negativity of
experience, hence, the emphass on the hermeneutic priority of the question (Gadamer,
1988, p.325).



Adopting Carson’s (1985, p.70) stages of conversational research, | entered into a series of
three conversations with each of the thirteen participants in the study. These conversations were
autdiotaped and transcribed for interpretation and analysis. The conversations were conducted
over a four month period from August to November 1996. They were carried out in English
with occasond shiftings in Filipino which not only brought a relaxed atmaosphere but dso made
it possible to capture the essence or the nuances or shades of meaning in relation to their
particular culturd context. After each conversation, | identified the themes and outlined my
interpretation of how the conversation spoke to the meaning of sustainable development and
education for sustainable development. Based on the previous conversation, other questions
emerged and these were presented before we proceeded to our next conversation. From the
transcripts of the conversations, | drew themes that were related to sustainable development
and education for sustainable development.such as issues of peace, poverty, human rights,
integration of values, pedagogica srategies, resource materidsand others. Throughout the
conversations, | have atempted to foster a climate that hinged on a process of coming to an
understanding of ourselves as collaborators in the activity of critica reflection. This objective
was driven by a desre to bring into light the preconceptions that typicaly surround our way of
perceiving our experiences and redities so thet we can achieve a kind of emancipation from
forces that tend to cloud our own interpretation of issues and our practices as educators. In the
guest to understand what SD and ESD mean, something about us is reveded. In the words of
Smith (1994), The aim of interpretation, it could be said is not just another interpretation
but human freedom which finds its light, identity and dignity in those few brief moments
when one's lived burdens can be shown to have their sources in too limited a view of
things (p. 189)

Reflections and Emerging Themes

Reflecting on the texts of my conversations with the teacher participants on their
concept of sugtainable development (SD) generated understandings that reveded its
multidimensona complexity. These dimensons included the following: ecologica, vaues,
futures, economic, socid, politica, culturd and spiritua. However, undergandably, the
participants viewed sustainable development from their experiences, knowledge, doservations
and redlities expressng multiple emphases which on occason overlapped and sometimes
diverged. Encased in a haligtic framework, the dimensons of sustainable development are
integrally linked and transcend one another.

That education is the most important vehicle towards the attainment of sustainability was
resonated by al the participants. Since sustainable development had been interpreted as having
various dimensons, what was brought into questioning in our search for the meaning of ESD
was to find out the kind of education that promotes the attainment of sustainable development
as understood by the participants in the study. The following themes emerged from a reflection
and analysis of the texts of our conversations:

1. ESD darts with the cry to transform education. Aware that certain dructures of the



educationd system tend to hinder schools from becoming transformative stes, many of the
participants clamed tha education can not effectivdly assume its role as an agency for
transformation if it does not go through a process of change.

2. ESD is the process of rasing citizen's awareness and sengtivity to environmental and
development issues. To most of the participants, understanding ESD issues is to regard the
environment as “a complex web of globa, socid, culturd, economic and politica as well as
geo- and biophysical components (Fien, 1995, p.22). Environmental problems can not be
understood without linking them to the socid, economic and politica vaues of the society in
which these problems occur.

3. ESD is the devdopment of knowledges, abilities, skills, attitudes and vaues in the
promotion of life and care for the enironment. The people and the environment were considered
by the participants as the two most important components of ESD. To most of the teacher
participants, humanity is a the core of the development process hence, its focus is towards an
gopreciation of humanity itself by promoting life and preventing its destruction and that of other
lifeforms

4. ESD involves an underdanding of the interdependence of al things. Many of the teacher
participants highlighted this important principle in the sudy of the environment. To them, the
human and natura systems are so intertwined that they are regarded as part of the same whole.
5. ESD is best carried out through a participatory approach. Although the teachers claimed
they use a variety of pedagogica approaches, most of them expressed a preference for a
participatory approach which is, at best, aso experiential. This gpproach aso enhances the
concept and process of democretic participation.

6. Contextud resource materids facilitate the teaching of ESD. The teachers found their use of
textbooks and resource materials that subscribe to loca settings and events as facilitating their
teaching of ESD concepts.

7. A holigtic framework best fits an ESD curricular structure. While the participants integrate
ESD in their own subject areas, they expressed the need to develop a curricular framework that
encompasses its various aspects and inputs from related disciplines.

8. To make it dive and dynamic, ESD should permeate into the school and the wider
community through the ingtitution’s community outreach program. The participants shared many
of their experiences on how they brought forth a carry-over of ESD activities austsde ther
classooms. The Hedth Resources Development Program of the College of Nursing as
described by a teacher paticipant exemplifies this atempt to make ESD functiond and
reflective of a coordinated school-community endeavor.

9. To teach ESD effectively, teachers need to be empowered. Empowerment for the
participants emanate from various sources which include the encouragement and support of
adimigration, further enrichment of on€'s understanding of ESD through professond
development opportunities, cooperation of students and power that comes from a faith in the
Soiritud.

Education for Sustainable Development: What doesit mean?
Conversations about education for sustainable development seemed to make strange that which

we thought was familiar. It was familiar in the sense that it seemed to condtitute our lived
experiences and something just within our grasp. But the more we inquired into its meaning, the
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more we came to recognize its complexity as we were drawn face to face with its
contradictions, paradoxes and dilemmeas. Y &, there was the urge to narrate our experiences for
interpretive inquiry “begins (and remains) with the “evocaive living familiarity” that these
“instances of our lives’ evoke (Jardine, 1998, p.40). It is in these instances that something is
reveded to us, something that we seem to know but do not fully undersand and which
addresses us. Gadamer (1998) claims that “ understanding begins when something addresses us’
which isthe* primary hermeneutical condition” (p.266).

As understanding involves gpplication, the teechers interpretation of ESD as an educationd
practice finds its ground in phronesis or practical moral knowledge or what Aristotle cdled
sdf-knowledge. It is diferent from techne or technica knowledge which aso belongs to the
practical but is more associated with technica know-how. Phronesis or practicad wisdom
relates more to ethics or justice (Gadamer, 1988).

Based on the conversations, what ESD means to the participants lies in the space between
practical wisdom or phronesis and technica wisdom or techne and thisis grasped in terms of
the contradictions and dilemmas that surfaced from the conversations. The dilemmas were
reflected in the participants stories and views about their day to day lives and work in the
classroom, in the inditutions and in the wider community. It opened up possibilities for us for it
is in highlighting the dilemmas that we are adle to expand our horizons as we come to
understand and relate the unfamiliar into the world which defines us. In the process, we
transcend this world in the production of possibilities thet reved something about us (Gdlagher,
1992). This leads to a better understanding of ourselves as ESD educators for dl understanding
is sdf-understanding (Gadamer, 1988).

Contradictions and Dilemmas

From the teachers description or narration of their participation and involvement in the practice
of ESD not only in ther inditutions but dso in the wider community, some contradictions were
experienced by the participants which intrude into many aspects of their lives as ESD educators.
The topics of conversation often pointed to the contradictions and dilemmas which helped in
identifying or locating those that tend to cloud their understanding of ESD. These contradictions
are discussed below:

Personal and Public Responsibility in Caring for the Environment

A contradiction emerged in my conversations with my co-research participants on what is
being done and what should be done to solve the environmenta problems in the community. As
there were many environmental problems affecting the region, we focused on the environmenta
initiatives, thrusts and projects of government agencies and nongovernmenta organizations as
well as the paticipaing inditutions. There seemed to be a consenaus, that in spite of the
solutions that have been implemented, the problems perssted which brought a kind of
perplexity for them. From the descriptions however of how these solutions were carried out,
they dluded to a technica solution which was inclined towards control and demanded
conformity and compliance. On the other hand, their explanations of how they regarded their
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relationship with the environment suggested a different view of caring for the earth.

Garbage, pollution and deforestation were serious environmenta problems in the city for al the
participants. That these problems have perssted in spite of environmentd laws was baffling to
them. This was expressed with a tone that bordered on frustration and hopelessness. Arlene,
who has a legd background invoked respect for human rights in her everyday battle with the
garbage problem. She complained that the Philippine Congtitution provides for the right of
every citizen to a baanced and hedlthful ecology but this is nothing but a farce to her because
the garbage problem has perssted since she set foot in the city. She asked with a tone of
frugtration, How can we attain sustainable development when even the simple task of
disposing our garbage properly can not be followed? What Arlene tried to voice out in
terms of implementation was equaly expressed by some of the participants like Jenny and
Teresa who complained about good laws being rendered futile because of problems in their
implementation. Jenny cdamed tha city ordinances to curb the effects of pollution caused by
smoke-belching vehicles seemed ignored as there were gill a few fredy plying the Streets.
Likewise, some of the participants pointed out that in spite of the presence of alog ban, illegd
logging has remained unabated. Furthermore, Jerry of St. Mary’s contended that the pursuit of
development projects by foreign and loca business firms aso caused environmenta degradation
in spite of a Depatment of Environment and Naturd Resources (DENR) Certificate of
Environmental Compliance requirement. From the participants perspective, there was a sense
that in spite of the presence of legd dructures, environmenta problems could not be contained.
The issue of good laws rendered futile because of the falure to enforce it fathfully was a
recurrent theme for the participants. However, the problem was not only traced to the defect in
implementation. Ali and Joyce of South Plains State College believed that the problem does not
lie on the law enforcers but on those who need to obey the laws. While government effortsin
terms of legidation were perceived by most of the participants with a certain degree of
Kkepticiam, the initiative of a nongovernmental organization was dso brought into the
conversation. Tina recdled that in spite of the intensve cleanliness project of the NGO
Kalinisan, which hired street sweepers and distributed receptacles, the garbage problem did
back once the program was handed over to the city government due to the NGO's lack of
funds. She asserted that the peopl€'s atitudes have not aso changed in spite of the massve
information drive on cleanliness and beautification.

The practice of environmenta care in the two inditutions was aso perceved to be a
contradiction for some of the participants. Although signs and posters purporting to
environmenta care could be seen dong S. Mary’s campus, the use of plagtics in the cafeteria
and plastic cups left near garbage cans showed that the signs were being ignored. The barren
campus a South Plains condtituted a contradiction in the participants claim with regard to the
implementation of the Clean and Green Program in the inditution. While mogt of the
participants vigoroudy stressed that the environment is the mgor factor in sustainable
development, the contradictions seem to suggest thet there is a fundamentd issue that must be
brought into play in order to fully understand the nature of environmenta problems and how
they can be solved. As ESD educators, teaching the concept of environmentd care as
understood in relation to its practice congtituted a contradiction. It puzzled the participants to
redlize that the maintenance of cleanliness for ingtance, is aseemingly smple task, yet, in spite of
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al the government and nongovernmental programs and campaigns for a clean and hedthful

environment, the garbage and pollution problems have remained. The solutions adopted by the
government, NGOs and the schools point to a technica gpproach indicative of a management
drategy which relies on compliance with a set of rules and regulaions. The focus is deflected
from the environmenta cause to the necessity of obeying rules.

Recasting a Relationship with the Earth

The participants viewed ther relationship with the the earth in different ways. Joyce, consdered
it as God's gift which must be treasured and vaued. Teresa cdls it Mother Nature which
makes al human beings her children. In terms of establishing a rdaionship with the earth, she
presents asymbiotic view: “If we take care of Mother Earth, she will take care of us” Theidea
of interconnectedness was given another dimenson with Jerry presenting his philosophica
reflections on the Taoist concept of flowing with nature. In a related vein, Sarah described the
beautiful co-existence of human beings and animas in one of the places she had vistedwith
monkeys frolicking and lizards crawling at your feet. Fatima took issue with the case of
dray animads asthey are still part of the environment while Esdaanticipated plunging into the
same fate as the case of the endangered eagles. A connection and unity with the earth was dso
aticulated by the other participants in quite different terms but these found common ground in
the assertion for the need to respect and vaue lifein dl itsforms.

How the participants viewed their relationship with the earth reflected a different mode of
looking at environmenta care. The notion of interconnectedness and unity with the environment
implies a different perspective which runs counter to the prevailing belief that the earth and its
resources stand apart in relation to human beings and are therefore, objects of manipulation and
control. Public responghility in the form of managing the environment through legidation and a
program based on technica procedures represents a contradiction with the persond
respongbility of caring for the environment as one united and connected with it. Caring for the
environment from the participants  view is reflective of a need for a shift in the way people view
and live their livesin rdation to the environment.

The Environment/Development Dilemma

In the conversations, some of the participants like Alex and Jerry of S. Mary’s claimed that
environment and development gods could be harmonized. Alex darified his notion of
development as not being equated with the symbols of modernization. Ali, on the other hand,
clamed that he does not question indudridization for as long as it is not dedtructive of the
environment. The other participants held amilar notions of development as not being equated
with economic growth but reflects in more specific terms, a narrowing of the gap between the
rich and the poor, respect for human rights and care for the environment. A question that was
rased by most of the participantsis “Who benefit from this kind of development?’

While most of the participants believed that environmenta care and development godls are not

conflicting, thelr gtories pointed to a contradiction in such an assertion. Ther naratives
concerning the roles of transnationa corporations (TNCs) and of big loca businesses and
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politicians brought into questioning aspects of leadership, ethicd vaues and the widening gap
between the rich and the poor. Berni€'s experience and story about massive logging in their area
showed the impact of the operations of TNCsin both the long and short terms. The flashfloods
that occurred years later greetly affected the poor. The Mt. Apo Geotherma Plant Project was
another case in point. The participants claimed that the project designed to provide chesp
dectricity in the area undermined the culturd  surviva of the Lumads or the indigenous people
who viewed the project as a desecration of their ancestral domains.

The sgnificance of these development scenarios towards an understanding of education for
sugtainable development hinged on the contradictions emerging from the tenson between
environment and development gods. Mogt of the participants claimed they could co-exist
harmonioudy yet their observations and experiences proved otherwise. This presents adilemma
in trying to understand ESD as environmental and development harmony. The participants have
indicated that ESD needs to be focused on a critical understanding of environmenta and
development issues. They dluded to the idea that loca issues concerning the environment and
development could be made the ground for the development of critical understanding. But how
to reconcile environment and development gods seemed to reman a perplexity for ESD
educators as a result of these contradictions. How to attain development and sustain it demands
atrangformation in the conventiona way of looking at development.

A Local/ Global Dilemma

Another dilemma which was identified in my conversations with the participants involved the
notion of vauing the locd amids the strong waves of the globd. This was viewed as the
impact of the powerful sweep of globdization while dinging to vanishing traditiond practices
which are hailed as more dependable dternatives in the light of reported adverse effects of some
modernization strategies and technologica advances.

The participants like Teresa who teaches Livelihood Education and Joyce who teaches Food
Preseervation stressed the need to live sustainably through the adoption of smple lifestyles.
Advocating the idea of sef-reliance, Teresateaches her Education students to grow vegetables
and herba gardens for their food and medicinal needs. Joyce was concerned with ways to
prevent wastage like fruits in season through the various processes of food preservation. In a
related light, with their community-based nursing program, Fatima aso pointed to the use of
community resources like herbs for medicind purposes. Jerry dluded to the significance of
indigenous wisdom in terms of farming practices and environmental care. The participants
suggested living a lifestyle that could be described as focused on the loca, smple, economica
and congstent with one's means.

On a different note, Estela, aware of the stromg impact of globdization and the tide of
consumerism sweeping the country brought out the notion of the “good life’” and “success” This
was triggered by a news report regarding the awarding of outstanding alumni and she pondered
on what the criteria would be. She speculated that as in past events, the search will
demondtrate how materia wedlth, power and position spell success in much the same way as
the generd expectations from the public would turn out. Fatima aso echoed smilar concerns
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over the growing obsession of people to join the race to the top. She and Jerry related their
ideas on the use of cdl phones which have become more of a status smbol rather than a job-
related necessity. They were gpprehensgive of the growing globdization and materididtic culture
as demondtrated in the marked changes in peopl€' s atitudes and vaues and modes of thinking
and living. As well, some did not deny being aso carried by the tide as the temptation becomes
harder to ress. As ESD needs to be practised and lived, this dilemma of determining
sugtainable lifestyles amidst the congraints of a growing materidistic culture had been expressed
by most of the participants in the study.

Integrating ESD vs. Curricular Transformation

A dilemma that emerged from the conversations centered on the implementation of ESD in the
forma education Structure. On the one hand, the participants claimed they implemented ESD by
integrating environmenta education in their own subject areas. However, while they adhered to
the process of integration, severd congtraining factors led them to assart  the need to transform
the curricular structure to enable them to adopt a framework which would put ESD & the core
of the educationa process. There was a sense that, dthough it was not very explicit, to most of
the teacher participants, ESD represents a fundamenta change in the structure and process of
educeation. This perspective is reflective of Bonnet's (1999) assertion that ESD cdlls for a new
frame of mind and Jardine's (1997) view of the need of curricular disciplines for congtant
renewa and transformation. Orr (1993) likewise suggested that the trangtion towards
sugtainability can not be made through the same kind of education that caused the problemsin
thefirg place.

The curricular gructure in both inditutions indicated a modernist orientation with its
compartmentalized disciplines independent of one another. Many of the participants clamed that
they integrate environmenta education in their subject areas while some have dso integrated
them in thar syllabi. With recent developments stressing the need to include development
issues, environmenta education has been expanded to include various dimensons of
development. The community-based Nursing program in which Fatima was very much involved
with has been dructured to encompass environment and development issuesin relation to hedlth
care. The integration of ESD as described by the participants did not involve amgor change in
the curricular Sructure. Although alink was established between ESD and the subject field with
which it is integrated, the manner of integration within a compartmentalized framework cannot
generate a holigic impact that could redly highlight interrdationships and transcend the
boundaries of curricular disciplinesif it is not well-planned and carefully designed.

Some of the participants like Jerry asserted the need to transform education to make it more
responsve to the goas of sustainable development. Finding the present system in need of
change, Jerry declared that ESD garts with the cry to transform education. He brought forth the
relationship between the economic Stuation of teachers and the need to take extra teaching
loads as affecting sudents” learning.  Although the extraloads is a happy compromise between
the universty adminigration and the teechers, he felt concerned that students suffer in the
process. He aso described some teaching practices, teaching strategies and even  attitudes
which have not changed over the years and are no longer relevant to the times. He proposed
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making changes in tharr traditiond conception of teaching and learning which he identified asthe
“banking” type and highlighted the need for change in teachers pedagogical drategies and for
sharing and collaboration in dudents activiies Mogt of the participants felt thet the
implementation of ESD necesstates some corresponding changes in the process of teaching and
learning. There was common agreement about the advantage of using participatory approaches
which they characterized as participatory, experiential and collaborative.

A dilemmasurfaced in most of the participants experiences of the implementation of ESD in the
forma education structure. The teachers indicated that they felt the need to abide by alegidative
mandate on the integration of environmenta education in the subjects they teach. But most of
them believed that education for sustainable development is actudly acdl for change not only in
the structure and process of forma education but within a broader and deeper frame of
reference encompasing the way we live our lives. Likewise they dluded to a change in their
conception of education based on their views of teaching and learning. The dilemma finds its
traces between their technical understanding of education expressed in terms of efficiency,
madtery and control and therr practica understanding of what education for sustainable
development should be which resounded in their clamor for change.

Empowering ESD Educators

The teachers considered their participation in the research process as having empowered them
as ESD educators since it afforded them the opportunity to engage in critica reflection on their
practice of ESD. The sharing of ideas and experiences deepened thair ingghts into their role as
ESD educators. They clamed that a sense of belonging and a sense of community fostered by
engaging in conversations with ther fellow educators helped them understand their role and
reflect on their own selves. The establishment of this link could be an initid step towards their
emancipation from the fetters of bureacratic practices as it alows their voices to come out and
bring legitimecy to their practical knowledge.

Likewise, as ESD educators, the participants reflected on their relationship with the earth. Some
identified themsdlves as one or united with their environment. Locating themselves in relaion to
the environment brought clarity to who they are and how they relate to others and to other
creatures.Likewise, they felt a sense of a greater awareness of their respongbility towards the
earth, the resources and the future generations.

The participants pointed out that empowerment for them emanates from the support and
encouragement of adminigtrators, the enrichment of knowledge and skills through professond
development opportunities, the cooperation of sudentsand one sfaith in the sairitud.

From Contradictionsto Possibilities
Contradictions and dilemmas emerged from my conversations with my co-participants in their
interpretation of the theory and practice of education for sustainable development. However,

the presence of these contradictions and dilemmas does not imply a hdt to understanding.
Rather, it became away of opening up posscilities for an enlarged understanding of our world
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and oursalves as ESD educators. Galagher (1992) claims that interpretation carries the gporias
of ambiguity and the finitude of underganding. He explains that the moderate theory of
hermeneutics recognizes that ambiguity can not be avoided hence, it must not be denied. It
does not mean however, that transformation can no longer be ingtituted. It proposes phronesis
or practical knowlede to dedl with ambiguity.

The hermeneutic encounter enabled my co-participants and | to interpret ESD in the light of our
own contexts. But this understanding is never complete. We have left the conversation open in
order that new interpretations could emerge. Some came to redize that it is through ther
participation in the conversations that they found themselves empowered as ESD educators.
Following Foucault, Gallagher (1992) dates. Interpretation never completely escapes the
power structures that define them but they constantly transform these structures (p.350)
Interpretations which come about through conversations could be the source of power for
transformation.Jerry, one of the participants captured the productive power of conversations
when he clamed that by sharing ideas, discussing issues we can build human bridges and if
we do not destroy one another, there is also the corresponding effect that we do not
destroy our environment.

Our own understanding of ESD has opened many possibilities for us as educators. Likewise,
they opened possihilities for ingtitutions to play a mgor role in simulating teachers to explore
issues of persond and socia responsibility to care for the earth. As ESD educators, my co-
research particpants saw the possbility of assuming an initiator role and being mindful of
peopl€'s interconnecteness, felt the possbility of infusing into their pedagogical practices, the
many principles and aspects of ESD. They adso aticulated posshilities of enhancing their
credivity to collaboratively desgning ESD activities that would not only be confined to the
classrooms but would establish linkages with the wider community. In this vison, as teechers
and collaborators in the research, we bring ESD as an dive and dynamic experience, not as
abdract and fragmented knowledges so characteristic of our compartmentaized curricular
frameworks.

There are dso posshilities in partnerships with my co-participants in this research journey to
network with environmenta groups and organizations even with the geographica distance that
separaes us, in influencing locd, national and internationa policies and relaionships with and
outsde Canada. We may dso find our experience of dilemmas and contradictions in
undergtanding ESD, in various Stes and linking with them may hep us to reflect and ded with
our own Stuations, our own lifestyles, and our experience of contradictions,

Findly, my co-participants and | extend an invitation to others to join us in this ongoing quest of
interpretation and didogue. We leave the conversation open for further engagement with new
ideas and further questions.
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