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ABSTRACT 

Today society is facing a number of very acute problems unable to be solved even in the developed world. Problems are especially 

acute in interaction of the system "society - economy - nature". Global transformations taking place in society, related to overcoming 

systemic crises and contradictions as well as transition of humanity to a new way of civilizational development require evolution of 

sustainable development policies and strategies for education. Geography should be the core, the basis of the educational standard of 

education for sustainable development, because geography is interdisciplinary in nature and includes knowledge, concepts, competen-

cies about nature and society, their interaction is pretty much important. Taking into account current trends in reforming the education 

system in Ukraine, including the higher education, the uncertain place of geography in the knowledge system require finding ways to 

transform educational programs and curricula with increased practical training and emphasis on formation of competencies in demand 

for the labor market. This requires use of a comprehensive interdisciplinary approach.  

This article aims to identify the key features of ESD globally, and in particular, in Ukraine, by analyzing literature that address 

and substantiate ESD-related issues. It highlights best international practices in this field, examines the potential of geographical edu-

cation for SD, and outlines the role of geographical education at all levels of the education system – particularly in higher education in 

Ukraine - from a sustainable perspective. Additionally, the study explores the implementation of educational programs within Ukraine´s 

free economic education system, identifying both existing opportunities and challenges. The focus on Ukraine is particularly relevant 

due to the transformation of its education system, shifting toward European integration. 

Results. This study examines ESD in Ukraine through global forum analyses and best practices worldwide. It identifies the 

potential of geographical education in promoting SD and evaluates the implementation of educational programs in Ukraine. Further-

more, it underscores the importance of social geography, whose methodologies align with ESD needs. Geography, as an interdiscipli-

nary and sustainability-focused science, offers significant potential for ESD. The school geography curriculum already incorporates 

key SD principles, but their full realization requires diverse teaching methods and teacher engagement. In Ukraine’s higher education, 
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geography should be recognized as a core discipline across all specialties, aligning with international ESD standards. Education, as the 

largest social system shaping public consciousness, must embed sustainability values beyond formal education to drive ethical and 

sociocultural progress. Ignoring sustainability in education risks perpetuating unresolved global, regional, and local issues. In Ukraine’s 

higher geographical education, defining its role, improving curricula, and strengthening human-geographical education based on sus-

tainability principles should be a research priority.   

Keywords: education for sustainable development, goals and objectives of sustainable development, geographical education, 

human geography, educational competencies for sustainable development, education system, educational programs, Ukraine. 
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Introduction 

In the 21st century, global society faces several 

pressing challenges that cannot be resolved in isola-

tion, even by the most developed countries. These 

global issues, impacting both natural and social sub-

systems across the planet, are escalating at a rapid 

pace. The challenges are particularly pronounced at 

the intersection of social, economic and natural sys-

tems. The environment is rapidly losing its ability to 

self-regulate and restore balance across its subsys-

tems, which have been disrupted by human activities. 

This imbalance is evident in climate change and the 

increasing frequency of natural disasters worldwide 

(Evans et аl., 2021, Kalantari et аl., 2023). Amid 

these environmental challenges, socio-economic 

problems are worsening, manifesting as poverty, hun-

ger, terrorism, and escalating armed conflicts. Many 

of these crises stem from disputes over natural re-

sources, employment opportunities, demographic 

shifts, and other critical factors. The ecological con-

dition of the natural environment of many regions of 

the planet is rapidly deteriorating, causing negative 

effects on human health (Kalantari et аl., 2023). Hu-

mans, as integral components of global society, are at 

the core of these issues and the negative changes af-

fecting the Earth. Their increasing demands are in-

compatible with the planet's biosphere’s capacity to 

sustain them. Human survival depends on constant 

interaction with the natural environment and the con-

sumption of its resources, creating a complex system 

of direct and reciprocal relationships. Without effec-

tive solutions to these challenges, the planet risks ir-

reversible damage and potential collapse (Evans et 

аl., 2021). is rapidly approaching this critical limit, a 

topic that is consistently discussed at the highest lev-

els and draws the attention of the global community 

(UNITED NATIONS, 1972; Botkin et al.,1979; 

United Nations, 1987; United Nations, 1992a, 

1992b;Elias, 2003; Statement by the Ministers of the 

Environment…, 2003; UNECE, 2005;UNDP, 2015; 

United Nations, 2015; UNESCO, 2016; United Na-

tions, Economic and Social Council, 2019; Ministry 

of Economic Development and Trade of Ukraine, 

2017; Club of Rome, 2021; UNDP, 2024).  

Therefore, humanity, as a global society, must 

rethink its priorities, reassess its needs, and adopt 

limitations where necessary. Sustainable existence 

and development are impossible without continuous 

interaction with the environment, fostering environ-

mental awareness, and shaping a global mindset 

within the "Human-Society-Nature" system. We are 

talking about developing educational foundations for 

sustainable development (SD). It must be proactive, 

widespread in different regions of the world and sup-

ported by all countries. Such education must provide 

knowledge, form practical skills, competencies for 

existence in the global system "Human-Society-Na-

ture". The current education system remains predom-

inantly human-centric and must shift toward nature-

centric principles, embracing an anticipatory ap-

proach. This transformation must be integrated at all 

educational levels to foster environmentally con-

scious generations capable of addressing the chal-

lenges of sustainability (Potocki et al, 2023). As an 

interdisciplinary field, geography has potential to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of the 

Earth's landscapes, considering both natural and so-

cio-geographical features. It fosters spatial thinking 

and enhances awareness of the interactions between 

society and the environment, playing a crucial role in 

sustainable resource management. The geographical 

component of education is fundamental in shaping 

knowledge, skills, attitudes and practices aligned 

with the goals of sustainable development. It equips 

individuals to make informed decisions that ensure 

the survival and well-being of both present and future 

generations (Niemets, 2023). In many countries of 

the world, such as Ukraine, Niger, Ethiopia, the chal-

lenge of providing quality education for sustainable 

development remains pressing and unresolved. How-

ever, integrating geographical education into sustain-

ability initiatives addresses modern challenges, con-

tributes to global sustainability efforts, improves 

quality of life, and promotes the harmonious coexist-

ence of humans and nature. 

Considering the above, several questions remain 

open: what are the origins of educational concepts for 

sustainable development (SD)? What is significance 

and content of quality education as one of the 17 Sus-

tainable Development Goals (SDGs) for 2030? What 

are the key aspects of implementing and advancing 

education for sustainable development (ESD)? How 

https://doi.org/10.26565/2410-7360-2025-63-28
https://doi.org/10.26565/2410-7360-2025-63-28


Серія «Геологія.  Географія. Екологія», 2025, випуск 63   

- 384 - 

can geographical science contribute to ESD? And 

what is the potential, content, and significance of ge-

ographical ESD in Ukraine? 

This article aims to identify the key features of 

ESD globally, and in particular, in Ukraine, by ana-

lyzing both scientific and grey (e.g. global forum and 

conference documents, educational programs and 

documents) literature that address and substantiate 

ESD-related issues. It highlights best international 

practices in this field, examines the potential of geo-

graphical education for SD, and outlines the role of 

geographical education at all levels of the education 

system – particularly in higher education in Ukraine 

- from a sustainable perspective. Additionally, the 

study explores the implementation of educational 

programs within Ukraine´s free economic education 

system, identifying both existing opportunities and 

challenges. The focus on Ukraine is particularly rele-

vant due to the transformation of its education sys-

tem, shifting toward European integration. 

The origins of educational concepts for sus-

tainable development. The 20th century faced in-

creasing challenges in the interaction between society 

and nature, prompting global efforts to address envi-

ronmental issues. Various countries intensified nature 

protection measures, and the establishment of the 

United Nations and the Club of Rome marked the be-

ginning of systematic research into long-term environ-

mental and socio-economic challenges (Figures 1, 2). 

A major milestone was the 1992 Earth Summit 
 

 
Fig. 1. Origins of ideas for sustainable development education XX (compiled by the authors according 

UNITED NATIONS, 1972; Botkinet al.,1979; Our Common Future, 1989; United Nations, 1992a, 1992b; 

Elias, 2003; Statement by the Ministers of the Environment…, 2003; UNECE, 2005;UNDP, 2015; United 

Nations, 2015; Education 2030. Incheon Declaration…, 2016;  Long-term strategy for the Convention until 

2030; Ministry of Economic Development and Trade of Ukraine, 2017; Club of Rome, 2021; 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/global-reports ) 

 

in Rio de Janeiro, where the Agenda 21 was adopted, 

emphasizing the crucial role of education in promot-

ing sustainable development (United Nations, 

1992a). This spurred global discussions on ESD 

(United Nations, 1992b). In 1993, the EU Maastricht 

Treaty introduced the concept of a "European dimen-

sion in education," highlighting the need for environ-

mental knowledge, practical skills, and competencies 

for sustainability. As the concept of sustainable de-

velopment gained global traction, education emerged 

as a key factor in shaping a new quality of life and 

economic progress. Higher education, in particular, 

was recognized as fundamental to national security, 

economic stability, and overall well-being. 

The current concept of ESD is based on the Bel-

grade Charter (UNESCO, 1975), the Tbilisi Declara-

tion (UNESCO and UNEP, 1977), the University 

Charter for Sustainable Development (Copernicus - 

The University Charter…), and the Saloniki Declara-

tion (UNESCO-EPD, 1997). In 2000, the United Na-

tions (UN) Millennium Declaration, signed by 189 

states and governments, set out eight Millennium De-

velopment Goals (MDGs), including Goal #2: Uni-

versal Primary Education, aiming to provide full pri-

mary education for all children. In 2002, the UN Gen-

eral Assembly unanimously adopted a resolution "On 

the UN Decade of ESD", which further solidified ed-

ucation as a foundation for sustainable societies. It 

emphasized the integration of sustainability princi-

ples into education at all levels, and strengthened in-

ternational cooperation in developing innovative ed-

ucational policies and practices. The 2015 UN 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/global-reports
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Summit on Sustainable Development in New York, 

with participation from 193 countries, resulted in the 

adoption of the Agenda 2030, outlining 17 Sustaina-

ble Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations, 

2024). Among them, Goal #4 aims to provide inclu-

sive, equitable, and quality education while promot-

ing lifelong learning opportunities. At the 2015 

UNESCO General Conference in Paris, world leaders 

emphasized the role of education in implementing the 

SDGs, particularly through investment in research 

and innovation (UNESCO, 2016). This was further 

explored in 2016 at the Batumi Ministerial Confer-

ence, which assessed ESD progress and outlined fu-

ture strategies (United Nations, Economic and Social 

Council, 2019). 

In Ukraine, the origin of ESD is dated to 2003, 

 

 

Fig. 2. Origins of ideas for sustainable development education XXI (compiled by the authors according 

UNITED NATIONS, 1972; Botkinet al.,1979; Our Common Future, 1989; United Nations, 1992a, 1992b; 

Elias, 2003; Statement by the Ministers of the Environment…, 2003; UNECE, 2005;UNDP, 2015; United 

Nations, 2015; Education 2030. Incheon Declaration…, 2016;  Long-term strategy for the Convention until 

2030; Ministry of Economic Development and Trade of Ukraine, 2017; Club of Rome, 2021; 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/global-reports ) 

 

when the Kyiv Statement on ESD reinforced educa-

tion as a tool for environmental protection and sus-

tainability (Statement by the Ministers of the Envi-

ronment…, 2003). This was further discussed at the 

2005 UNECE Conference in Vilnius (Lithuania) 

(UNECE…, 2005). 

ESD is evolving into a broad and interdiscipli-

nary approach, addressing environmental, economic, 

and social challenges. It requires shifting from 

knowledge transmission to problem-solving and crit-

ical thinking, empowering individuals to develop so-

lutions for sustainability. Successful implementation 

depends on strong political support at all governance 

levels and the integration of sustainable development 

principles across all education systems. 

Quality education as a key pillar for the 2030 

sustainable development  

The importance and challenges of ESD as one 

of the SDGs. ESD empowers individuals to adopt 

new ways of thinking and take action toward a 

sustainable future (UNESCO. ESD, 2025). It equips 

students with the knowledge, skills, and values nec-

essary to make informed decisions and take respon-

sible actions for environmental integrity, economic 

viability, and social well-being, while embracing cul-

tural diversity (UNESCO. Institute for Statistics, 

2025). As a lifelong learning process, ESD is an es-

sential component of quality education. The Euro-

pean Commission defines competences for lifelong 

learning as a combination of knowledge, skills and 

attitudes (European Commission, 2019). 

In line with this, UNESCO seeks to expand ac-

cess to quality ESD at all levels and in various social 

contexts. A reorientation of education is urgently 

needed to foster sustainability-focused knowledge, 

skills, and behaviors. Key global challenges – such as 

climate change, deforestation, biodiversity loss, 

ocean pollution, gender inequality, and hunger – de-

mand an integrated approach in education. By incor-

porating these issues into curricula from an early age, 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/global-reports
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education can nurture ecological awareness and ac-

tive citizenship, ensuring that individuals take re-

sponsibility for sustainable decision-making 

(UNESCO. ESD, 2025). 

The 2030 SDGs recognize ESD as a fundamen-

tal part of quality education. Goal 4.7 directly relates 

to ESD, emphasizing the need for educational pro-

grams that promote sustainability (Knowledge Plat-

form. 2024). Goal 4 – which ensures inclusive, equi-

table, and quality education – aims to provide free, 

quality primary and secondary education for all by 

2030. Additionally, it emphasizes the accessibility of 

affordable and high-quality higher education regard-

less of gender (United Nations. Department of Eco-

nomic and Social Affairs, 2024). 

Given the increasing complexity of global chal-

lenges, the 17 SDGs provide a framework for addres-

sing sustainability at local and regional levels. Qual-

ity education is not only a goal in itself but also a key 

enabler for achieving other SDGs. Its role in global 

development is profound, as education is a crucial in-

vestment that shapes the well-being of future genera-

tions and the sustainability of the planet (United Na-

tions. Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 

2024). 

To meet the demands of the 21st century, educa-

tion must foster values and competencies aligned 

with sustainable development. Achieving the SDGs 

requires investment in human potential, as people are 

the driving force behind progress. Education plays an 

increasingly vital role in global development, and in-

ternational organizations have issued strategic rec-

ommendations to align educational systems with sus-

tainability goals (Figure 3). 

 

 
Fig. 3. Global impulses for education as a driver of Sustainable Development Goals 

(compiled by the authors) 

 

UNESCO has developed comprehensive guide-

lines for integrating ESD into educational policies 

and curricula. By embedding sustainability principles 

at all levels – from individual course modules to na-

tional education strategies – societies can enhance re-

sponsible decision-making and collective engage-

ment in sustainable development. The successful im-

plementation of these recommendations will ensure 

that education remains a powerful tool for creating a 

more sustainable world. 

Key priorities in ESD. As outlined in the Edu-

cation-2030 Incheon Declaration, governments must 

provide political leadership in education, guide the 

contextualization of policies, and ensure the effective 

implementation of SDG 4 – Education-2030. Inte-

grating education planning into poverty reduction 

and sustainable development strategies is crucial for 

achieving long-term sustainability goals. Many coun-

tries have demonstrated strong commitments to in-

corporating sustainable development principles into 

education at all levels. A notable example is the 

UNESCO agreement with the French Ministry of Ed-

ucation, signed on January 14, 2021, to establish the 

Office for Climate Education (Office for Climate Ed-

ucation, 2024). This center aims to strengthen climate 

change education worldwide, fostering greater 

awareness and action (UNESCO and France enhance 

Climate Change Education worldwide, 2021).  

ESD requires teaching and learning approaches 

that inspire and equip students to change behaviors, 

engage in problem-solving, and take action for sus-

tainability. It fosters key competencies such as criti-

cal thinking, scenario planning, and collaborative 

problem-solving (UNESCO Almaty, 2018). More 
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than just an educational framework, ESD is a philos-

ophy, a mindset, and a way of life. It is often seen as 

a catalyst for educational innovation, fostering col-

laboration among schools, universities, communities, 

businesses, and policymakers. Today, ESD principles 

are embedded in multiple global action frameworks 

and conventions, including: 

• Climate changes - Article 6 of the UN Frame-

work Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC); 

• Biodiversity - Article 13 of the Convention 

on Biological Diversity (CBD); 

• Chios Framework Program of Action for Ca-

pacity Building; 

• Sustainable Consumption and Production 

Program (2012-2021). 

Education lays the foundation for personal de-

velopment, critical thinking, moral values, and prob-

lem-solving skills. It equips individuals with the nec-

essary tools to adapt to global challenges and drive 

sustainable innovation. 

Key principles of ESD: 

• Empowerment for Responsible Decision- 

Making  

ESD enables individuals to make informed de-

cisions that preserve environmental integrity, ensure 

economic sustainability, and promote civil responsi-

bility for future generations while respecting cultural 

diversity. 

• Lifelong learning and quality education 

ESD is not confined to formal education; it is an 

ongoing process that enhances personal, profes-

sional, and social competencies. 

• Holistic approach across curricula 

ESD must be integrated into all subjects and 

learning environments, ensuring sustainability con-

cepts are reflected in teaching outcomes. 

• Key curriculum themes 

Curricula should incorporate fundamental sus-

tainability concepts, including climate change; biodi-

versity and conservation; environmental safety; sus-

tainable consumption and production; resource and 

energy efficiency; and human-environment relation-

ships. 

• Blending traditional knowledge and innovation 

Effective ESD combines traditional cultural 

knowledge with modern interactive methodologies, 

fostering creative problem-solving and critical 

thinking. 

• Global citizenship and public engagement 

ESD fosters the development of global citizens 

who actively engage in regional and global sustaina-

bility efforts. Through citizen science initiatives, in-

dividuals can participate in environmental monitor-

ing, decision-making, and sustainable solutions, par-

ticularly in geographical education.  

• Learning outcomes: critical thinking and col-

lective action 

ESD cultivates key professional competencies, 

including critical and systemic thinking, collabora-

tive decision-making, and accountability for current 

and future generations (Vincent and Mulkey, 2015). 

Key aspects of implementing education for 

sustainable development worldwide  

Experience in implementing ESD. In recent 

years, ESD has become a key driver of sustainability 

and a catalyst for innovation in education. It inte-

grates various sectors – including schools, universi-

ties, communities, and the private sector – into crea-

tive solutions for global challenges (UNESCO, 

2012). 

About 100 countries have established national 

coordinating bodies for ESD, recognizing its rele-

vance. However, in some cases, implementation re-

mains theoretical, lacking integration into curricula. 

UNESCO reports that 59% of countries have taken 

action on biodiversity education, with 95% incorpo-

rating it into primary education, 100% into secondary 

education, 83% into higher education and 85% into 

teacher training (UNESCO, 2012, р.18).  

Research highlights diverse ESD approaches, 

such as transformational learning, which fosters 

changes in habits, attitudes, and behaviors regarding 

environmental issues, resource consumption, and cli-

mate change (Mezirow, 1997; Mezirow and Associ-

ates, 2000; Morrell and O’Connor, 2002; Morar et al., 

2021). ESD is present at all educational levels, from 

preschool to lifelong learning, enhancing emotional 

engagement and personal responsibility.  

Using focus groups, policy analysis, and non-

formal curricula, Adams et al. (2021) found that ESD 

strengthens local implementation, even in countries 

lacking national policies or educational resources. 

Similarly, a study across 18 countries that received 

high scores from the Program for International Stu-

dent Assessment (PISA) related to the contribution of 

ESD to quality education (Laurie et al., 2016), found 

that ESD improves academic performance, critical 

thinking, and research skills. Another study in 14 

countries worldwide revealed that students with ESD 

schools develop stronger critical thinking skills, a 

deeper understanding of research topics and better re-

search skills. Students of free educational institutions 

and colleges of Germany, Finland, Scotland demon-

strate excellent communication, writing and mathe-

matical skills, while Korea shows strong problem-

solving skills, and Estonia fosters independent think-

ing. Some ESD strategies also promote collaboration, 

equity, and diverse problem-solving perspectives 

(Nolet, 2015). 

Regional differences in the implementation of 

ESD. The UNESCO report "Learn for our planet" 

(2021) highlights significant regional differences in 

integrating SD into curricula. Analyzing nearly 50 

countries, the study found national curricula referen-
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ced environmental issues more frequently than edu-

cational plans. However, over half did not mention-

ing climate change, and only 19% addressed biodi-

versity. While "environment" appeared in 83% of doc-

uments and "sustainability" in 69%, "climate change" 

and "biodiversity" were cited in just 47% and 19%, 

respectively. Subjects like biology, science, and ge-

ography most often included SD-related content. 

A notable global ESD initiative is Finland’s 

"HundrEd project", launched in 2015, which curates 

pedagogical innovations for sustainable development 

(HundrED Research, 2024). Italy’s Reggio Emilia 

approach fosters creativity through outdoor learning 

of young children (Reggio Emilia Australia Infor-

mation Exchange, 2024). Colombia’s Escuela Nueva 

model enhances transversal competencies in 16 coun-

tries (Aldawsari, 2018). 

The EU takes a broader approach to SD than the 

U.S., incorporating climate change, responsible con-

sumption, resource management, energy, green 

transport, health, poverty, migration, and social adap-

tation. The European Commission's publication "An 

updated strategic framework for European coopera-

tion in education" (2020) promoted ESD cooperation, 

while the "Lifelong Learning Program (2007-2013)" 

was the first tool to enhance education’s role in sus-

tainability. Academic freedom remains a core univer-

sity principle in Sweden (Sammalisto and Brorson, 

2008), Portugal (Ferreira et аl.,2014), France (Gom-

bert-Courvoisier et аl., 2014), Czech Republic (La-

bodova et аl., 2014) and Central and Eastern Europe 

regions (Adomssent et аl., 2014).  

Potential of geography to provide ESD 

The integration of ESD into the curriculum is es-

sential across disciplines. UNESCO's recommenda-

tions on 21st-century education (Reinfried et аl., 

2007) recognize geography, alongside philosophy, 

history and foreign languages, as a pillar of universal 

knowledge. Geographical education plays a key role 

in understanding global challenges and fostering sus-

tainable development. Thus, developing geograph-

ical competencies in students is crucial at all educa-

tional levels. 

Geography provides a comprehensive frame-

work for understanding global issues, integrating nat-

ural and social sciences. As Meadows (2020) states, 

geography is the "science of sustainable develop-

ment," offering methodological tools that bridge so-

ciety and nature through spatial models (Maude, 

2017, Meadows, 2020, Nemets, 2012). Its integrative 

nature supports ESD by fostering resilience, environ-

mental awareness, and sustainability-oriented behav-

iors. Geographical education nurtures ecological 

worldviews, ethical decision-making, and practical 

actions for environmental protection. It develops 

knowledge across philosophical, natural, legal, so-

cial, economic, and technical domains, promoting  

balanced and sustainable development. 

The Lucerne "Declaration on Geographical 

ESD" (Reinfried et аl., 2007) emphasizes the im-

portance of geography in sustainability education, 

highlighting key concepts such as location, spatial in-

teraction, and environmental systems. Sustainable 

development requires education to reorient societal 

values, production, and consumption toward ecolog-

ical balance. Contemporary perceptual geography en-

hances understanding of territories through spatial 

analysis, helping students grasp the consequences of 

human actions (Meadows, 2020; Nemets, 2016). 

The International Geographical Union (IGU) 

promotes best practices in geographical education. 

The 2016 International Year of Global Understand-

ing, launched in Jena, Germany, reinforced geogra-

phy's role in bridging science, governance, and civil 

society for sustainability. IGU initiatives focus on de-

fining core geographical knowledge, improving pub-

lic perceptions of geography, and disseminating re-

search on climate adaptation, biodiversity, and urban 

planning. These efforts ensure geography remains a 

leading discipline in ESD (Global understanding, 

2025).  

Despite being proclaimed in 2016, the principles 

of the International Year of Global Understanding re-

main highly relevant. Scholars continue to emphasize 

geography’s role in ESD, advocating for its integra-

tion across educational levels (Bednarz et al., 2007; 

Reinfried et al., 2007; Mellalieu, 2008; Demirci et al., 

2018; Sprenger and Nienaber, 2018; Meadows, 

2020). The International Charter of Geographical Ed-

ucation (International Geographical Union, 2016) af-

firms geography’s importance in understanding the 

"society–economy–nature" system and fostering sus-

tainability. Students must acquire the necessary 

knowledge and competencies to actively contribute 

to sustainable development. By focusing on human-

environment interactions, geography equips learners 

with the tools to address global sustainability chal-

lenges effectively. 

Geographical ESD in Ukraine 

Post-Soviet Transition and Educational Re-

forms in Ukraine. After regaining independence 

from the Soviet Union in 1991, Ukraine undertook 

significant reforms to move away from the Soviet 

model, which had deeply influenced its education 

system, economy, and governance. The 2004 Orange 

Revolution and the 2014 Euromaidan protests were 

pivotal in Ukraine’s ongoing struggle for democracy 

and its alignment with European values. 

A major milestone in this transition was the sign-

ing of the Association Agreement with the European 

Union in 2014, which aimed to align Ukraine’s poli-

cies and standards with those of the EU. This shift 

toward European integration brought profound 

changes to the education system, particularly in 
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moving away from a russian-centric approach. Edu-

cational reforms focused on modernizing curricula, 

improving teacher training, and incorporating sus-

tainable development principles into education. 

One of the most notable changes was the promo-

tion of critical thinking, civic responsibility, and align-

ment with European educational norms. There was 

also a concerted effort to reduce the dominance of the 

russian language in education, emphasizing Ukrain-

ian as a means of strengthening national identity. 

Integration with Europe has also led to an in-

creased focus on ESD. However, Ukraine’s geopolit-

ical challenges have shaped its ESD priorities differ-

ently from those of more stable nations. While many 

countries emphasize holistic development and envi-

ronmental sustainability, Ukraine's efforts often cen-

ter on resilience, security, and post-conflict recovery. 

A key challenge remains the need for extensive 

teacher training and resources to effectively imple-

ment ESD principles in classrooms. Many educators 

lack access to professional development programs, a 

contrast to countries where ESD training is well-es-

tablished. Additionally, public awareness of sustain-

able development issues is still growing, and while 

some aspects of ESD have been integrated into spe-

cific subjects, a comprehensive national framework 

is still evolving. 

Institutional support of ESD in Ukraine. The 

integration of SDGs into education worldwide has 

seen significant progress. Since the introduction of 

sustainable development principles, leading universi-

ties have incorporated these ideas into curricula, re-

search, and interdisciplinary collaboration. Universi-

ties play a crucial role in training professionals who 

understand sustainable development and its societal 

impact, particularly in leadership roles (e.g. manage-

ment positions). Great progress has been made in the 

higher education to implement sustainable develop-

ment, from the classroom, to research and coopera-

tion with stakeholders. 

The High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable 

Development 2020 (United Nations. High-level Po-

litical Forum on Sustainable Development, 2024), 

emphasized higher education's fundamental role in 

achieving all 17 SDGs. Major academic organiza-

tions – Agence Universitaire de la Francophonie 

(AUF, 2025), the Association of Commonwealth 

Universities (The Association of Commonwealth 

Universities, 2025) and the International Association 

of Universities (International Association of Univer-

sities, 2025) – stressed the need for universities to 

lead in addressing poverty, environmental protection, 

gender equality, and cultural understanding. They 

highlighted the importance of global cooperation, in-

terdisciplinary research, and knowledge-sharing to 

drive sustainable. There are already concerted efforts 

to advance the 2030 Agenda within the higher 

education and to promote recognition of the key driv-

ing role of the higher education in achieving SDG. 

Nevertheless, the collaboration between education 

(universities) and stakeholders/administration (gov-

erning structures) for decision-making regarding the 

SDGs is still not strong and evident enough (United 

Nations. High-level Political Forum on Sustainable 

Development, 2024).  

Ukraine has adopted the 17 SDGs and 169 tar-

gets (United Nations. Sustainable Development 

Goals, 2024). However, no dedicated framework ex-

ists for integrating SDGs into educational programs, 

and implementation guidelines are lacking. This is 

despite the Law of Ukraine on the Strategy of Sus-

tainable Development of Ukraine until 2030 (Draft 

Law of Ukraine On the Strategy for Sustainable De-

velopment…, 2018) specifies the legal, financial, 

economic, information and communication, educa-

tional and research tools on its embodiment.  

Key national education objectives include "En-

sure access to quality school education for all chil-

dren and adolescents; Ensure the availability of qual-

ity preschool development for all children; Ensure 

access to vocational education; Improve the quality 

of the higher education and ensure its close connec-

tion with science; Increase the prevalence among the 

population of knowledge and skills necessary for de-

cent work and entrepreneurship; Eliminate gender in-

equality among school teachers; Create modern 

learning conditions in schools" (United Nations 

Ukraine, 2024). Despite the efforts, the national re-

port "Sustainable Development Goals: Ukraine" does 

not assess public awareness of SDGs or directly ad-

dress SDG 4.7, which emphasizes education for sus-

tainable development, human rights, global citizen-

ship, and cultural diversity (United Nations Ukraine, 

2024).  

Despite defining educational levels (spanning 

from preschool, secondary education, vocational ed-

ucation, professional higher education and higher ed-

ucation) and competency standards in its Law on Ed-

ucation (2017) and Law on Higher Education (2014), 

Ukraine has not explicitly integrated SDG principles 

into its educational framework. While lifelong learn-

ing is recognized as a priority, participation in formal 

and non-formal education remains low at 9% among 

those aged 15–70 (United Nations. Sustainable De-

velopment Goals, 2024). 

The Law on Sustainable Development Strategy 

of Ukraine until 2030 (Draft Law of Ukraine On the 

Strategy for Sustainable Development…, 2018) calls 

for embedding UNECE Sustainable Development 

Strategies into education standards across all disci-

plines. It underscores the role of higher education in-

stitutions in training professionals to develop and use 

new technologies that ensure transition of society to 

sustainable development, and researching solutions  

https://www.ua.undp.org/content/ukraine/uk/home/sustainable-development-goals.html
https://www.ua.undp.org/content/ukraine/uk/home/sustainable-development-goals.html
https://www.ua.undp.org/content/ukraine/uk/home/sustainable-development-goals.html
https://www.ua.undp.org/content/ukraine/uk/home/sustainable-development-goals.html
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for environmental, social, and economic challenges. 

While progress has been made, Ukraine needs 

clearer policies, institutional support, and broader 

public engagement to fully integrate sustainable de-

velopment into its education system. 

The education system in Ukraine in view of 

the ESD. The integration of ESD in Ukraine begins 

at the preschool level, where children are introduced 

to sustainability concepts through activities that pro-

mote environmental awareness and responsible be-

havior. The ESD course fosters an early understand-

ing of sustainability, encouraging children to recog-

nize their role in preserving the Earth's resources and 

developing habits and patterns focused on sustainable 

development.  

At the general secondary education level, ESD 

is embedded through cross-cutting content lines, 

which integrate key competencies across subjects 

(Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine, 

2021). These lines include: 

• "Environmental Security and Sustainable 

Development" – promoting ecological responsibility 

and awareness. 

• "Civil Responsibility" – fostering active citi-

zenship and social engagement. 

• "Health and Safety" – developing emotional 

resilience and a healthy lifestyle. 

• "Entrepreneurship and Financial Literacy" – 

equipping students with economic and financial 

knowledge relevant to sustainability. 

Beyond the classroom, extracurricular activities, 

such as participation in environmental clubs, nature 

protection societies, and involvement in projects of 

public organizations, further reinforce sustainability 

principles. 

At the higher education level, universities play a 

crucial role in advancing ESD, influencing social, 

economic, and environmental policies while shaping 

sustainability-conscious professionals. The increas-

ing inclusion of ESD in research, curricula, and insti-

tutional policies enhances its impact on society. 

Non-formal education is also gaining im-

portance, aligning with the European "lifelong learn-

ing" or "adult education" model. Recognized under 

Article 8 of Ukraine’s Law on Education (2017), non-

formal education obtained through educational pro-

grams and providing professional and / or partial ed-

ucational qualifications, provides specialized training 

in financial literacy, IT, environmental awareness, 

and social responsibility. The COVID-19 pandemic 

accelerated digitalization, expanding access to online 

courses on sustainability topics such as "Sustainable 

Development: A New Philosophy of Thinking", 

"Online Education for Sustainable Development", 

"What to Do Next: Civil Servants on Sustainable De-

velopment", "What to Do Next: Communities on 

Sustainable Development", and "What to Do Next:  

Business on sustainable development". 

Ukraine’s education system is undergoing a 

transformative phase, gradually integrating ESD 

across all levels. While progress is evident, further 

alignment between formal and non-formal education 

is essential to fully realize the lifelong learning ap-

proach in the context of sustainable development. 

The role of Geography in education for ESD 

in Ukraine. Geography plays a crucial role in general 

secondary education, equipping students with an un-

derstanding of human-environment interactions. At 

the general secondary education, geography is intro-

duced through "Natural Science", which includes the 

discipline of "Geography", consisting of courses such 

as "General Geography", "Continents and Oceans", 

"Ukraine in the World: Nature and Population", and 

"Ukraine and the World Economy" (Law of Ukraine 

About education, 2017). 

From the sixth grade onward, geography teach-

ers foster ecological thinking, using topics that ex-

plore human-nature relationships. Practical learning 

through fieldwork, expeditions, and environmental 

initiatives further reinforces these concepts. Partici-

pation in research projects under the "Small Academy 

of Sciences" helps students develop analytical skills 

related to sustainability. 

At the "Geography" profile in the secondary ed-

ucation level, students study "Geography: Regions 

and Countries" and "Geographical Space of the 

Earth" (Law of Ukraine About Education, 2017). Ge-

ography serves as a key subject for integrating ESD 

principles, addressing sustainability at global, re-

gional, and local levels through the cross-cutting 

theme "Environmental Security and Sustainable De-

velopment." The subject encourages students to 

adopt sustainable behaviors and develop practical so-

lutions for environmental challenges. However, chal-

lenges remain in fully aligning geography education 

with ESD, including curriculum design, teaching 

methods, and teacher training. Addressing these is-

sues is essential for maximizing geography’s poten-

tial as a foundation for sustainability education. 

Higher education in Geography and sustain-

able development in Ukraine. Ukraine's education 

system is aligning with international standards, par-

ticularly through the harmonization of its List of 

Knowledge Areas and Specialties with the Interna-

tional Standard Classification of Education (ISCED-

F 2013) (UNESCO, 2015). According to Ukrainian 

legislation (Resolution of the Cabinet of Ministers of 

Ukraine, 2015), Geography belongs to Field 10 – 

Natural Sciences, Specialty 106 – Geography. Based 

on ISCED-F 2013, it corresponds to three detailed 

fields: 0532 Earth sciences – geography (physical, 

natural); 0314 Sociology and cultural studies – geog-

raphy (human, social, cultural); 0731 Architecture 

and town planning – cartography, city and regional  
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planning (UNESCO, 2015).  

A significant change in 2024 reclassified Geog-

raphy as "C6 – Geography and Regional Studies", 

now under "C – Social Sciences, Journalism, Infor-

mation, and International Relations" (Cabinet of 

Ministers of Ukraine, 2024). In C6, the content for 

the higher education includes 0314 Sociology and 

cultural studies and 0532 Earth sciences (Resolution 

of the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine, 2024). The 

new classification better reflects geography’s inter-

disciplinary nature and relevance to regional studies 

and sustainable development. 

In higher education, the Bachelor’s and Master’s 

programs in Geography integrate competences de-

fined as "Ability to solve complex specialized prob-

lems and practical problems characterized by com-

plexity and uncertainty of conditions in professional 

activities in geography or in the learning process us-

ing modern theories and methods of research of nat-

ural and social objects and processes" (Ministry of 

Education and Science of Ukraine, 2021). These pro-

grams focus on solving complex spatial, environ-

mental, and socio-economic issues using modern re-

search methods. As of 2024, 15 universities offer un-

dergraduate programs in Geography, including lead-

ing institutions such as Taras Shevchenko National 

University of Kyiv, V. N. Karazin Kharkiv National 

University, and Ivan Franko National University of 

Lviv. Master's programs are offered at 12 universi-

ties, with a strong emphasis on sustainability, re-

gional planning, and environmental management. 

The PhD’s programs in Geography integrate compe-

tences defined as "The ability to generate new ideas, 

solve complex problems in professional and/or re-

search-innovative activities in the fields of geogra-

phy, environmental management, and regional devel-

opment, apply modern methodologies of scientific 

and pedagogical activities, and conduct independent 

scientific research with results that possess scientific 

novelty, as well as theoretical and practical signifi-

cance" (Ministry of Education and Science of 

Ukraine, 2024). As of 2024, 5 universities offer PhD 

programs in Geography: Taras Shevchenko National 

University of Kyiv, V. N. Karazin Kharkiv National 

University, Odessa I.I. Mechnikov National Univer-

sity, Yuriy Fedkovych Chernivtsi National Univer-

sity, Kherson State University. 

Geography programs integrate ESD through 

courses like "Geographical Foundations of Sustaina-

ble Development," "Sustainable Development Strat-

egy," "Nature and Sustainable Development", "Sus-

tainable Development: Conceptual and Indicator 

analysis" , "Sustainable Development of Cities and 

Regions", "Regional Problems of Sustainable Devel-

opment", "Fundamentals of Sustainable Develop-

ment of Ukraine", "Geography of Risks and Sustain-

able development", "Geographical Aspects of Global 

Problems of Mankind", and "Global Problems of 

Nowadays". The curriculum fosters interdisciplinary 

research, environmental awareness, and regional de-

velopment strategies. Educational programs of hu-

man-geographical orientation, in our opinion, pro-

vide implementation of ESD, because complexity of 

the subject area of the study of geography, extend of 

problems that shape the social demand for these stud-

ies require not only to apply all the possibilities of 

interdisciplinary, including principles and methods of 

natural sciences, which allows to develop and imple-

ment new approaches to organization, modeling and 

forecasting of socio-geographical processes in the re-

gional context in particular based on SD principles 

(Nemets, 2012, Niemets 2019, Kostrikov et al., 

2018). 

Despite its high academic potential, human ge-

ography in Ukraine faces challenges in aligning cur-

ricula with European standards, ensuring graduate 

competitiveness, and integrating modern interdisci-

plinary approaches (Denysyk et al., 2020, Nemets, 

2012, Niemets 2023). This has led to an unclear def-

inition of human geography specialists in the labor 

market. This is due to slow restructuring of all geo-

graphical education, which generated Soviet-period 

professionals with a very wide range of disciplines 

and narrow opportunities to develop and apply com-

petencies that allow young people to be potentially 

competitive in the labor market. Such education is 

obliged to form creative thinking, the ability to ana-

lyze, propose and make optimal decisions, predict 

ways to manage the region based on creativity, scien-

tific research and generalization of ideas, explanation 

of processes, phenomena, and prediction of their de-

velopment. All this is only a part of the task of spe-

cialists in the field of human geography and regional 

development, which requires urgent changes in the 

structure of training in this field. The outlined tasks 

assigned to educational programs should form the ba-

sis of competencies of graduates, comprising the in-

tellectual potential of Ukraine (Nemets, 2012, Nie-

mets 2018, 2019). 

Ukraine's geography education is expanding in-

ternational cooperation through academic mobility 

programs, research collaborations, and sustainability 

projects. V. N. Karazin Kharkiv National University 

plays a key role, ranking among Ukraine's top univer-

sities in the QS World University Rankings 2024. The 

NATO Advanced Research Workshop (2023) on mil-

itary brownfields redevelopment and cooperation 

with European universities under Erasmus+, and the 

publications in Special Springer Issues, highlight ef-

forts to integrate Ukrainian geography education into 

the global academic landscape. 

By modernizing educational programs, fostering 

international research partnerships, and implement-

ing sustainability-focused policies, Ukraine’s geogra-
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phy education system aims to positioning itself as a 

leader in sustainable regional development and envi-

ronmental studies on a global scale. 

Discussion  

Analyzing the historical evolution of sustainable 

development shows that changing "human qualities" 

is only possible through education – a concept em-

phasized in Aurelio Peccei’s works (Club of Rome, 

2021). ESD plays a crucial role at all levels, from pre-

school to lifelong learning, requiring a well-coordi-

nated approach across stages. Since the mid-20th 

century, ESD has evolved through phases of general, 

environmental, and sustainability education, re-

sponding to societal needs. However, these efforts 

have largely remained human-centered, failing to fos-

ter a true biocentric, nature-centric, and eco-centric 

mindset. Without shifting from anthropocentric 

views, humanity continues to exploit the environ-

ment without ensuring the biosphere’s self-regulation 

and renewal. ESD must become a global, standard-

ized approach to achieving sustainability and pre-

serving the planet for future generations. Despite in-

creased attention to ESD since the late 20th century, 

challenges remain in its effective implementation. 

Geography should serve as the foundation of ESD, as 

it integrates knowledge of nature, society, and their 

interactions. To advance ESD, further interdiscipli-

nary research is needed to shape the collective mind-

set of a modern global society and address the grow-

ing anthropogenic challenges. Key priorities include: 

• Developing a standardized, interdisciplinary 

ESD framework; 

• Designing a comprehensive ESD model that 

integrates global best practices, specialized know-

ledge, pedagogical approaches, and learning methods 

across all educational stages; 

• Ensuring the gradual accumulation of ESD 

competencies and practical skills at all levels (pre-

school, secondary, higher education, formal and non-

formal learning), reinforcing lifelong education and 

sustainability principles. 

By refining ESD standards and models, is is pos-

sible to equip future generations with the necessary 

mindset and skills to live sustainably and safeguard 

the biosphere. 

Conclusions 

Education is a vital tool for achieving the SDGs 

and is itself one of the SDGs. Global experience 

shows that higher education institutions play a crucial 

role in training specialists based on sustainability 

principles. ESD takes various forms, with diverse ap-

proaches to core SD competencies, yet its implemen-

tation depends on multiple factors. Transformational 

learning fosters critical thinking, changes social and 

individual behavior, and cultivates a generation 

aware of its role in achieving sustainability and tak-

ing responsibility for change. 

Content analysis of ESD studies indicates a lack 

of a unified approach to implementation across edu-

cational levels. Further research is needed to develop 

effective, adaptable models that integrate SD compe-

tencies into all levels of education, all forms and in-

stitutions. The success of ESD depends on national 

education strategies and the incorporation of SD prin-

ciples into curricula, research, and policy-making. 

Higher education plays a pivotal role in foster-

ing SD competencies by training professionals for 

sustainable societal development. An interdiscipli-

nary approach-engaging public figures, policymak-

ers, businesses, and researchers-enhances under-

standing and practical application of SD principles. 

Stronger collaboration between universities, research 

institutions, industries, and authorities is essential for 

shaping innovative behavior and critical thinking. 

This integration not only improves theoretical 

knowledge but also develops practical skills neces-

sary for real-world sustainability challenges. 

In Ukraine, integrating the SD paradigm into ed-

ucational programs and training of specialists at all 

levels of education remains a pressing issue. ESD im-

plementation faces challenges, including curriculum 

changes and the need for a national strategy. Univer-

sities must play a key role in advancing SD, address-

ing challenges, and leveraging research and techno-

logical advancements. Strengthening partnerships 

between educational institutions, governments, busi-

nesses, and international organizations is critical for 

achieving SD goals. Current education reforms in 

Ukraine call for curriculum transformation, increased 

practical training, and alignment with labor market 

demands. This requires an interdisciplinary learning 

approach including three main components: for-

mation of in-depth professional knowledge and de-

velopment of scientific outlook; mastering universal 

skills of research and teaching work; and develop-

ment of language competencies which is extremely 

relevant in a globalized world. 

Geography, as an interdisciplinary and sustaina-

bility-focused science, offers significant potential for 

ESD. The school geography curriculum already in-

corporates key SD principles, but their full realization 

requires diverse teaching methods and teacher en-

gagement. In Ukraine’s higher education, geography 

should be recognized as a core discipline across all 

specialties, aligning with international ESD stand-

ards. Education, as the largest social system shaping 

public consciousness, must embed sustainability val-

ues beyond formal education to drive ethical and so-

ciocultural progress. Ignoring sustainability in educa-

tion risks perpetuating unresolved global, regional, 

and local issues. In Ukraine’s higher geographical ed-

ucation, defining its role, improving curricula, and 

strengthening human-geographical education based on 

sustainability principles should be a research priority.   
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Сьогодні суспільство стикається з низкою надзвичайно гострих проблем, які не вдається розв'язати навіть у 

розвиненому світі. Особливо гостро постають проблеми у взаємодії системи «суспільство – економіка – природа». 

Глобальні трансформації, що відбуваються в суспільстві та пов'язані з подоланням системних криз і суперечнос-

тей, а також перехід людства до нового шляху цивілізаційного розвитку, потребують еволюції політики сталого 

розвитку та стратегій освіти. Географія має стати ядром, основою освітнього стандарту освіти в інтересах сталого 

розвитку, оскільки вона за своєю суттю є міждисциплінарною і охоплює знання, концепції та компетенції щодо 

природи й суспільства. Враховуючи сучасні тенденції реформування системи освіти в Україні, зокрема вищої 

освіти, невизначене місце географії в системі знань вимагає пошуку шляхів трансформації освітніх програм і 

навчальних планів із посиленням практичної підготовки та акцентом на формуванні компетенцій, затребуваних 

на ринку праці, що потребує застосування комплексного міждисциплінарного підходу. Мета статті – визначити 

ключові особливості освіти в інтересах сталого розвитку у світі та, зокрема, в Україні, шляхом аналізу літератури 

(наприклад, документів глобальних форумів і конференцій, освітніх програм та нормативних актів), що стосу-

ються та обґрунтовують питання освіти для сталого розвитку. У роботі висвітлено міжнародні практики в цій 

галузі, досліджено потенціал географічної освіти для сталого розвитку та окреслено роль географічної освіти на 

всіх рівнях освітньої системи з перспективи сталого розвитку. Фокус на Україні є особливо актуальним через 

трансформацію її освітньої системи та рух у напрямку європейської інтеграції. Розглядається освіта для сталого 

розвитку в Україні через аналіз матеріалів глобальних форумів та найкращих світових практик. Визначено поте-

нціал географічної освіти у просуванні сталого розвитку та оцінено впровадження освітніх програм в Україні. 

Підкреслюється важливість суспільної географії, методологія якої відповідає потребам освіти для сталого розви-

тку. Освіта як найбільша соціальна система, що формує суспільну свідомість, повинна впроваджувати цінності 

сталості за межами формального навчання для стимулювання етичного та соціокультурного прогресу. У вищій 

освіті України географія має бути визнана базовою дисципліною для всіх спеціальностей, що відповідає міжна-

родним стандартам освіти для сталого розвитку. Ігнорування принципів сталості в освіті несе ризик закріплення 

невирішених глобальних, регіональних та локальних проблем.  

Ключові слова: освіта в інтересах сталого розвитку, цілі та завдання сталого розвитку, географічна 

освіта, суспільна географія, освітні компетенції для сталого розвитку, система освіти, освітні програми,  

Україна. 
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