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12.1  Introduction

This chapter explores the types of pedagogical 
approaches and assessment practices in teaching 
and learning that are more likely to promote edu-
cation for sustainable development (ESD) in 
social studies and language education courses at 
undergraduate level at the University of 
Botswana. ESD is credited for promoting learn-
ing practices that facilitate active engagement 
and social interaction in higher education 
(Armstrong 2011). Kevany (2007) and the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization, UNESCO (2005) aver that by its 
nature, ESD seeks to develop citizens who have 
knowledge, skills, and values that support sus-
tainable behaviour. The idea is to prepare reflec-
tive and flexible learners to meet the social, 
environmental, and economic challenges. This 
process requires the reconceptualization of how 
and what learners should learn (UNESCO 2005). 
It also resonates with issues of identity and mar-
ginality. According to Armstrong (2011) social 

interaction requires learners to make personal 
reflections and tackle real-life problems as they 
interact amongst themselves and the world they 
live in.

Improved educational quality and lifelong 
learning opportunities are critical for the twenty- 
first century knowledge-based economy. Kang 
and Xu (2018: 339) contend that:

…higher education is not only an integral part of 
sustainable development, but also a key enabler for 
it. Universities, with their social functions of cre-
ation and dissemination of knowledge and their 
unique position within society, have a critical role 
to play in the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals.

Specifically, higher education institutions can 
help improve the quality of learning and teach-
ing. Higher education has a unique role in help-
ing to achieve sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) in that it is critical for equipping learners 
with requisite knowledge and skills needed for 
implementing the goals (Blessinger et al. 2018).

ESD is credited for promoting learning prac-
tices which facilitate active engagement and 
social interaction in higher education (Armstrong 
2011). UNESCO (2005: 9) proclaims that there 
are five elements of ESD: (1) education that 
allows learners to acquire the skills, capacities, 
values, and knowledge required to ensure sus-
tainable development; (2) education dispensed at 
all levels and in all social contexts (family, 
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school, workplace, community); (3) education 
that fosters responsible citizens and promotes 
democracy by allowing individuals and commu-
nities to enjoy their rights and fulfil their respon-
sibilities; (4) education based on the principle of 
lifelong learning; and (5) education that fosters 
the individual’s balanced development. This 
chapter adopts the UNESCO definition of ESD:

Education for Sustainable Development means 
including key sustainable development issues into 
teaching and learning; for example, climate 
change, disaster risk reduction, biodiversity, pov-
erty reduction, and sustainable consumption. It 
also requires participatory teaching and learning 
methods that motivate and empower learners to 
change their behaviour and take action for sustain-
able development. Education for Sustainable 
Development consequently promotes competen-
cies like critical thinking, imagining future sce-
narios and making decisions in a collaborative way 
(UNESCO 2014).

According to this definition, effective learning 
and teaching under ESD requires strong linkages 
between content and pedagogy approaches. This 
definition is applicable to teacher education 
courses as it encompasses both content and peda-
gogy. In addition, the chapter draws from 
Longhurst (2014) who defines education for sus-
tainable development as “the process of equip-
ping students with the knowledge and 
understanding, skills and attributes needed to 
work and live in a way that safeguards their envi-
ronmental, social and economic well-being, both 
in the present and for future generations”. This 
definition outlines the learning outcomes stu-
dents need to acquire in order to perform accord-
ing to demands of sustainable development in the 
world of work and in society.

Although secondary school teachers are 
expected to infuse global issues in their respec-
tive subjects at the secondary school level, many 
of them are unable to do so. A common reason 
for this inability is that teachers lack the knowl-
edge and skills to effectively integrate issues that 
are pertinent to sustainable development in their 
classroom settings. An evaluation study con-
ducted to review the senior secondary school 
curriculum in Botswana revealed that some 
teachers infused emerging issues in their teach-
ing subjects while others decried lack of knowl-

edge on how to infuse them (Ministry of 
Education & Skills Development 2009). 
Generally, teachers felt that there were subjects 
in which infusion was easier but difficult in oth-
ers. The 1993 Commission on Education recom-
mended that in order to achieve the goals of the 
Junior Certificate curriculum, “compartmental-
ization of subjects should be avoided and every 
effort should be made to establish linkages 
between the subjects in a holistic way” (Republic 
of Botswana 1993: 155–156). At the time, the 
purposes of junior secondary education were; 
“firstly, to provide the knowledge and skills upon 
which further education and training can be 
built; and, secondly, to provide the competencies 
and attitudes required for adult life and the world 
of work” (Ibid: 155). It is evident from these 
objectives that the Botswana government has 
long embraced education for sustainable devel-
opment. Failure by educators to embed ESD into 
their subjects and disciplines could be due to 
lack of being capacitated to do so by the then 
Ministry of Education. This situation is not 
unique to Botswana as studies conducted in 
some developed countries also show that ESD is 
not incorporated in many subjects in higher edu-
cation. A study carried out at the University of 
British Columbia in Canada, Moore (2005) 
revealed that the discipline-focused organisa-
tional structure of the university was a barrier to 
implementing sustainability initiatives. In a 
study commissioned by the Higher Education 
Academy in the United Kingdom, Dawe et  al. 
(2005) identified four major barriers to the suc-
cessful embedding of ESD into many of the sub-
ject disciplines in higher education. These were: 
overcrowded curriculum, perceived irrelevance 
by academic staff, limited staff awareness and 
expertise, and limited institutional drive and 
commitment.

To overcome barriers, Moore (2005) recom-
mends that higher education should put more 
emphasis on transdisciplinary research and teach-
ing. In response to those who perceive ESD as 
overcrowding the curriculum, Moore cautions that 
“sustainability education is transdisciplinary in 
nature and should not be thought of as a new sub-
ject or discipline” Moore further recommends that 
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“educators should provide collaborative working 
spaces for learners where they could exchange 
ideas, feelings and experiences” (Ibid: 551–552).

It is against the foregoing discussion that this 
chapter explores the pedagogical approaches and 
assessment practices in teaching and learning that 
are likely to promote ESD in disciplines such as 
social studies and language education at under-
graduate level at the University of Botswana. The 
chapter seeks to address these two key questions: 
(1) which pedagogical approaches can be employed 
in humanities disciplines to embrace ESD? (2) 
How can students be assessed to measure the extent 
to which they have acquired the knowledge, skills, 
and attributes needed to participate in sustainable 
development? The chapter shares experiences and 
attempts that have been made by two instructors in 
incorporating ESD issues into their courses in the 
Department of languages and Social Sciences at 
the University of Botswana (UB). The instructors 
have participated in ESD workshops since 2013 as 
part of capacity building targeting higher education 
institutions in Southern Africa. The section that fol-
lows describes how the University of Botswana 
(UB) has approached ESD and the policies that 
have been created to support it.

12.2  ESD at the University 
of Botswana

Education for sustainable development is the crit-
ical component of the UNESCO’s promotion of 
United Nation’s (UN) efforts to ensure that the 
education sector play a critical role in the sustain-
able development drive. This is part of the UN’s 
United Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development initiative. ESD is an ambiguous and 
contested concept which brings about uncertainty. 
Approaches to ESD also differ substantially from 
one context to the other. There is also no consen-
sus about how to achieve sustainability given that 
the concept is complex and its implementation, 
problematic and contextual (Hensley 2017). 
Given the complex and ambiguous nature of ESD, 
discourses and approaches are varied and con-
tested. Consequently, actors in this place make 
decisions based on their diverse viewpoints.

The University of Botswana has put in place 
policies that enhance mainstreaming of environ-
mental issues in the curricula of all courses 
offered across its various faculties. The aim is to 
deepen awareness and ensure that environmental 
and sustainability issues are incorporated into 
teaching and learning, research and community 
engagement. These initiatives are also articu-
lated in the University of Botswana (2001, 
2010). For example, the Faculty of Education 
requires that all Bachelor of Education Secondary 
teacher education students take environmental 
education courses as core. This is in response to 
the recommendations (REC.44 para.5.10.29 b, e, 
and f) that were passed by the 1994 Revised 
National Policy on Education. The recommenda-
tions read:

(b)  Environmental education has a key role in 
secondary education and should be incorpo-
rated into all subjects.

(e)  Teachers must be trained in the methodolo-
gies, at both pre-service and in-service levels, 
for environmental education to ensure that 
learning results in attitudinal changes and citi-
zenship participation.

(f)  Educational institutions, starting with the 
teacher training institutions and the University 
of Botswana, should develop an environmen-
tal ethos and set an example to the rest of the 
community.

To deliver on these recommendations, in the aca-
demic year 2018/2019, the Faculty of Education at 
UB introduced Master of Education (M.  Ed) in 
Environmental Education programme. This was 
prompted by various reasons which included pro-
viding opportunity for further studies for Bachelor’s 
degree graduates who studied environmental educa-
tion and those with the Post Graduate Diploma in 
Education (PGDE) qualification who majored in 
Environmental Science at Bachelor’s degree level. 
This development is also part of the drive and 
emphasis to create an educated and informed nation 
that would be able to participate nationally and 
globally in issues to deal with environmental pro-
tection and conservation in view of climate change 
and other environmental risks and challenges.
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In this context, the Government of Botswana 
shares the notion that higher education institu-
tions have to lead the implementation of the 
SDGs. On February 22, 2018, the Ministry of 
Finance and Economic Development in conjunc-
tion with the UN and UB launched the Botswana 
SDGs roadmap. The president who at the time 
also was the UB Chancellor highlighted the 
importance of domesticating and localising 
SDGs. The alignment of SDGs to National 
Development Plan 11 provides a strategic tool for 
tracking, monitoring, and implementation of pri-
ority areas. One such priority area is policy 
research and innovation. It is envisaged that UB 
and other research institutions will drive research 
to fully achieve SDGs. This drive includes the 
development of relevant and quality courses and 
programmes at UB and other institutions. The 
government of Botswana has also systematically 
mapped SDG indicators into the current Vision 
2036—the country’s development plan 
(Government of Botswana 2016). This vision has 
four pillars relating to the SDGs. For example, 
Pillar 1 focuses on sustainable economic develop-
ment including issues of affordable and clean 
energy, inclusive and sustained growth. Pillar 2 
focuses on human and social development issues 
such as poverty reduction, quality education, gen-
der inequality, and issues of health and well- 
being. Pillar 3 dwells on a sustainable environment 
and specifically on issues of clean water and sani-
tation and climate action. Pillar 4 highlights issues 
of governance, peace and security, promotion of 
inclusive society, and the development of partner-
ships (Government of Botswana 2016). The 
domestication of SDG indicators is an important 
milestone but requires sustained political will to 
ensure full and effective implementation.

12.3  Theoretical Framework: 
Teachers’ Reflective Habits 
to ESD

The constructive discussion of learning and 
teaching approaches which promote reflective 
habits and mind-set are better framed through the 
application of theories that promote reflection 

and learning from own experiences. According to 
Fidller and Marienau (2008) and Rogers (2001), 
there is a close association between reflection 
inquiry and reflective habits. Rogers (2001: 41) 
contends that “the intent of reflection is to inte-
grate the understanding gained into one’s experi-
ence in order to enable better choices or actions 
in the future as well as enhance one’s overall 
effectiveness”. In fact, reflective habits are better 
understood within the context of reflection as an 
inquiry. The main idea is to prepare learners who 
are aware, sensitive, and able to make sense of 
and connect with the environment in which they 
live (Shapiro et al. 2006).

The general consensus amongst scholars is 
that reflection ideally goes hand-in-hand with 
active participation and the ability for a person to 
interrogate his/her social context. This resonates 
with the issue of reflexivity and critical reflection. 
Fook (1999) avers that the use of reflexivity helps 
learners to make connections with the broader 
social, cultural, and structural environment: that 
is, learners are prepared to understand how their 
ideas, beliefs, and assumptions are partly influ-
enced by the social contexts. Learners are made 
to appreciate that “what we see, hear, touch, feel, 
think, taste, and smell” ideally should be accom-
panied by non-judging attitude and accommoda-
tion of multiple perspectives (Fidller and 
Marienau 2008). This chapter adopted issues of 
reflection as inquiry, reflexivity, and reflective 
habits because these are compatible with the con-
ceptualization of sustainable development (SD), 
ESD, and SDGs, particularly in the context of 
promoting critical learning and teaching 
contexts.

In the context of the growing educational, eco-
nomic, environmental, and social challenges, 
issues of sustainability and how they are 
approached are at the centre of policy  development 
and practice (Hensley 2017). According to 
Hensley (2017), habits are not simply actions 
repeated by teachers but are rather deep and a 
complex set of activities. Reflective actions are 
habits which provoke teachers to think deeply 
and critically about their teaching. In doing so, 
teachers simultaneously think about the purpose 
and the uncertainty of education outcomes. 
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Understanding teachers’ reflective habits is use-
ful and represents a realistic approach to the real-
ity of pursuing sustainability despite the inherent 
operational challenges. Teachers’ habits are 
shaped contextually through interaction as part of 
their daily teaching routine. In addition, teachers’ 
habits are shaped socially through their under-
standing of the purposes of education and cus-
toms which ultimately give rise to collective 
habit. Teachers also shape their pedagogical 
practices based on the best way to reach students 
and encourage active learning. It is also possible 
that some of the teachers are not able to articulate 
the deeper meanings of their habits. In the con-
text of ESD, uncertainty and unpredictability of 
working towards sustainability is often ignored 
and taken for granted.

In terms of application, Hensley (2017: 23) 
posits that the “cultivation of reflective habits 
helps teachers deal with uncertainty and risk, 
which are an important part of the pursuit of sus-
tainability in ESD”. Several approaches can be 
used to cultivate critical reflection. For example, 
reflective questioning can help teachers to 
acknowledge their underlying habits and pur-
poses in education and adjust their approaches 
appropriately. It is established that teachers’ 
reflective habits and approaches provide some 
indication of their ideas about ESD; reveal pur-
poses beyond teaching or ultimate goals for stu-
dent learning and sustainable change. More 
importantly, the habits help teachers in terms of 
topic selection and deciding on themes and con-
cepts that are important for student learning and 
promotion of critical thinking and analytical 
skills (Hensley 2017).

12.4  Methodology

The chapter is premised on narrative inquiry 
approach, a component of sociocultural theory. It 
focuses on examining and understanding how 
human actions are related to the social context in 
which they occur (Moen 2006). In spite of its 
contested nature, narrative inquiry is increasingly 
used in studies that explore educational practices 
and experiences. Some scholars see it as a method 

of inquiry located within qualitative and interpre-
tive research while others portray it as a frame of 
reference in a research process (Gudmundsdottir 
2001; Heikkinen 2002). Narrative inquiry is pre-
ferred because of its proximity to sociocultural 
theory and social constructivism. At the centre of 
the debates is the idea that individuals are part 
and parcel of our society. Similarly, the society 
exerts influence on human thinking and human 
behaviour and thus impacts society.

The authors have adopted the position taken 
by Moen (2006: 57) who perceives narrative 
inquiry as a “frame of reference, a way of reflect-
ing, during the entire inquiry process, a research 
method, and a mode for representing the research 
study”. Such an approach is informative in that it 
allowed the authors to explore pedagogical 
approaches which are associated with ESD par-
ticularly with respect to the teaching of social 
studies and language education courses at under-
graduate level in the University of Botswana.

Data for the chapter are based on desktop lit-
erature, document analysis, and examples of 
practices from two courses taught by the authors 
of this chapter; one from Social Studies and the 
other one from language education. Having par-
ticipated in ESD workshops, the two lecturers 
infuse ESD issues in the courses they teach. The 
social studies course is used to illustrate ways in 
which students could be assessed to measure the 
extent to which they reflect on issues critically, 
thereby demonstrating achievement of the crucial 
outcome of social justice in this area of learning. 
Past examination papers of a course titled “Social 
studies and nation building” were analysed, 
employing qualitative research methodology 
utilising document analysis of primary and sec-
ondary sources of data. We acknowledged that 
document analysis is an important research tool 
in its own right capable of producing reliable data 
(O’Leary 2014). It is a process of “evaluating 
documents in such a way that empirical knowl-
edge is produced and understanding developed” 
(Bowen 2009: 33). The process entailed three 
steps. In the first step, we appreciated that the 
documents we used were the original work of 
200 students which constituted part of their sum-
mative assessment. Under the second step, we 
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recognised that the use of student work has impli-
cations for ethical and credibility issues—fortu-
nately students’ identities have been safe-guarded 
and their work is purely used for academic pur-
poses. Last, students’ answers were interpreted 
as reflected in examination booklets against the 
corresponding questions which primarily dealt 
with issues of identity and marginality.

The language education course is used to 
illustrate the benefits of incorporating sustainable 
development issues in the teaching of English 
language to prospective secondary school teach-
ers. The illustration is based on a particular 
assignment that was given in the course 
“Interdisciplinary Approaches to Literacy 
Education”. There were only seventeen (17) stu-
dents enrolled for the course. The students were 
divided into four groups and assigned to develop 
thematic units on indigenous plants that are edi-
ble or medicinal. Each group was asked to 
research on one plant, take notes, and pick a topic 
from the junior secondary school English sylla-
bus, and demonstrate how they could teach it 
using the information they have gathered about 
the plant (the exact question of the assignment is 
given under the discussions section). The stu-
dents were given 2 weeks to complete the 
research assignment and prepare power point 
notes to present their output on a set date. They 
were directed to go and research in the Botswana 
collection section of the university library where 
they could easily find relevant sources for the 
assignment. The assignment was to be strictly 
carried out in groups. Bruner (1996: 84) posits 
that “learning is best when it is participatory, pro-
active, communal, collaborative, and given over 
to constructing meanings rather than receiving 
them”. Before class presentations, each group 
was asked to give the instructor copies of their 
research notes. This was meant for the instructor 
to check if students had grasped note-taking 
skills; assess the suitability of the selected topic 
to be taught and the suitability of the planned 
activities to impart the communication skills of 
speaking, listening, reading, and writing in a lan-
guage classroom. During the presentations, atten-
tion was paid to how far the students displayed 
reflection, analysis, and critical thinking skills. 

The manner in which each group collaborated to 
respond to questions was also observed. The final 
task was to find out if the students could relate 
some of the issues they raised in their delibera-
tions to the SDGs. The SDGs were taught long 
before this assignment and students had copies of 
relevant notes.

12.5  ESD and Social Studies 
Education at the University 
of Botswana

As outlined earlier, the twenty-first century era 
requires higher education institutions to prepare 
reflective and responsive students to meet cur-
rent, future, and diverse needs. Issues of identity 
and marginality are not only relevant to SDG 4 
but also increasingly occupy centre stage in vari-
ous platforms: teaching and learning, political 
and academic debates. The analysis of narratives 
of identity is important in understanding con-
struction of dominant and subordinate identity 
categories (Johnson 2005). Further, Johnson 
(2005: 37) contends that “narratives that fore-
close empathy facilitate the denial that discrimi-
nation or subordination is taking place. Similarly, 
privileged narratives of identity facilitate sub-
jects’ ability to think well of themselves and their 
treatment of others”.

This section explores how level 200 under-
graduate students enrolled in the Social Studies 
and Nation Building course at the UB construct 
and/or deconstruct narratives around identity and 
marginality. Particular attention is paid to ways in 
which marginalisation experiences and practices 
are reproduced, normalised, or resisted (if at all) 
by level 200 undergraduate students coming from 
different ethnic contexts. The intention is not to 
go into the formation of identities but how they 
are shaped and shape wider social, political, eco-
nomic, and cultural interactions. This is exten-
sively covered in the extant literature on ethnic 
identities which has long reminded us that “we 
are entirely made up of bits and pieces, woven 
together so shapelessly that each of them pulls its 
own way at every moment. Moreover, there is as 
much difference between us and ourselves as 
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between us and others” (cited in Gomzina 2012). 
Put differently, the role of “othering”/“otherness” 
that is, us vs. them a form of social categorization 
is embedded in our daily lived experiences and 
interactions. What is critical is the analysis of 
how majority and minority identities are con-
structed, deconstructed, perceived, represented, 
or experienced.

In most nation-states, strong socio-political 
contexts exist where assimilation and suppression 
of ethnic minorities are justified in favour of the 
“genuine” members represented by the majority 
ethnicity (Tanyas 2016). Botswana’s nation- 
building project is premised on the construction of 
the Tswana identity as the privileged and hege-
monic over the “other” cultures. Ethnic minorities 
are historically dominated and assimilated into the 
dominant culture. This leads to the branding of 
Setswana, the national language, as the main 
marker of national “unity”; hence, the nation-state 
is idealised and packaged as a linguistically 
“homogeneous entity”. The idea of a “homoge-
nous” nation-state pushes minorities to identify 
with a national identity which is not inclusive of 
them; that is, one that is founded on processes of 
marginalisation and “othering” (Tanyas 2016). In 
the next section, we use the end of semester exam-
ination paper and students’ scripts to appreciate 
the extent to which the students embrace issues of 
inclusiveness which are central to SDG4.

12.5.1  End of Semester Examination 
Paper: Social Studies 
and Nation-Building

The rationale behind the use of end of semester 
examination in social studies and nation-building 
course is to strengthen sustainable learning using 
alternative assessment as opposed to typical exam-
ination questions. The key focus is on the promo-
tion of critical thinking and application of learning 
experiences. The intention is to place student 
learning experiences and reflections at the centre 
of pedagogical and assessment practices. This is 
deemed critical for transforming the quality of 
higher education in general and student’s learning 
outcomes. The assessment processes recognise the 
complexity of learning, teaching, and integrating 

skills, knowledge, judgements, and multiple goals 
(Hammerness et al. 2002).

12.5.2  Sample Examination 
Question: Social Studies 
and Nation-Building

Usually, this is a compulsory question and it 
seeks to equip students with critical thinking 
skills. The students are presented with a sample 
narrative extracted from the research work pro-
duced by faculty members within UB. Students 
are then expected to read the narrative and answer 
the structured questions. An example of a narra-
tive used in the past (Box 12.1).

Below, we present students responses under 
the sub-headings generated from the structured 
questions. We have randomly identified three stu-
dents and looked at how they answered the 
 sampled three questions. The students are identi-
fied as ST 1, 2, and 3. Students’ responses were 
picked verbatim from the answer booklets and 
have not been tempered with. Our critique is pre-
sented immediately after each of the students’ 
responses.

12.5.3  Students’ Identification 
of the Narrator

The students were asked to identify the narrator 
using analytical skills, which they practised during 
the semester. The student responded as follows:

Box 12.1: Sample Narrative

Most of them are very wild, when you teach 
you to have to use both Setswana…and 
English and yet they will say that they don’t 
understand Sekweni…you will be surprised 
to hear a form 2 or form 3 student reason-
ing like a standard 3 student!!

—personal communication from Mafela, 
June 2014
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ST 1: “Teacher because he is trying to teach 
Basarwa children and they fail because they 
cannot understand the language which is used 
to relay education to them”.

What comes out is that ST 1 has not concep-
tualised the teachers’ identity to help contextu-
alise the narrative. There is also the assumption 
that the fault lies with the marginalised San 
children. In others, the children fail due to their 
poor literacy in Setswana, a language, which is 
not their mother tongue. The student also falls 
in the trap of “othering” where San children are 
referred to as out-groups and the teacher as 
in-group.

ST 2: “Teacher who teaches children from 
settlements, who interacts with them…
teacher because he/she…forces them 2 
speak Setswana…when the narrator talks 
about them taking a long time to cope and 
improve their learning achievements, it 
shows that he has experience associating 
with them”.

In this response, we also see the failure of 
the student to identify teachers’ identity and 
social background. What also comes out is the 
persistence of social categorization and poor 
analytical skills.

ST 3: “Teacher from the majority group is the 
narrator…force students to speak Setswana, 
which is a language of majority groups…the 
narrator shows signs of despising when he/she 
calls them children from settlement… they are 
from a minority the ‘them’ group”.

The good thing is that ST 3 was able to qualify 
teachers’ identity and also provide justification of 
why students are forced to speak Setswana. 
Furthermore, the student was able to appreciate 
the fact that social categorisation still permeates 
our daily life experiences but again falls in the 
trap of “othering”.

12.5.4  Unpacking Attitude 
of the Narrator

The students were asked to reflect on: what does 
the statement “you will be surprised to hear…” 
tell you about the attitude of the narrator?

ST 1: “Basarwa (San) children keep quite because 
they do not know…Setswana language is 
enough to converse. They get frustrated because 
they keep on failing to speak perfect Setswana 
and their teachers give up on them. The rejec-
tion and frustration from their teachers gives 
them a fear of failure. They drop out of school 
because they cannot understand anything they 
are being taught because of the language that is 
being forced on them”.

In contrast to what the question sought, the 
student was primarily concerned with explaining 
the issue of “surprise”. The expectation was for 
the student to interrogate the attitude of the narra-
tor. Again, we see that the process of “othering” 
is still problematic and the student fails to address 
the following questions: is it really necessary for 
San children to speak “perfect” Setswana and are 
teachers justified in giving up? What is the ratio-
nale behind the “forced” language in the context 
of nation-building? These questions are left 
hanging by the student.

ST 2: “Since the San do not know or hardly speak 
the Setswana language, they keep quiet as 
there is no other way for them to communicate 
as they are seen as inferior in the society. The 
San are seen as people who are not mod-
ernised therefore they have a fear of failure…
seen by other children as outcasts…”.

The focus of the student was more on provid-
ing explanatory factors than interrogating the 
attitude of the narrator. On a positive note, the 
student was able to identify modernization as one 
of the theories of ethnicity. The question that 
begs the answer: is it really necessary to use the 
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cultural lenses of the ethnic majority to judge the 
language competencies of ethnic minorities? 
This is a rhetorical question which calls for the 
deconstruction of ethnic identities in Botswana.

ST 3: “The San children keep quiet, get frus-
trated and develop a fear of failure, have low 
self-esteem, drop out because they are taught 
by someone from the major tribes who despise 
them. They keep quite because they are not 
familiar with the language they are being 
taught and this also brings down their…confi-
dence. The reason why the Basarwa children 
are afraid of failure is that the teacher/narra-
tor is belittling them…they know that if they 
fail it will prove the narrator right”.

The student also focused on explanations than 
appreciating the attitude of the narrator in terms 
of construction/deconstruction of identities. On 
the positive side, the student was able to recog-
nise the significance of self-fulfilling prophecy in 
the context of nation-building project.

12.5.5  Lessons from Social Studies 
and Nation Building

It is important to acknowledge contestations 
around concepts and discussions of “identity” 
and “marginality”; hence, ELC 202 students’ 
perspectives have to be located within this frame-
work. This is also compounded by the fact that 
SDGs and ESD are not only contested but also 
elusive concepts.

Similarly, narratives, discourses, and conver-
sations tend to revolve around issues of inclusion 
and exclusion, domination and resistance thus 
giving rise to multiple perspectives. There is also 
a need to consider students’ cultures, identities, 
prior knowledge, practices, and experiences. 
Young people’s identities tend to have a signifi-
cant impact on their interpretation of the coun-
try’s history and teachers’ instruction has some 
but not too much influence on their views (Epstein 
2016). This is consistent with Hensley (2017) 
contention that habits are not simply actions 
repeated by teachers but rather deep and complex 

set of activities. It is important to make a clear- 
cut distinction between reflective action and 
unreflective habits. The results revealed that stu-
dents’ judgements tended to be subjective and 
largely influenced by use of own ethnic “lenses” 
to interrogate issues of identity and marginality. 
In the next sections, we focus our attention on 
language education at UB.

12.6  ESD and Language 
Education at the University 
of Botswana

Instructional approaches employed in language 
education at the UB are influenced by the com-
municative approach. The communicative 
approach is deemed the most effective as it 
emphasises that the best way to learn a language 
is by using it to communicate meaning rather 
than by learning grammar and vocabulary as iso-
lated bits and pieces. Enhanced communication 
in language instruction requires full engagement 
of learners and the use of interactive activities 
such as group or pair work, debate, dramatisa-
tion, and role-plays. The crucial aspect in lan-
guage teaching and learning is to use language as 
a vehicle for genuine, meaningful communica-
tion (Brown and Lee 2015). Rivers (1976: 96) 
has long explained that “as language teachers we 
are the most fortunate of teachers—all subjects 
are ours. Whatever [the students] want to com-
municate about, whatever they want to read 
about, is our subject matter”. Put differently, lan-
guage education plays an important role in assist-
ing learners to apply and transfer knowledge 
from one context to the other. Based on the 
UNESCO (2014) definition of ESD, effective 
learning and teaching of ESD requires strong 
linkages between content and pedagogy 
approaches. Thus, in the teaching of language 
education courses, content is drawn from various 
disciplines.

In order to engage meaningfully in thematic 
units, students are usually assigned work in small 
groups in language education. Mafela et al. 
(2013: 15) assert that “the adoption of group 
work in classroom settings is part of the broader 
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need to engage learners effectively, and acknowl-
edgement of the crucial importance of coopera-
tion and collaboration in knowledge and skills 
acquisition”. Over and above, collaboration is 
one of the twenty-first century skills learners are 
expected to have acquired in order to function 
efficiently in the world of work.

12.6.1  ELL 402: Interdisciplinary 
Approaches to Literacy 
Education course

The course ELL 402: Interdisciplinary Approaches 
to Literacy Education is core to all Bachelor of 
Education students taking language courses as 
either major or minor in their programmes. This is 
a seminar course that aims at providing both pre-
service and in-service teachers with the founda-
tion for using integrated and interdisciplinary 
approaches in literacy education. The course 
enables students to evaluate research on the inte-
gration of language and literature with reading, 
speaking, listening, and writing as well as with 
other disciplines in the secondary school curricu-
lum. One of the outcomes of the course is for the 
students to be able to plan and design interdisci-
plinary thematic units. From a literacy perspec-
tive, Burns et al. (1992) define thematic units as a 
way through which effective teaching of language 
is organised around a central topic, idea, or theme 
that uses related activities and experiences to con-
duct a more in-depth study.

The application of thematic approach allows 
for the incorporation of language concepts into a 
selected topic area. This pedagogical approach 
gives students the opportunity to use and apply 
language to their daily lived experiences. It is also 
relevant for integrating teaching and assessment 
(Burns et al. 1992). The secondary school sylla-
buses for English and Setswana call for the infu-
sion of “current and emerging issues”. These 
issues include HIV and AIDS, human rights, envi-
ronmental issues, environmental education, popu-
lation and family education, and awareness of 
prejudice and bias (Ministry of Education 1998, 
2000). It can be seen that the Ministry of Education 
in Botswana incorporated these issues long before 
they were pronounced by UNESCO in the SDGs. 

However, effective implementation has proven to 
be a challenge. It is against this background that 
the instructor of this course embarked upon incor-
porating ESD in its teaching to address the inter-
disciplinary approach to literacy teaching.

What follows is an illustration of how level 
400 students enrolled in ELL 402 (Box 12.2 and 
Table  12.1) responded to an assignment, which 
required them to research a given theme and 
come up with activities they could use in an 
English classroom setting. Students were asked 
to research the following question in groups of 
five and prepare a power point presentation to 
share with the class.

12.6.2  Source: Lessons 
from Language Education 
Students

Although many students are not proficient in 
English and usually passive in class, the level of 
class participation was very high during this 

Box 12.2: Sample Group Assignment 
Question for ELL 402

 (a) The theme for the unit is: Indigenous 
plants and trees. In your groups, 
research on one indigenous tree or 
plant found in Botswana that is edible 
or used for medicinal purposes. 
Describe ways in which it is used for 
human consumption or otherwise.

 (b) Discuss how you could use the infor-
mation you have gathered to teach any 
topic of your choice to a Form 3 class 
of mixed ability. Mention the kind of 
activities you would engage your 
learners in and the communication 
skills you will be focusing on.

Remember that you are teaching English 
but also educating your learners about ESD 
issues. You should therefore mention which 
sustainable development goals the issues 
you will be discussing will address.
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 particular lecture on the presentation of indige-
nous plants. The content of the research work 
was authentic and captured the interests of the 
students. This resonates with sustainable learning 
practices. During the debates, students were able 
to reflect on the information presented and shared 
their views freely. The government was criticised 
for not creating employment opportunities by 
making use of the natural resources that are read-
ily available in the country. They questioned why 
the government does not support the cultivation 
of indigenous trees such as motsintsila and sen-
gaparile for commercial purposes at a large scale 
and have them processed in Botswana for medic-
inal purposes. Currently, sengaparile is exported 
raw and processed outside the country, brought 
back and sold to Botswana at a price.

Paul and Elder (2008: 88) state that “critical 
thinking is that mode of thinking—about any 
subject, content, or problem—in which the 
thinker improves the quality of his or her thinking 
by skilfully analysing, assessing, and recon-
structing it”. In the analysis of themes and issues, 
students were able to realise that one issue could 
address more than one SDG. For instance, they 
pointed out that the planting of indigenous plants 
for medicinal purposes would not only create 
employment (SDG 1: End poverty) but also avail 
medicines that the country is badly in need of 
(SDG 3: Good health and well-being). One of the 
students who presented on the motsintsila fruit 
came from the area where this plant grows and is 
harvested for making baskets. This student 
reported that it is mostly women who do the 

Table 12.1 A summary of presentation from the assignment

Group
Indigenous plant/tree 
researched on Topic, skills, and activities

SDGs addressed 
according to the 
students

1 Morula (translated as 
Marula by non-native 
speakers)

Debate
Listening and speaking skills
Small group discussions on the benefits and uses of 
morula.
The class divided into two groups to debate the motion: 
Traditional alcohol “Khadi”, made out of morula should 
be legalised as it has reduced poverty in many 
households.

SDG 1 End poverty
SDG 12 Responsible 
production and 
consumption

2 Motsintsila 
(Berchemia discolour)

Poetry: Speaking and writing skills
The whole class watches a video showing women 
harvesting and processing motsintsila followed by 
discussion of the video.
Activity: compose poems individually on motsintsila

SDG 4 Quality 
education
SDG 5 Gender 
equality
SDG 12 Responsible 
production and 
consumption

3 Sengaparile  
(grapple plant)

Report writing
Reading and writing skills
Reading of an extract on sengaparile followed by an 
explanation of new words, e.g. inflammation, tuber, 
supplement, arthritis, cartilage.
Activity: Write a report to the Minister of Health; tell 
him about sengaparile and what you wish his Ministry 
could do so that the nation benefits from this plant.

SDG 1: End poverty
SDG 3: Good health 
and well-being
SDG 12 Responsible 
production and 
consumption

4 Mogwana
(Grewia monticola)

Parts of speech
Listening and speaking
Presentation by a guest about mogwana fruit; its benefits 
and how it is used.
An extract on mogwana is read and discussed in small 
groups. Students then identify nouns, adjectives, and 
adverbs and explain their function in the text.

SDG 4 Quality 
education

Source: Molosiwa, A. A. (2017). ELL 402 Summary of students’ presentations. University of Botswana
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harvesting of the plant, and all the weaving-
related work. This statement provoked a heated 
argument. For example, some students felt it was 
the duty of women to make baskets because they 
cannot undertake tasks like hunting but others 
argued that this was not in line with SDG 5 that 
advocates for equal treatment between men and 
women. The arguments and views expressed by 
the students were very impressive. I could not 
agree more with Moore (2005) who recommends 
that “educators should provide collaborative 
working spaces for learners where they could 
exchange ideas, feelings and experiences”. Since 
incorporating sustainable development issues in 
my courses, I have had lively lessons.

12.7  Conclusion

Even though higher education institutions have 
been identified as potential leaders in the imple-
mentation of education for sustainable develop-
ment, literature shows that the incorporation of 
ESD in their disciplines is not yet fully opera-
tional. It has been found that discipline-focused 
organisational structures of the universities, lack 
of knowledge by academics to incorporate ESD, 
and the perceived irrelevance of sustainability 
issues to some disciplines act as a barrier to their 
implementation. The twenty-first century era 
requires higher education institutions to prepare 
reflective and responsive students to meet current 
and future diverse needs.

Drawing from a course in social studies, the 
chapter has demonstrated that narratives could be 
used to measure or evaluate students’ understand-
ing of social issues and the extent to which they 
reflect on them. The example from the language 
education course is used to illustrate how incorpo-
ration of sustainable development issues in the 
English curriculum could provoke students to col-
laborate, be reflective and think critically when 
analysing issues. Whereas the focus of the English 
lesson was for the students to demonstrate how 
they could teach certain topics (Debate, Poetry, 
Report writing, and Parts of speech) to a junior 
secondary school classroom, they also acquired 
knowledge about indigenous plants and their use. 

Ultimately they learnt about the need to protect 
and conserve them, which is one of the purposes 
of education for sustainable development. This 
chapter has demonstrated that it is possible for 
higher education instructors to transform their 
pedagogical and assessment practices to embrace 
ESD principles. Instructors’ readiness and com-
mitment to develop strategies and processes of 
incorporating ESD content into their disciplines is 
crucial in producing graduates who understand 
and embrace this approach. The chapter has also 
demonstrated that, contrary to the conventional 
thinking that ESD belongs to certain disciplines, 
it can be incorporated in any discipline.
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