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Abstract

This study explores what China’s central government has done in relation to education for sustainable development (ESD)
and what Chinese higher education institutions (HEIs) have achieved in terms of ESD in response to SDG4. This is a quali-
tative case study focusing on China’s central government and Beijing Normal University (BNU). The main form of data
analyzed was documents. In total, we collected 48 policy documents, six speech transcripts and work statements, and 167
news releases. The results show that ESD has not been implemented holistically in China. Educational sectors promoted ESD
because sustainable development has been emphasized in the national political strategy. However, the specific meaning of
sustainable development in the educational sector is unclear, and the implementation has not been systematic. Overall, more
attention has been paid to the natural dimension of ESD than to the social dimension. At BNU, ESD activities are conducted
through three mechanisms: a coercive mechanism, a professional mechanism, and a cultural mechanism. Health, culture,

and environmental protection have received more attention than social equity.
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Introduction

Since the start of the new millennium, sustainable develop-
ment has attracted considerable attention worldwide. Edu-
cation serves as a significant tool to raise public awareness
of sustainable development and to provide the knowledge
and skills related to sustainable development. Consequently,
people have gradually become aware of the importance of
education for achieving sustainable development (McKeown
et al., 2002; Orr, 1994). In 2015, the United Nations Edu-
cational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
adopted the Incheon Declaration for Education 2030 and set
out “Towards inclusive and equitable quality education and
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lifelong learning for all” as a new vision for the next 15 years,
which was confirmed as the fourth sustainable development
goal (SDG) for education (abbreviated as SDG4). SDG4
involves not only the distribution of educational resources
but also the content of education for sustainable development
(ESD). As emphasized in Target 4.7, all levels of education
are expected to provide “the knowledge and skills needed to
promote sustainable development” (United Nations, 2015).

Although the idea of ESD has been widely disseminated,
it will not be fully achieved until it is entirely embedded in
local educational practices in all countries. In many coun-
tries, multiple measures have been adopted to promote and
implement ESD, especially in higher education institutions
(HEIs) (Abad-Segura & Gonzalez-Zamar, 2021; Baughan,
2015; Fiselier et al., 2018; Sterling & Scott, 2008). As the
biggest developing country, China has responded to ESD
issues quickly and positively (C. Li, 2018). Description and
analysis of how China conducts ESD in its HEIs can pro-
vide rich information on how ESD can be contextualized
and coordinated with the indigenous social background in
developing countries. However, the current attention paid to
ESD practices in China is insufficient.

The immense capacity of the state in China, which is
widely recognized (Edin, 2003), means that the greatest
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source of motivation and power for promoting ESD in China
is the central government. Although there are numerous
autonomous ESD activities led by HEISs, the influence of offi-
cial policy is significant. Against this backdrop, in this study,
we aim to answer two research questions: how has ESD been
articulated by China’s central government and what have Chi-
nese HEIs achieved in terms of ESD in response to SDG4?
These two research questions are answered through analysis
of China’s education policy and a case study of Beijing Nor-
mal University (BNU), which is engaged in ESD. This study
provides a descriptive analysis of ESD policy in China and
the ESD practice of Chinese HEIs and increases our under-
standing of the measures to promote ESD in China and the
problems China faces.

Literature review
ESD and policies

Public policies support, guide, and sometimes constrain the
implementation of ESD. Previous studies have criticized the
hegemonic effect of the discourse on ESD and analyzed mul-
tiple discourses that articulated ESD in policy documents
(Bengtsson, 2016; Blewitt, 2005; Gonzalez-Gaudiano, 2016;
Less@e, 2010; Rauch & Steiner, 2006). For example, Ble-
witt (2005) analyzed a major national ESD initiative in the
UK and found that there was tension between a managerial
approach to protecting development and an ecological and
synoptic methodology in keeping with the values of ESD.

Furthermore, many researchers have analyzed the con-
tent of ESD policies in various countries and the problems
encountered during implementation (Bamber et al., 2016;
Kuzich et al., 2015; Martin et al., 2013; Nomura & Abe,
2009; Summers et al., 2005; Tilbury, 2007). Examples
include the comparative analyses of ESD policies in Eng-
land, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland (Bamber et al.,
2016; Martin et al., 2013), and an analysis of the supports
and challenges shaping a school’s implementation of ESD
in Australia (Kuzich et al., 2015).

Although previous studies have made numerous contribu-
tions to the literature, studies on ESD in China are scarce.
Given that China’s national policy is noteworthy for its
power, in this study, we attempt to address this gap.

ESD and higher education

Higher education has remarkable and direct influences on
society. To date, ESD researchers have mainly focused
on intra-university elements, such as the curriculum and
instruction, campus operations, and activities aimed at
achieving sustainability, and the perceptions and opinions
of teachers and students regarding ESD.
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Curriculum and instruction are important aspects of
the transfer of knowledge and the cultivation of students’
understanding of ESD. Researchers have explored how uni-
versities in various countries integrate the notion of ESD
into their curriculum and instruction (Argento et al., 2020;
Fiselier et al., 2018; Paletta & Bonoli, 2019). For instance,
Katayama et al. (2018) reviewed accumulated data on sus-
tainable development-related teaching in all 193 HEIs in
Turkey, and Lozano (2010) analyzed more than 5800 course
descriptions from 19 schools at Cardiff University and called
for a more balanced, synergistic, trans-disciplinary, and
holistic perspective to promote the incorporation of sustain-
able development-related teaching into the curricula.

Campus operations and activities are crucial aspects of
ESD practices that cultivate students’ emotive and practical
understanding of sustainable development. Hayles (2019)
explored the operation of an internship program on campus-
based sustainability, and reported positive changes in students’
behavior regarding sustainability. The obstacles to implement-
ing ESD holistically in universities were also identified and
analyzed. For example, Nicolaides (2006) identified various
obstacles to effective environmental management systems and
ESD, including people’s fear of change, institutional inertia,
and a lack of senior management consciousness with regard
to what constitutes an environmentally friendly institution.

Furthermore, examining perceptions and ideas regarding
ESD in HEIs can help us understand the effects of ESD prac-
tices and identify problems. Cotton et al. (2007) investigated
lecturers’ views on sustainable development and concluded
that while many lecturers found the language of ESD inac-
cessible, they expressed a high level of support for sustaina-
ble development. Students’ and teachers’ self-perceived level
of sustainability awareness was also investigated (Cho, 2019;
Saqib et al., 2020; Savelyeva & Douglas, 2017).

Overall, previous studies have mainly focused on Western
countries, with most attention paid to the curriculum and
instruction practices (Barth & Rieckmann, 2016; Weiss &
Barth, 2019). By contrast, in this study, we analyze the case
of China from the macro policy perspective.

ESD and China

As the biggest developing country in the world, China has
made substantial progress in terms of sustainable develop-
ment. However, compared with the outcomes in other coun-
tries, ESD in China has not attracted adequate attention from
scholars, especially ESD in China’s universities and the macro
policy environment in which the universities are situated.

In previous studies, some scholars have focused on pre-
school education, basic education, and adult education
(Chan et al., 2009; Luo et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2010). Zhou
(2021) verified that the kindergarten curriculum in China
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incorporated the environmental dimension of ESD, but
ignored its social and economic dimensions. Regarding basic
education, Zhang (2010) identified various ways in which
China’s schools actively shifted from environmental education
to education for sustainable development during the period
1998-2009. Yao (2018, 2019), who examined adult education,
emphasized that a blended learning environment combining
online learning and in-person learning could facilitate ESD.

Scholars who have examined higher education in China
have mainly focused on intra-university factors such as the
curriculum and campus operations, while downplaying the
role of the macro policy background (Qian et al., 2019;
Wang et al., 2020). Yuan and Zuo (2013) surveyed students
from Shandong University in an effort to identify the fac-
tors that students believed to be either important or unim-
portant in relation to ESD. Tan et al. (2014) summarized
the transformation from an energy- and resource-efficient
campus to a green campus in China, including how it was
accomplished and deficiencies in the process. Some scholars
who conducted international comparisons argued that ESD
in China required pedagogical change (Lu & Zhang, 2013),
was shaped by political ideology and traditional social values
(Asif et al., 2020), and needed to combine international and
endemic knowledge (Kovaleva et al., 2019).

Defining ESD and theoretical framework

Since 1992, the term ESD has been enriched and developed
constantly. ESD “empowers learners to make informed deci-
sions and responsible actions for environmental integrity,
economic viability and a just society for present and future
generations, while respecting cultural diversity” (UNESCO,
2014). While there are multiple interpretations of ESD over
the years (Ferreira, 2009; Hopkins & McKeown, 2003; Scott,
2015; Stables & Scott, 2002), the need for ESD to address
specific knowledge, skills and values is pertinent (Alexander
et al., 2018). Therefore, this study defines ESD as the educa-
tive activities that are explicitly designed to improve its par-
ticipants' awareness of sustainable development. It helps all
learners acquire the knowledge, skills, perspectives, and values
required by citizens to lead productive lives, make informed
decisions and assume active roles locally and globally in fac-
ing and resolving global challenges (UNESCO, 2015), and its
themes include “human rights, gender equality, health, com-
prehensive sexuality education, climate change, sustainable
livelihoods, and responsible and engaged citizenship, based on
national experiences and capabilities” (UNESCO, 2015, p. 19).

In terms of means to promote ESD in HEIs, previous
research highlights three main types of practice: formal
curriculum (Ceulemans & Severijns, 2019; Fiselier et al.,
2018; Katayama et al., 2018), informal curriculum (Hayles,
2019; Savelyeva & Douglas, 2017), and campus curriculum

National ESD Policy Context

ESD practice
in HEIs

Fig. 1 Theoretical framework of this research

(Mcmillin & Dyball, 2009; Nicolaides, 2006). The formal
curriculum involves courses and academic programs, the
informal curriculum involves various activities that influence
the wider student experience, and the campus curriculum
involves learning opportunities arising from the university
campus itself (Hopkinson et al., 2008). The production and
implementation of the curriculum take place within the edu-
cational policy context (Ball, 2012, p. 133). Public policy
includes not only the official enactments of government, usu-
ally in the form of rules, regulations, laws, ordinances, and
administrative decisions, but also informal practices (Fowler,
2000, p. 5). Besides, it involves “the inactions of the gov-
ernment, not simply what the government does” (Cibulka,
1994). In China, though the local participation of universi-
ties in curriculum development is allowed, the central gov-
ernment still formulates the broad framework and overall
plans for education through public policy, including regula-
tions on the curriculum (Qi, 2011, p. 29). Therefore, the
national policy context influences the way HEIs implement
ESD and the content of the ESD curriculum (Franco et al.,
2019; Nomura & Abe, 2009; UNESCO, 2020).
Consequently, in addition to the formal, informal, and
campus curriculum provided by HEIs for ESD, this study
also pays attention to ESD policies, which are defined as
systems of official guidelines, informal practices and inac-
tions to direct, facilitate, and regulate the practice of ESD.
Accordingly, we construct the theoretical framework to guide
the data collection and analysis of this study (see Fig. 1).

Research method
We undertook a qualitative case study focusing on the Chi-

nese central government and BNU, which is a comprehensive,
research-intensive university focusing on basic disciplines
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in sciences and humanities. The 2020 QS World University
Rankings ranked BNU 277th among world universities and
10th among Chinese mainland universities. As the first uni-
versity in China to award master’s and doctoral degrees in
education, BNU has played an important role in improving
the quality of educational innovation in China, preparing
professional teachers and future educators, and housing the
think tank underlying China’s education system. BNU has
served as a leader in the educational field, and the educational
practices here have usually been imitated by other normal uni-
versities in China. Not merely has BNU acted as an advocate
that implements public educational policy actively, but also
as an entrepreneur that promotes educational policy change.
Therefore, the implementation of ESD policy and ESD prac-
tices learned from BNU could be informative.

The main form of data analyzed are documents. Three
types of documents were collected: policy documents pub-
lished by UNESCO, the China State Council (CSC), the
China Ministry of Education (CMOE), and BNU; public
speeches and work statements; and news releases issued by
the CSC, the CMOE, and BNU. First, we looked through all
the policy documents, public speeches, and news releases on
the website of CMOE since 1998 and all the news releases,
public announcements, and class schedules on the website
of BNU since 2004. Then, we selected those documents that
referred to the term “ESD (Ke chixu fazhan jiaoyu)” and those
documents that involved any themes of ESD mentioned above
even if they did not use the term ESD directly. What is more,
if other policies were mentioned in the documents above, we
also searched for the original documents and added them to
the list. In total, 48 policy documents, six speech transcripts
and work statements, 167 news releases and public announce-
ments, and 172 class schedules were collected.

All of the documents were carefully read and then coded
using MAXQDA 2020. The documents are categorized by
the organizations that publish them, and we classified them
into three types: international, national, and university docu-
ments. For each type of document, the first step was open
coding (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Each document was read
and coded separately to identify original ESD themes. Then,
axial coding was conducted by considering the connections
among the original themes. Finally, all of the codes were
integrated and reconsidered to generate an explanatory
framework.

Research results

Through the analysis of the policy documents, we find that
the ideal of sustainable development in China is driven by
national policy. As a way to achieve the national strategy of
sustainable development, ESD in China’s educational policy
is symbolized and fragmented, and the connotations of ESD
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are environmental-centered. According to the data from the
case of BNU, the implementation of ESD is mechanism-
guaranteed in HEIs.

National-policy-driven sustainable development
in China

Sustainable development has become an ideal that is taken
for granted by China’s policy-makers. For example, the Dec-
laration for Building a Sustainable Development Campus
stated that “achieving comprehensive, coordinated and sus-
tainable development has become the broad consensus of the
whole society” (CMOE, 2008a).

Sustainable development is not only generally mentioned
in policy texts as an ideal, but is also integrated into the
national strategy guiding China’s development. Sustain-
able development was first included in China’s national
development strategy in 1994 when the central government
published China’s Agenda 21: White Paper on China’s
Population, Environment, and Development, which marked
the adoption of sustainable development as a national strat-
egy. Soon after, in the Outline of the Ninth 5 Year Plan
(1996-2000) for National Economic and Social Develop-
ment and the Long-range Objectives to the Year 2010, sus-
tainable development was cited as one of the nine major
principles guiding the national economy and social develop-
ment (P. Li, 1996). Since then, the importance of sustainable
development has been emphasized in each new 5 Year Plan.

Although since 1994 every Chinese president has recog-
nized the significance of sustainable development, they have
adopted different interpretations of the term. Therefore, the
political discourse in relation to contextualizing sustainable
development within China’s national strategy has changed
over time (see Table 1).

During the three periods shown in Table 1, the relation-
ship between economic development and sustainable devel-
opment has gradually shifted from the affiliation of the lat-
ter with the former to their dialectical unification to reflect
these different interpretations. However, resources and the
environment have always been the core issues in relation to
sustainable development. Meanwhile, social justice is rarely
considered in relation to sustainable development under Chi-
na’s national strategy.

Symbolized and fragmented ESD in China’s
educational policy

In 1995, the third president of China, Jiang Zemin, decided
to implement the Strategy for Invigorating China Through
Science and Education (Kejiao Xingguo Zhanlve) as a
national strategy, underlining “the importance of educa-
tion and science and technology in promoting economic
and social development” (Strategy for Invigorating China,
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Table 1 Various interpretations of sustainable development

Date National strategy State president Core idea

1993-2003  the sustainable development strategy (Ke chixu fazhan Jiang Zemin  Pursue sustainable development on the premise of
zhanlve) ensuring rapid economic development.

2003-2013 the scientific outlook on development (Kexue fazhan-  Hu Jintao Economic development and sustainable development are
guan) coordinated with each other.

2013-present the construction of ecological civilization (Shengtai Xi Jinping Sustainable development is a new form of economic

wenming jianshe)

development.

2019). Since then, the implementation of education policy
has been regarded as a means toward the end of achieving
China’s national development goals. Therefore, the philoso-
phy of education pertains to the political philosophy of the
nation. In most of the major education policies, a statement
is included at the beginning of the text outlining the con-
formity between the policy and the national development
strategy by way of providing the rationale for the policy.

This paradigm also exists in the field of ESD. Because of
the affiliated role of education in serving the development
of the economy and society, ESD is also treated as a way
to achieve China’s SDGs. As an important national strategy,
sustainable development is often mentioned in ESD policies
to demonstrate that the education system has fulfilled its obli-
gation to facilitate China’s sustainable development. As the
interpretation of sustainable development changes, the method
of mentioning sustainable development in ESD policies alters
accordingly. Table 2 shows the different interpretations of sus-
tainable development in ESD policies at different stages.

It can be seen from Table 2 that the interpretations of
sustainable development in ESD policies are different in
response to changes in the interpretations of sustainable
development in China’s national strategy. Before 2003, the
declared national strategy on sustainable development in rela-
tion to ESD policy was the Sustainable Development Strat-
egy (SDS), which was implemented from 1993 to 2003; from
2005 to 2010, the declared national strategy on sustainable
development in relation to ESD policy was the Scientific
Outlook on Development (SOD), which was implemented
from 2003 to 2013; and from 2014 to 2020, the declared
national strategy on sustainable development in relation to
ESD policy was the Construction of Ecological Civilization
(CEC), which was implemented in 2013 and has continued to
the present day. Furthermore, the UN Agenda and SDGs are
rarely quoted in China’s ESD policy (they are mentioned in
only three out of 17 policy documents), indicating the trans-
lation of sustainable development from a global discourse to
a local one in terms of China’s ESD policy.

However, the frequent mention of sustainable develop-
ment has not led to a comprehensive explanation of what
it means within the education sector. Sustainable develop-
ment is generally only used as a label by China’s central
government in most education policies, and the education

department has followed a global, even symbolic, ideal of
sustainable development presented by the central government
without a concrete conceptualization of what ESD involves.

Consequently, without a concrete understanding of ESD,
the implementation of ESD is often fragmented and desultory.
Apart from the Guidelines for the Implementation of Environ-
mental Education in Primary and Secondary Schools, which
have not been revised since they were published in 2003, we
were unable to find any national guidelines on ESD. However,
this does not mean that there has been no attention paid to
ESD. From 2014, the term “Ecological Civilization Educa-
tion (ECE)” began to appear frequently in education policies,
seemingly reflecting the emphasis placed on ESD. From 2014
to 2017, ECE was required to be incorporated into moral edu-
cation and Chinese traditional culture education, and in 2019,
the only specific policy on ESD, the Notice on Implementing
Xi Jinping’s Ecological Civilization Thought in Primary and
Secondary Schools and Enhancing Ecological Environmental
Awareness, was published. Nonetheless, this trend seems to be
more political than professional under the guise of implement-
ing Xi Jinping’s thoughts on ecological civilization. ESD has
not yet been presented as a separate educational module in
China, and it is unlikely that ESD will be implemented con-
tinually and systematically at the different levels of education.

Environmental-centered ESD in China

As mentioned above, there has been neither a specific inter-
pretation nor a holistic implementation of ESD in relation
to China’s education policy. Nonetheless, it is still possi-
ble to infer the connotations of ESD in China by analyzing
two types of information: the use of the term “sustainable
development” and synonymous terms in policy texts, and the
learning content of ESD, that is, what knowledge and ideas
are emphasized in ESD. The results suggest that the critical
issues in relation to ESD include environmental awareness,
environmental action, and benevolence.

Environmental awareness
Environmental awareness is the fundamental aspect of Chi-

na’s ESD. In almost all policy documents regarding ESD,
the protection of the environment is seen as a prerequisite

@ Springer
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Table 2 Various interpretations of sustainable development in China’s ESD policy*

Policy name Year published The UN agenda China’s national strategy on Sustainable Development
and goals of SD - -
SDS (Ke SOD CEC (Shengtai wenming
chixu fazhan (Kexue  jianshe)
zhanliie) fazhan
guan)
Notice on the issuance of the guidelines 2003 [ ] [

for the implementation of environmental
education in primary and secondary schools
(Trial)
Notice on doing a good job on building a 2005 [
conservation-oriented society

Several opinions on promoting higher agri- 2007 o
culture and forestry education to serve the
construction of socialist new countryside

Declaration of building sustainable develop- 2008 [
ment campus

Notice on carrying out “The second national 2009
college and middle school students ocean
knowledge competition”

National plan for medium and long-term 2010 [
education reform and development for
2010-2020

Notice on the establishment of water-saving 2011
education social practice base and water and
soil conservation education social practice
base of primary and secondary schools

Notice of MOE on deepening the activities of 2013
saving food, water, and electricity

Plan to promote the construction of new-type 2014 o
think tanks in colleges and universities with
Chinese characteristics

Plan of collaborative innovation center con- 2014 [
struction and development

Rewarding methods for outstanding achieve- 2015 o
ments in scientific research (science and
technology) of institutions of higher educa-

tion
Notice of MOE on the investigation of educa- 2018 ([ J
tion in 2018
Notice on promoting the classification and 2018 ([

management of domestic waste in schools

Opinions on accelerating the construction 2018 ([
of high-level undergraduate education and
comprehensively improving the ability of

cultivation
China's education modernization 2035 plan 2019 ([ ([
Notice on implementing Xi Jinping’s eco- 2019 ([

logical civilization thought in primary and
secondary schools and enhancing ecological
environmental awareness

Action plan of education system to “Stop food 2020 (
waste and cultivate saving habits”

*Not all the policy documents quote the national strategy on sustainable development. It is probably because these policies are short-term poli-
cies or detailed measures on ESD instead of long-term policies.
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for achieving sustainable development. First, environmental
degradation is regarded as one of the greatest obstacles to
sustainable development. Second, environmental protection
education is an indispensable part of ESD. Almost every
policy involving ESD includes environmental awareness or
environmental protection in the learning content. Interest-
ingly, protecting the environment is not only a subordinate
aspect of sustainable development, but sometimes also used
as a synonym for implementing sustainable development.
For example, the Notice on the Issuance of the Guidelines
for the Implementation of Environmental Education in Pri-
mary and Secondary Schools states: “...It is the consensus
of the world today to protect the environment and implement
sustainable development strategies” (CMOE, 2003).

In this excerpt, both environmental protection and sustain-
able development are emphasized. This is not an isolated
instance. In a speech at the 2008 “Sustainable Development
Campus Seminar,” Vice Minister of Education Wu Qidi
stated: “College students are the future of the country...
their environmental awareness and sustainable development
awareness will directly affect the effectiveness of our coun-
try’s sustainable development in the future” (CMOE, 2008b).

Mentioning environmental awareness alongside sustain-
able development awareness implies the ambiguous rela-
tionship between environmental protection and sustainable
development in China’s ESD policy, which leads to a logical
conundrum. On the one hand, this ambiguity reflects the
lack of attention paid to ESD, as mentioned earlier, but on
the other hand, it once again highlights the importance of
environmental protection in the eyes of policy-makers when
implementing sustainable development.

Environmental action

Environmental awareness can be achieved mainly through
teaching students how to protect the environment. Therefore,
environmental action is also an important issue. The environ-
mental actions that are emphasized in China’s ESD policy
include developing new technologies and living a sustainable
lifestyle.

The level of emphasis on technologies differs at the vari-
ous levels of education. Prior to university, the key point is to
help students understand the technological advancement as
a double-blade sword: the development of new technologies
improves people’s lives but also damages the environment.
In higher education, the focus changes from the evaluation of
technologies to the process of developing new technologies.
Higher education institutions are asked to “strengthen the
research and application of energy-saving and environmen-
tal protection technologies” and “conduct scientific research
and develop technologies under the principle of sustainable
development” (CMOE, 2008a).

Another aspect of environmental action involves teach-
ing students to adopt a sustainable lifestyle, through actions
such as saving water, electricity, food, and other resources,
sorting their garbage, and minimizing consumption. Of these
actions, frugality has been emphasized to a greater or lesser
degree over the years, with policy amendments relating to
this issue published in 2005, 2008, 2011, 2013, and 2020.
This is possible because diligence and thrift have always
been regarded as traditional virtues of the Chinese people.

Benevolence

Environmental and ecological issues are of primary impor-
tance in China’s ESD policy. By contrast, social issues are
rarely mentioned. In the Guidelines for the Education of
Excellent Traditional Chinese Culture published in 2014, it
was stated that educators should (CMOE, 2014, para. 18):

“Carry out social care education focusing on benevo-
lence and selflessness. Guide young students to cor-
rectly handle the relationship between individuals and
others, individuals and society, and individuals and
nature, learn to be kind, understand others, respect the
elderly, love the young, support the disabled, care for
the society, respect nature, and cultivate the spirit of
collectivism and awareness of ecological civilization.”

The term “ecological civilization” has underpinned the
localization of sustainable development by China’s cen-
tral government since 2013. Here, the natural and social
dimensions of sustainable development are intertwined and
recontextualized into Chinese traditional culture. As one of
China’s traditional spirits, benevolence is the ideal way for
many Chinese people to deal with interpersonal relationships.
Therefore, the juxtaposition of “individuals and others,” “indi-
viduals and society,” and “individuals and nature,” and the
co-occurrence of “respect nature” and other social behaviors
such as “learn to be kind,” “understand others,” and “care for
the society” reflect the dual nature of sustainable development
in China. On the one hand, it involves a harmonious relation-
ship between people and nature, while on the other hand, it
involves harmonious relationships among people, which is
closely related to benevolence in Chinese traditional culture.
However, this duality has not been systematically and logi-
cally integrated into China’s current ESD policy.

In summary, the social dimension of sustainable develop-
ment, which calls for social solidarity and social justice, such
as cultural diversity, global citizenship, human rights, and
gender equality, has gone unheeded in China’s ESD policy,
with relevant issues only being mentioned sporadically in
current policy documents. Meanwhile, the natural dimension
of sustainable development, which involves environmental
protection and low-carbon lifestyle, is always in the spotlight.
In contrast to China’s approach, UNESCO’s policy document
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treats ESD as including a group of concepts related to not
only a sustainable lifestyle and the protection of the environ-
ment, but also social justice including human rights, gender
equality, cultural diversity, and global citizenship (UNESCO,
2014, 2015). This implies the interdependence of economic,
social, and environmental development processes. Compared
with the UNESCO statement, China’s ESD policy rarely
mentions issues such as human rights and gender equality.

Mechanism-guaranteed ESD implementation:
the case of BNU

BNU is committed to promoting ESD in multiple ways.
In 2008, BNU joined the Declaration of Building Sustain-
able Development Campus along with 31 other universi-
ties and promised to “integrate the concept of sustainable
development into the whole process of talent cultivation.”
In 2012, BNU joined the Partnership for SDGs online plat-
form organized by the UN and conducted a sustainability
project to encourage research on and teaching of sustain-
able development at BNU from 2012 to 2015. In general,
BNU implements ESD through three mechanisms: coercive
mechanism, professional mechanism, and cultural mecha-
nism, corresponding to three types of ESD activities: politi-
cal activities, teaching activities, and club activities.

Coercive mechanism

Because of the integration of sustainable development into
China’s national strategy, sustainable development is treated
as a political idea that should be inculcated to each college
student. Thus, ESD plays an important role to fulfil the politi-
cal task and spread political beliefs. In this way, ESD is imple-
mented through regulation and students must participate in
obligatory ESD activities to avoid punishment. These political
activities in relation to sustainable development embody a
coercive mechanism aimed at promoting ESD. Complying
with policies from the central government, BNU conducts two
types of political activities in relation to ESD: ideological and
political education, and Party branch activities.

Ideological and political education. In China, each
college student must participate in ideological and politi-
cal education. The Theoretical System of Socialism with
Chinese Characteristics (TSSCC) is an important element
of the content of ideological and political education.! As

! In China, almost every generation of the leading collective of the
CPC develops their own theory (collectively labeled as the Theo-
retical System of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics) to guide
Party members and determine the direction of China’s development.
After 1978, the second-generation leading collective developed Deng
Xiaoping Theory; after 1989, the third-generation leading collec-
tive developed the Theory of Three Representations; after 2002, the
fourth-generation leading collective developed the Scientific Outlook
on Development; after 2012, the fifth-generation leading collective
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noted earlier, the notion of sustainable development has
been contextualized in terms of China’s national strategy and
has been translated into various political discourses during
different periods. Table 1 shows that the ideal of sustain-
able development has been promoted in the form of SDS,
SOD, and CEC at various times. Because of its high level
of embeddedness in both the national strategy and Party
theory, sustainable development is automatically included
in the ideological and political education curriculum. At
BNU, students must attend one lecture and participate in
two activities during their sophomore year. From September
2018 to January 2021, BNU conducted 34 lectures and 34
practical activities. Of these, eight lectures and 13 practical
activities were related to ESD and included five themes: cul-
tural diversity, the environment, global citizenship, health,
and social equity.

Party branch activities. As the sole ruling party in China,
the Communist Party of China (CPC) has more than 90 mil-
lion members, including more than 1.9 million college stu-
dents, and more than 4.5 million basic Party organizations
(2019 Statistical Bulletin, 2020). Each university is required
to set up student Party branches to educate, manage, and
supervise student CPC members. Each student CPC member
must participate in at least 32 h of learning activities organ-
ized by the Party branch each academic year.

At BNU, student CPC members are required to learn
the TSSCC, including SOD and CEC.? There are two main
forms of learning activities: theoretical learning and practi-
cal learning. Each student Party branch is required to organ-
ize theoretical learning activities at least once every three
months. The topics of the theoretical learning change over
time in response to changes in national strategy and Party
theory. Student Party branches are encouraged to conduct
practical learning activities, including volunteering, visits,
investigations, and competitions. For example, a student
Party branch organized a practical activity called “Living a
Green Life,” which involved a visit to the 2019 International
Horticultural Exhibition in Beijing. The university provides
a certain amount of funding to each Party branch to support
its practical activities.

Since college students are required to study national strat-
egy and Party theory, in both of which the notion of sustain-
able development is embedded, learning about sustainability
is compulsory, and is achieved through political activities.

Footnote 1 (continued)

developed Xi Jinping’s Thoughts on Socialism with Chinese Charac-
teristics for a New Era. The national strategies in each period come
from the Theoretical System of Socialism with Chinese Characteris-
tics decided by each generation of the leading collective of the CPC.

2 The documents and news releases we found on the BNU website

were dated from 2008 to 2020. Since there were no documents prior
to 2003, there is no information about SDS.
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This is a notable way of implementing ESD in China. None-
theless, sustainable development is merely an optional theme
in political activities at BNU, and may not be emphasized
given the wide range of political issues to be addressed.

Professional mechanism

When conducting ESD through the professional mechanism,
BNU treats sustainable development as relevant knowledge
that can be communicated to students on the basis of aca-
demic autonomy. At BNU, there are multifarious academic
activities focused on ESD, such as the curriculum, lectures,
study-abroad programs, professional practice, and academic
forums. For the various types of academic activities, the
arrangement of curriculum for undergraduates is the best
manifestation of the efforts made at the university level to
support ESD. We analyzed courses on sustainability for
undergraduates during the academic year from September
2020 to June 2021.°

Although BNU does not provide any specific ESD mod-
ule, there are 172 courses offered to students that include
themes related to sustainability. After coding, we divided
these courses into 6 categories according to their content:
comprehensive sexuality education (e.g. Human Sexuality),
cultural diversity (e.g. Comparison of Chinese and Foreign
Cultures), environment/ecology/resources (e.g. Natural
Resource Conservation), global citizenship (e.g. Global
Climate Change and Responsibility of College Students),
health (e.g. Developmental Biology and Human Health), and
social equity (e.g. Educational Equity and Public Policy)
(see Table 3). In terms of the number of courses offered,
environment/ecology/resources, health, and cultural diver-
sity are the three most prominent themes, with much less
attention paid to comprehensive sexuality education, global
citizenship, and social equity.

At BNU, undergraduates are required to take courses
from the general courses module and the professional
courses module. The content of the former corresponds to
the general knowledge and attitude on sustainability, which
is arranged by the university, and the content of the latter
corresponds to the professional knowledge and values on
sustainability, which is arranged at the discretion of differ-
ent departments.

The general courses module includes six sub-modules:
Nationalism and Values (NV), International Vision and
Multiple Civilizations (IVMC), Classics Study and Cul-
tural Inheritance (CSCI), Science, Technology, Engineer-
ing, and Math (STEM), Art and Aesthetics (AA), and Social

3 In China’s universities, the first semester generally runs from Sep-
tember until January of the following year, and the second semester
runs from February until June.
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Table 3 Numbers of ESD courses offered by BNU
Theme Total
Comprehensive sexuality education 5
Cultural diversity 34
Environment/ecology/resource 75
Global citizenship 8
Health 49
Social equity 1
Total 172

Development and Civic Responsibility (SDCR). Table 4
shows the number of ESD courses on different themes in
these six sub-modules.

It can be seen from Table 4 that SDCR covers all six
themes, indicating that civic responsibility is seen as a mul-
tidimensional concept at BNU. Meanwhile, how to keep
healthy is seen as important general knowledge to achieve
sustainability. However, neither specific curriculum module,
nor teaching programs on ESD have been conducted by the
university, which means that teachers have not received any
support from the university to promote ESD in teaching.

In terms of the professional knowledge of ESD, only five
themes are involved. As shown in Table 5, knowledge of
the natural dimension of sustainable development receives
more attention than the social dimension, which continues
the disproportion in the national ESD policy. In addition,
most ESD courses are offered as elective courses, and only
13 of the 22 departments (59%) offer professional courses on
ESD. Thus, more attention should be paid to ESD by more
departments in the professional course module in the future.

Cultural mechanism

Club activities in relation to sustainable development
embody the cultural mechanism aimed at promoting ESD,
in which sustainable development is treated as a cultural
ideal about what the world should be and what kind of life
people should live. The establishment of clubs focused on
the subject of sustainable development and the organization
of club activities involving sustainable development reveal
the voluntary acceptance and local practice of sustainability
by club members. Club activities at BNU are mainly focused
on sustainable lifestyles and involve two themes: environ-
mentally friendly lifestyles and healthy lifestyles.

Environmentally friendly lifestyles. Several clubs aim to
promote environmentally friendly lifestyles through long-
term programs and a range of ad hoc activities.

The White Dove Green Environmental Protection Center
(WDGEPC) is a department of the White Dove Youth Vol-
unteer Association, the biggest student volunteer agency at
BNU. The WDGEPC manages seven long-term programs
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Table 4 Numbers of ESD Theme NV IVMC CSCI STEM AA  SDCR  Total

courses on different themes in

the various sub-modules of the Comprehensive sexuality education 4

general module Cultural diversity 11 7 1 3 22
Environment/ecology/resource 27 10 37
Global citizenship 6
Health 36 3 3 42
Social equity 1 1
Total 36 11 7 33 1 24 112

Table5 Numbers of ESD courses in the professional education
course module

Theme Core course  Elective Total
course
Comprehensive sexuality education 1 1
Cultural diversity 2 10 12
Environment/ecology/resource 13 25 38
Global citizenship 1 1
Health 2 5 7
Total 18 42 60

aimed at promoting knowledge regarding environmental
protection and initiating action in relation to environmental
protection (see Table 6).

Some small clubs also organize activities to promote
environmentally friendly lifestyles from time to time. These
activities are more interesting, with the aim of attracting
participants, for instance, debating competitions and quiz
contests on the theme of environmental protection.

Healthy lifestyles. More than 10 clubs have been estab-
lished at BNU to promote physical health and mental health.
The two most representative activities organized each year
are the “Sunshine Sports Training Camp (SSTC)” and
“Mental Health Day (MHD).”

Table 6 Long-term programs run by the WDGEPC

The SSTC is run by the BNU Student Union Associa-
tion each year and lasts for an entire semester. The SSTC
consists of five sub-camps corresponding to five common
sports in China: Strength Training Camp, Yoga Camp, Table
Tennis Camp, Basketball Camp, and Aerobics Camp. Stu-
dents can join a camp and spend 60—120 min on training
each week. To encourage and help students to live healthy
lives, professional coaches are invited to direct the training
of participants.

The MHD was originally established by BNU in 2000,
and was then formally designated National Student Mental
Health Day by the CMOE in 2004. A series of activities such
as psychodrama, lectures, and a psychological public service
competition are held every April and May by more than 10
faculties and departments to guide students in paying atten-
tion to their mental health.

In summary, the implementation of political activities,
academic activities, and club activities represents a com-
bination of coercive, professional, and cultural approaches
to promoting ESD at BNU, in which sustainable develop-
ment is treated as a political idea, general and professional
knowledge, and cultural ideal. However, the university has
not made a comprehensive effort to promote ESD. Further-
more, attention is unevenly divided among various sustain-
able development themes, with greater emphasis on environ-
mental protection, health, cultural diversity, and sustainable
lifestyles than on social justice, gender equality, and global

Aim Name of program

Content of program

Spread green culture

Initiate green action

“Planting green” program
“Water guard” program

“Exploring green field” program
“Green medicine chest” program

“Seeking carbon” program
“Hopeful forest” program

“Heart of clothes” program

Popularize theoretical knowledge of environmental protection through activity

Call on the university, teachers, and students to save water through investigation and
daily propaganda

Organize activities in the green spaces of the campus and surrounding parks to arouse
participants’ feelings for nature

Set up and operate waste medicine recycling sites to recycle waste medicines in the
dormitory

Organize activities to reduce energy waste on campus

Carry out activities to recycle waste paper and promote products made from recycled
paper
Recycle and donate idle clothes on campus regularly
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citizenship. Consequently, ESD is still not treated holisti-
cally at BNU.

Conclusion and Discussion

In this study, we examined what China’s central government
has done in relation to ESD and how the Chinese HEIs have
implemented ESD. Our analysis revealed that ESD has not
been implemented holistically in China. Educational sec-
tors emphasized ESD because sustainable development is a
part of the national political strategy. However, in the edu-
cational sector, the specific meaning of sustainable devel-
opment is not articulated in an integrated framework, and
the implementation is not designed systematically. Overall,
more attention is paid to the natural dimension of ESD than
to the social dimension. At BNU, ESD activities are con-
ducted through three mechanisms: a coercive mechanism, a
professional mechanism, and a cultural mechanism. Health,
culture, and environmental protection have received more
attention than social equity.

In line with existent studies that found ESD policy as a
global discourse was recontextualized when it was adopted
in different regions (Martin et al. 2013), we also identified
a discrepancy between China’s and UN’s ESD policies:
whereas the latter is more comprehensive, the former has
an intensive focus on the natural dimension and inattention
of the social dimension of sustainable development. Our
finding resonates with Zhou’s (2021) conclusion that such
imbalance existed in curriculum, and indicates the possible
link between unbalanced curriculum and unbalanced poli-
cies, which is not well explored by previous studies.

Another problem that scholars already found was the lack
of specific instruction guidance and incentive mechanism in
policy (Kuzich et al., 2015). Similarly, we only found one
document in 2003 that specified the content and method of
teaching for environmental protection, without articulating
the values of ESD or encouraging teachers to prioritize ESD
in their agendas. Moreover, in China’s educational policies
ESD is marginalized and does not constitute an independent
theme, and the core values of ESD are, at best, ambiguously
articulated in policy documents.

At the university level, scholars have long noticed the
institutional inertia for ESD policy change (Nicolaides,
2006), the over-specialization of the ESD curriculum
(Lozano, 2010) and the lack of a good top-level design for
university ESD policies (Tan et al., 2014). Our analysis on
university policy documents showed that these problems
were likely interconnected in Chinese context. Without uni-
versity-level coordination, each department just conducted
ESD within their disciplinary boundaries, without enough
incentives to experiment on interdisciplinary collaboration,

which corroborates Lozano and other researchers’ (2015)
finding that HEIs has been “compartmentalized and not
holistically integrated throughout the institutions.”

Previous studies also found the influence of political ide-
ology on ESD in China, with a special emphasis on teacher’s
classroom instruction (Asif et al., 2020). By contrast, our
research highlights not only the effect of political factors on
teaching and learning sustainable development, but also the
capacity of political institutions, such as the student Party
branch of the Communist Party of China, to mobilize stu-
dents to engage in ESD, which is a “hidden curriculum” that
previous studies usually ignore.

In addition, scholars like Lu and Zhang (2013) advocated
for applying bottom-up approach to transform ESD in Chi-
nese universities. According to the result of our research, the
variety of activities that student clubs organized and the irre-
placeable role they played for promoting ESD have already
demonstrated that such bottom-up approach did exist and
make a difference in China.

In general, we found that the attention that the govern-
ment paid to ESD was insufficient. In education policies,
sustainable development was not prioritized. Besides, the
university mainly passively implemented government poli-
cies without the initiative of institutional change. The defi-
ciency of institutional and financial support largely explains
why the university lacks incentive for such change. Based
on these findings, this study suggests that multi-agent par-
ticipation should be encouraged in China to promote ESD.
At the national level, policymakers should attach more
importance to ESD and establish a supportive institutional
environment. There should be stronger mobilization from
the government to inspire institutionalized practice on ESD,
e.g. special funds should be established to motivate ESD
degree programs. A holistic conceptualization of ESD is also
needed in educational policy, which calls for equal emphasis
on both the natural dimension and the social dimension of
sustainability in ESD practice. At the university level, more
frequent communication between different departments
should be encouraged to achieve a general consensus on
how to promote ESD in the cultivation of students and the
ESD curricular integration from the university is essential.
Furthermore, more resources should be provided to enable
teachers and students to explore multiple forms of ESD prac-
tice from the bottom up.

In this study, we explored the meaning of ESD as seen
by the central government of China and the mechanisms
through which ESD is implemented in Chinese HEIs. Theo-
retically, this helps us to understand how ESD is transformed
from a global notion into local political discourse. Practi-
cally, it can assist the decision-making process and lead to
improvements in China’s ESD practices. Future research
opportunities exist to compare the interpretation of ESD
from different countries, especially the multiple ways in
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which different countries internalize ESD in national pol-
icy. What is more, future research can also be undertaken to
explore the relationship between national policy and ESD
practice in HEIs from the perspective of stakeholders in uni-
versities, e.g. how do administrators, teachers, and students
understand national ESD policy and how does their under-
standing influence their ESD practice. Finally, more studies
should be conducted to access the effects of ESD practice
and programs in HEIs.
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