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“My students just don’t 
seem to care about 
climate change.”

“There’s no time to teach 
sustainability with 
everything else I have to 
cover.”

Educators often face challenges and run out of ideas when 
teaching sustainability or fostering environmental 

awareness. By integrating action-oriented pedagogies, they 
can empower learners to develop empathy and actively 

participate in creating positive change within their 
classrooms, schools, communities, and beyond.

“I want to do more 
hands-on projects, but I 
don’t know where to 
start.”

“I feel like I’m working 
alone—there’s no one to 
collaborate with on this.”

“Students do amazing 
projects, but they rarely 
leave the classroom.”

"Teach students to feel 
for the planet, not just 
lecture about it."
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This Toolkit is for you!
This toolkit is for educators like you who want to create more inclusive, meaningful, and 
sustainable learning experiences.

Whether you’re designing lessons for your classroom, school, or broader community, this 
resource offers practical guidance and inspiration. We’ve laid out a step-by-step process to help 
you rethink your teaching approach, deepen student engagement, and foster real-world 
impact.

At the heart of this toolkit are 7 key components of Action-Oriented Pedagogies for 
Education for Sustainable Development (AOP for ESD):

Problem-Based & Real-World Issues Community Engagement
Collaboration Interdisciplinarity 
Learner Participation Empathy 
Regional & Cultural Relevance 

In this toolkit, you’ll find:
● A clear framework to guide your lesson planning
● Steps to design action-oriented activities
● Templates and idea cards to help generate creative, context-driven solutions

Let’s co-create learning experiences that inspire action, foster empathy, and build a more 
sustainable world!
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What is 
AOP for ESD?

Situating Action-oriented 
Pedagogies for Education for 

Sustainable Development

1
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Action-Oriented Pedagogies for 
Education for Sustainable Development 
(AOP for ESD) are teaching approaches 

that put learners at the center of learning. 
Instead of just learning facts, learners 

explore real problems in their 
communities, work with others, and take 

meaningful action. AOP for ESD focuses 
not only on knowledge, but also on building 

important skills like empathy, teamwork, 
and problem-solving. It includes seven key 
components: Problem-Based & Real-World 
Issues, Community Engagement, Learner 

Participation, Collaboration,
Interdisciplinarity, Empathy, and 

Regional & Cultural Relevance.

Let’s define AOP for ESD…
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Why 
AOP for ESD?
Why do we need to incorporate 

AOP for ESD  in our teaching and 
learning?

02
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Overemphasis on cognitive learning in climate change education!
Adopted from UNESCO. 2019. Country progress on Climate Change Education, Training and Public Awareness​

Too often, climate change and sustainability education focuses heavily on definitions, facts, and

frameworks—"What is climate change?" or "What are the SDGs?" While cognitive knowledge is important,

it’s not enough. Research shows that to cultivate environmental identity and long-term commitment to

sustainability, learners must do more than memorize—they must feel, act, and experience. Most traditional

approaches neglect the social-emotional and behavioral dimensions of learning. This leads to passive

understanding, not active participation. 7



Climate change literacy 
vs. Climate actions ​
Sato & Park. 2024. Does Climate Awareness Lead to Climate Action? A Study on Adults in Malawi. WIMAYA, 5(1).   ​

Research shows that simply increasing

climate knowledge and awareness does

not lead to meaningful pro-

environmental behavior.

Without opportunities to engage

emotionally and act meaningfully,

learners may understand the issues but

feel powerless to make changes or

disconnected from solutions.

(Azevedo & Marques, 2017; Simpson et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2013; Niepold et al., 2017).
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A Framework 
Grounded in RCE 

Expertise
AOP for ESD draws on insights from 
educators and community leaders 

within the global network of Regional 
Centres of Expertise (RCEs) on ESD.
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RCEs, or Regional Centres of Expertise on Education
for Sustainable Development, are multi-stakeholder
networks recognized by the United Nations University.
Each RCE brings together educators, local governments,
civil society, youth groups, and businesses within a
specific region to collaborate on sustainability education.
Since 2005, RCEs have worked to localize the global
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through
community-based, lifelong learning—making them
living laboratories for action-oriented education.

https://www.rcenetwork.org/portal/   

UN Decade of ESD

2005: 7 RCEs
2014: 135 RCEs

Global Action Programme on ESD

2015: 146 RCEs
2019: 169 RCEs

ESD for 2030

2025: 200 RCEs

(as of May 2024) 
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The Seven
AOP for ESD

Introducing AOP for ESD—practical 
approaches you can apply directly to 

your instructions.
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11



7 AOP for ESD 
components

Problem-Based 
& Real-World 

Issues

Community 
Engagement

Root learning in 
authentic, local, or 
global challenges.

Connect learners 
with the people and 
places around them.

Empower learners to 
take ownership of 

their learning 
journey.

Learner 
Participation
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Help learners 
understand and 

care about others, 
including the 
environment.

Empathy

Ground learning in 
local identities, values, 
and ways of knowing.

Regional & 
Cultural 

RelevanceBlend knowledge 
from multiple 

subjects to address 
complex issues.

InterdisciplinarityCollaboration

Encourage teamwork 
and shared problem-

solving.
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AOP for ESD

Educator… yes, YOU!

AOP for ESD begins the moment you as educator choose to embrace it!
You're not just a teacher—you’re a facilitator and a co-creator.
Whether you're in a classroom, a library, a community space, or online,
your role is to support learners as they tackle real-world problems—by
connecting with peers, engaging with the community, and taking part in
meaningful, action-driven learning.
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Start with real problems… Focus 
your lesson on real-world issues 
because sustainability challenges 
are real and happening now. 
When students tackle actual 
problems, their learning becomes 
more relevant to them.

Educator… YOU!

Problem-based and Real-world Issues

AOP for ESD
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Community members are your partners! 
They bring useful ideas, local knowledge, 

and support that help make learning more 
meaningful. By involving them, your 

learners can design solutions that truly fit 
the needs and culture of the community.

Problem-based and Real-world Issues

Community 
Engagement

AOP for ESD

Educator… YOU!
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Learners take the lead!
They work together to find 
and solve real problems in 
their communities. When 

students are actively involved, 
learning becomes more 

meaningful and connected to 
their lives.

Problem-based and Real-world Issues

Community 
Engagement

Learner 
Participation

AOP for ESD

Educator… YOU!
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Problem-based and Real-world Issues

Community 
Engagement

Learner 
Participation

AOP for ESD

Educator… YOU!

Learning is better together! 
Collaboration means students 
work in groups, share ideas, and 
learn from one another.

Collaboration
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Problem-based and Real-world Issues

Community 
Engagement

Learner 
Participation

AOP for ESD

Educator… YOU!

Collaboration Interdisciplinarity

Sustainability isn’t one subject, it’s many!
Design lessons that let learners connect ideas 
from a wide range of disciplines or collaborate 
with people from diverse perspectives. This 
approach helps them build a deeper, more holistic 
understanding of complex sustainability challenges.
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Problem-based and Real-world Issues

Community 
Engagement

Learner 
Participation

AOP for ESD

Educator… YOU!

Collaboration Interdisciplinarity Empathy

When you design class activities 
that allow learners to 

empathize, they begin to 
understand and share the 

feelings of people /animals / the 
environment affected by real-
world problems. This emotional 
connection encourages learners 

to see issues from multiple 
perspectives and develop more 

thoughtful  solutions.
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Problem-based and Real-world Issues

Community 
Engagement

Learner 
Participation

AOP for ESD

Educator… YOU!

Collaboration Interdisciplinarity Empathy

Look for regional and cultural 
relevance, or better yet, co-
create with the community! 

Design lessons that connect to 
learners’ own lives, cultures, 
and communities to make 

learning more meaningful and 
grounded in real experiences.

Regional 
and Cultural 
Relevance
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Example of an
AOP for ESD lesson

We look into Chulalongkorn 
University and Banthatthong 

Community in how they applied 
AOP for ESD in their lessons.

05
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Designing Liquid Waste Disposal 
Filter for Street Food Vendors 
Chulalongkorn University and Banthatthong Community
Bangkok, Thailand

23



In this example, the targeted learners are Thai 
undergraduate students who may not have prior 
knowledge of sustainability, but are curious, open-
minded, and eager to explore real-world issues.
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Learning Objectives

Identify environmental or social challenges 

within the university’s area.01

Engage with local stakeholders or community 

members to understand diverse perspectives 

and root causes of the issue.
02

Design and propose a solution that addresses 

environmental or social challenges.03

Here are the Learning Objectives from this class…
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Located just a 5-minute walk from Chulalongkorn
University, Banthatthong is one of Bangkok’s busiest
street food destinations. Learners identified a key
challenge in the area: the poor management of
liquid waste, which causes clogged drains and
unpleasant odors due to a lack of accessible, user-
friendly disposal systems.
This real-world issue allows learners to explore
themes of food waste, overconsumption, and urban
waste management through investigation and
community-based problem solving.26

Topic /Real-world Problems: 
Food Waste and Urban 
Waste Management in 
Banthatthong



How might we engage Thai 
undergraduate students
on food waste and urban 
waste management in 

Banthatthong so they can 
explore local sustainability 

challenges, collaborate with 
community members, and co-
create meaningful solutions.

This guiding question supports the educators 
in facilitating meaningful learning 
experiences for students in collaboration 
with members of the Banthatthong 
community.
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AOP for ESD Instructional Activities

Group Project 
Community Interviews 

and Fieldwork
Hands-on Building 

and Prototyping
Co-Design with 

community members
Learners work in teams to investigate 

problems, design solutions, and co-
create final interventions to foster 

collaboration.

Learners conduct interviews and on-
site observations with street food 
vendors to build empathy, gather 

insights, and ground their solutions in 
real-world problems.

Learners engage in iterative design: 
sketching, constructing, testing, and 
refining their ideas using accessible 

materials

Learners collaborate with local vendors 
to ensure their designs are culturally 

relevant and responsive to actual 
community needs.

In the Thailand example, the instructor decided to use: Group Projects, Community Interviews and Fieldwork, Hands-on Building and 
Prototyping, and Co-Design with Community Members as her AOP for ESD Instructional Activities
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Sketch Prototype Final

Co-designing solution with 
community

Street food is more than just a meal—it's a
reflection of Thai culture, identity, and daily
life—making Banthatthong an ideal setting
for problem-based learning. In this lesson,
learners collaborate directly with local food
vendors to co-design a waste disposal tool
that is simple, affordable, and culturally
appropriate. The process involves active
learner participation and collaboration—from
initial problem exploration to sketching,
prototyping, testing, and refining solutions
based on real feedback from the community.
This hands-on, community-based approach
strengthens empathy, promotes regional and
cultural relevance, and fosters collaborative
problem-solving, core to AOP for ESD.

Problem-based and Real-world 
Issues

Community 
Engagement

Collaboration Interdisciplinarity

Learner 
Participation

Empathy
Regional 

and Cultural 
Relevance 29



Collaborate with peers from 
diverse interdisciplinary 
knowledge and backgrounds.

Big part of this AOP for ESD learning 
process is for students to collaborate. 
To make the project successful, they 
combine their expertise from various 
backgrounds, such as design and 
programming, to develop solutions 
for the liquid waste disposal problem.

Problem-based and Real-world 
Issues

Community 
Engagement

Collaboration Interdisciplinarity

Learner 
Participation

Empathy
Regional 

and Cultural 
Relevance
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Now that you’ve explored examples 
and gathered some ideas, it’s time 
to design your own AOP for ESD 

lesson based on your context! 
Think about your learners, your 
community, and the real-world 
problems they care about—and 

start creating a learning 
experience that leads to action.
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Designing your 
AOP for ESD lesson

Your turn to think about your 
AOP for ESD instructions

06
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To begin, you can download this AOP for 
ESD lesson plan to create your own lesson.

It’s even better if you work together with your 
colleagues! 

Noted that each educator should use one 
planning sheet to design their own AOP for 
ESD lesson. 

This will help you focus your ideas clearly—
and make it easy to share and discuss your 
plan with others later.

Ready to get started? Let’s design for action!
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Before designing your lesson, start by 
thinking about who your learners are. 
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How to choose Topic/ Real-world Problems?
Make sure your topic is specific and actionable. A broad issue 
like climate change is important—but it’s often too big and 
overwhelming for learners to tackle in a short lesson. Instead, 
narrow it down to something learners can see, explore, and act 
on in their own community.

For example:
● Electronic waste disposal on campus
● Food waste at a local market
● Single-use plastics in school cafeterias
● Water use in the dormitory showers

Choosing a local, real-life issue helps learners stay motivated 
and see the impact of their actions.
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How to choose Topic / 
Real-world problems?

Climate change Heat reduction strategies for school 
buildings in Jakarta

Waste management Improving food waste sorting at the 
campus cafeteria

Sustainable consumption Reducing single-use plastics at local food 
fair

Water pollution Tracking detergent use in dorm laundry 
and its effects on drainage

Air pollution Measuring and addressing traffic-related 
emissions near campus

Food systems Promoting plant-based meal options in 
the university canteen

Deforestation Advocating for green space preservation 
at community library

Here are some examples of how to narrow down a topic or real-world problem! 
Breaking down broad issues into specific, actionable challenges makes it easier 
for learners to engage meaningfully and design practical solutions.36



What should your learners know, feel, or be 
able to do by the end of the lesson?

Use action verbs (like explore, analyze, 
design, reflect, collaborate) to clearly state 
your goals. Learning objectives help you stay 
focused and ensure your activities lead to 
meaningful outcomes.

Tip: Keep it simple and aligned with your 
learners’ level and the real-world problem 
you’ve chosen.Now think about the learning objectives—what do 

you want your learners to get out of your lesson?
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“How might we?” Statement
Once you’ve identified your targeted learners, topic/real-world problem, and learning 
objectives, you’re ready to craft a “How Might We?” (HMW) statement. A HMW statement is 
a tool to help you consolidate your thoughts and frame your challenge in a way that’s open, 
actionable, and learner-centered.

It guides your AOP for ESD lesson planning by focusing on possibility rather than limitation, 
encouraging creative thinking, collaboration, and real-world solutions.

Think of it as the starting point for designing a meaningful and engaging learning experience.

This question helps 
frame the real-world 

problems in a way that’s 
open, actionable, and 

learner-centered!
38



“How might we?” Statement

Thai undergraduate students

explore local sustainability challenges, collaborate with community members, and 

co-create meaningful solutions

food waste and urban waste management in Banthatthong

Remember the Banthatthong street food vendor example? Here's how the 
example case HMW statement came together. Use this simple structure to 
create your own HMW statement. Just fill in the blanks based on your targeted 
learners, real-world problem, and learning objectives.
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Now, it’s your turn to write your
How Might We? Statement
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Using your How Might We statement, it’s time to start brainstorming how
you might design instructional activities for your learners and bring your
lesson to life. Use the 7 AOP for ESD components as your guide.

Think big, think bold—come up with as many ideas as you can! You don’t
need to be perfect at this stage—just explore what’s possible for your
context

Let’s Brainstorm!

Think about how students will explore the problem, 
engage with others, and take action. 
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Pro Tip: Turn on your favorite song while you brainstorm! Let the music set the 
mood—and challenge yourself to come up with as many ideas as you can before the 
song ends. It's a fun way to spark creativity and keep the energy flowing!

Let’s think of AOP for ESD teaching methods that match your learners, your context, and the kind of learning you want to create!
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Once you’ve finished brainstorming, take a look at the AOP for ESD
Idea Cards to see if you can apply or adapt any of the suggestions to
strengthen your lesson. Jot down any new ideas you discover in the
boxes provided.

Working on AOP for ESD with colleagues?
That’s even better! Explore the Idea Cards together, have a
conversation, share your thoughts, and offer feedback to one
another. Collaboration often sparks new perspectives and more
creative lesson ideas—you might uncover insights you hadn’t
considered before!
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The AOP for ESD Ideas Cards 
are designed to inspire you with 
practical instructional activities 

that bring the seven AOP for ESD 
components to life in your 

classroom. Use them alongside 
your lesson plan to spark ideas, 

adapt strategies, and design 
engaging, action-oriented 

learning experiences.

Keep in mind that not all Idea Cards will fit 
your specific context—and that’s okay. 
You are the expert in your learning 
environment, and you know your 
students best. 

Use the cards as inspiration, not 
instruction. Often, they’ll spark new ideas 

of your own that go beyond what’s on the cards!
44
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Jot down any new ideas 
you discover or feel 

inspired by—whether 
from the Idea Cards or 

your colleagues—in 
the boxes provided.
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You’ve just created AOP for ESD instructional 
activities that you can use in your own lessons!

Before you put them into practice, take a moment to reflect. Use the

Checklist Questions to consider a few key questions and make

sure your lesson design supports an inclusive, engaging, and learner-centered
classroom. As you reflect, jot down notes on how you might improve or better
address certain areas in your plan.
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Problem-Based & Real-
World Issues

Checklist Questions
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Community Engagement    
Checklist Questions

55



Learner Participation   
Checklist Questions
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Collaboration 
Checklist Questions
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Interdisciplinarity
Checklist Questions
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Empathy
Checklist Questions

59



Regional &
Cultural Relevance

Checklist Questions
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Take a moment to think about how you want to run your lesson 
and set your intentions. Use the space below to jot down how 

you might improve or better support certain parts of your plan.
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Time to 
Practice!

Take your lesson plan into 
the classroom and try it out 
with your learners. Pay 
attention to what works well 
and where you might make 
adjustments. Every class is a 
chance to learn and 
improve!
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Congratulations on completing this 
guidebook! 

You’ve explored the principles of AOP for ESD, reflected on your own 
teaching context, and begun designing meaningful, learner-centered 

lessons grounded in real-world problems.

Whether you’re teaching in a classroom, leading a workshop, or working in 
your community, remember:

You are not just an educator, you are a changemaker.

Start small, stay curious, and keep learning with your students. And don’t 
forget to connect with fellow educators—share your ideas, swap stories, and 

grow together.
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Action-Oriented Pedagogy Checklist

39

AOP Elements Check Box

Yes No

Problem -Based and Real -World Issues

1 Do the learners get to identify a real -world problem/issue related to sustainable development?

2 Is the problem/issue coming from the real needs of the community members?

3 Do the learners have prior knowledge and skills to understand the issue and identify solutions? If 

not, what prerequisite lessons are required?

Community Engagement

4 Is the problem/issue consulted with the community members?

5 Is the learning activity engaging the community members?

6 Does the learning activity give special attention to underrepresented groups in the community? Is 

the programme inclusive?

Learner Participation

7 Do the learners participate in setting up the learning objectives?

8 Do the learners participate in designing the learning process?

9 Are there any mechanisms to ensure the ownership and responsibilities of learners for their learning 

outcomes?



Action-Oriented Pedagogy Checklist

39

Collaboration

10 Does the learning programme facilitate meaningful interaction and dialogue between learners and 

external stakeholders, such as community members or industry professionals?

11 Does the learning activity involve collaborative projects where learners work with stakeholders from 

different academic backgrounds to solve sustainability problems?

12 Does the learning activity leverage everyone’s strengths to achieve common goals?

Empathy

13 Does the learning programme include a profiling activity or on-the-ground interaction to understand 

and share the feelings of the affected populations (or community members who face the 

sustainability issues or climate change impacts)?

14 Are learners trained to use participatory methods, such as interviews or observations, to authentically 

understand the lived experiences of community members?

15 Does learners’ understanding of the affected populations reflected in the solutions?



Action-Oriented Pedagogy Checklist

39

Regional and Cultural Relevance

16 Do the entire learning process and activity acknowledge and respect the cultural values of the 

community?

17 Do the learning activities provide learners with the opportunity to look into the Indigenous 

knowledge and culture of the community in solving sustainability issues?

18 Do the learning activities leverage the cultural and linguistic strengths of the community? (e.g. 

providing the learning materials in local language)

Interdisciplinarity

19 Are the learning activities designed to integrate knowledge and methods from multiple disciplines 

to address sustainability challenges?

20 Does the learning activity involve experts from different disciplines to provide interdisciplinary 

views on sustainability issues?



A collection of 10 exemplary cases from RCEs that 
illustrate the successful implementation of AOP -ESD in 
diverse educational contexts.

https:// go.unu.edu /aop -esd

Learning for a Sustainable 
Future: RCE Stories of Action -
Oriented Pedagogy
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