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Introduction 
 
This resource is written for school governing boards as they are in a unique position to help schools 
develop students’ awareness of sustainability issues and nurture their abilities to think critically 
about them and take responsibility for their actions in relation to them.  As the National Governance 
Association explains in its 2020 guidance, good governing boards listen to what their pupils are 
saying, and schools are now very aware that young people are increasingly concerned about 
sustainability issues.  
 
However it's not just about listening to students.  As the Department for Education’s Governance 
Handbook 1 makes clear, a key function of every governing board is to ensure the clarity of the 
school’s vision and ethos.  It is this requirement that places governors in a unique position to embed 
sustainability as a core value across their school, and then to monitor actions and decisions in 
relation to this and the school’s strategy and improvement plan.  
 
 
Purpose 
 
This resource sets out to help schools and their governing boards evaluate and develop their 
approaches to environmental sustainability.  Doing this will help focus strategic planning on the 
areas requiring specific attention.  Evaluating practices in this way may also serve to raise the profile 
of other issues and stimulate further activity. 
 
An annotated bibliography is provided at the end of this document to highlight a number of relevant 
curriculum development initiatives. 
 
 
Framing 
 
Every attempt at formalising curriculum development and auditing practice has to establish a 
conceptual framework within which to work.  This resource uses the 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals [SDGs] produced by the United Nations in 2015 to do this. 2  These goals cover humanity’s 
most pressing needs – for example, access to energy, clean water and sanitation, the importance of 
biodiversity and responsible consumption, the risks of climate change, the need for good health, 
justice, and equality, and the scourge of poverty and hunger.  The initial focus in the development of 
this document is intentionally on climate change and environment.  
 
 
  

	
1  gov.uk/government/publications/governance-handbook 
2  sdgs.un.org/goals 
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Scope 
 
A whole school approach to sustainability encompasses all aspects of school life including its 
management.  What goes on in lessons is an obvious place to start, as is extracurricular activity 
inside and outside the school, along with eco-councils and any activity through which students can 
learn, including the hidden curriculum.   
 
To reflect this, the resource is divided into four sections following the established Four Cs model: 
 

§ Curriculum: teaching and learning  
§ Campus: buildings, grounds and budget  
§ Community: inside and out 
§ Culture: caring and respect  

 
 
How the resource works 
 
The following four sections set out 26 questions that governing boards might ask themselves about 
their school.  These all begin: “To what extent does your school … 
 
Each of these questions is followed by one example of practices that the question might explore.  
This is in a “If so, does it …” form.  For example, If so, does it consult pupils about the nature of 
their curricular and wider-school experiences?  
 
Obviously, this is only one of many such practices that could be probed.  A key use of this resource 
will be to develop and extend it internally to suit the circumstances and priorities of your school. 
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Curriculum: teaching and learning 
 

To what extent does your school … If so, does it … 

  

recognise that the statutory curriculum and 
exam syllabuses cover necessary ground but 
leave gaps and provide opportunities for 
interpretation? 

 

foster curiosity and give students the chance to 
explore wider and deeper sustainability 
questions? 

know that all subject areas can make valuable 
contributions to students’ learning about local 
and global sustainability? 

 

encourage working across subjects and 
collaboration between teachers? 

appreciate that not all teachers will have a 
specialist knowledge or background in these 
issues? 
 

provide opportunities for appropriate 
professional development? 

already audit what is currently experienced by 
students. 

 

consult students about the nature of their 
curricular and wider-school experiences? 

enable students to think about possible futures 
from a range of perspectives, including those of 
equity and justice? 

 

see the sustainable development goals as a 
helpful background to understanding these 
issues? 

understand that exploring values will be 
necessary when learning about possible futures? 

 

support students to think through issues using 
critical, creative and open-minded approaches 
that are age-appropriate, and include art based 
activities. 

 

provide students with first-hand experience of 
investigating climate and ecological issues? 

 

help students develop useful practical skills in 
relation to conservation, energy, waste and 
food growing? 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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Campus: buildings, grounds and budget 
 

To what extent does your school … If so, does it … 

  

use its buildings and grounds as active teaching 
resources that model good practice? 

 

seek to increase biodiversity, and reduce the 
use of water and other resources and all forms 
of energy? 

have policies about sustainability in relation to 
how the school operates? 

work with students and staff to develop 
policies for managing the campus to make 
biodiversity gains, save energy, and create 
less waste? 

 

make sure the budget reflects these policies and 
priorities? 

consult students and staff to monitor and 
further develop these? 

 

take sustainability seriously, act responsibly and 
model pro-environmental behaviours 
transparently in the school’s operation? 

go beyond seeing recycling and turning lights 
off as adequate responses, and see young 
people’s participation and activity in a 
positive light?   

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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Community: inside and out 
 

To what extent does your school … If so, does it … 

  

have a leadership team that promotes a focus on 
sustainability? 

consider how to incorporate sustainability into 
its school development plan and discuss these 
questions in governing board meetings? 

 

promote physical and psychological health of 
students and staff? 

encourage exercise, and grow and serve 
nutritious food? 

 

encourage a collaborative, participative 
approach to decision making and leadership that 
engages both adults and children in meaningful 
ways? 

have practices and forums for enabling 
meaningful student and staff involvement in 
decision making processes? 

 

give students opportunities to investigate issues 
that matter to the local community? 

explore local land use, transport issues, air 
pollution and related issues? 

 

consider itself a role model for its internal and 
external community in relation to sustainability 
issues? 

seek feedback from members of the school 
community to determine how its practice is 
perceived and improve in line with this 
feedback? 

 

work with parents and draw them into 
sustainability-focused activities in an 
appropriate manner? 

 

communicate with parents about what the 
school is doing (and why) and how they can 
contribute? 

see itself as a community hub for issues related 
to sustainability, providing opportunities for 
local organisations to think about their own 
responses to sustainability issues? 

 

engage local community organisations to 
share and further develop their experiences of 
sustainability? 

highlight sustainability in employment roles? consider sustainability credentials when hiring 
new staff? 

 

engage with local, regional and national expert 
organisations to enhance learning in relation to 
environment and sustainability? 

work with other schools and community 
organisations (e.g. farms, botanical gardens 
and museums) on collaborative approaches to 
learning and campus management? 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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Culture: caring and respect 
 

To what extent does your school … If so, does it … 

  

try to integrate the principles of sustainable 
living across all of its core activities and 
values? 

use these to broaden student learning, 
including in relation to learning to care for 
and respect the world around them? 

 

have an inclusive whole-school approach to 
sustainability that incorporates social and 
economic issues, including those of equity and 
justice?  

 

harness the energy of committed students to 
involve everyone? 

keep a sense of proportion about what young 
people and schools can realistically do? 

ensure that students understand their sphere of 
influence and take on responsibility for what 
they and the school can do and know who has 
responsibility for wider, bigger global issues? 

 

focus on actions that are achievable?  avoid greenwashing, badge collecting, token 
gestures and complacency? 

 

remain mindful of student mental health and 
wellbeing in relation to these issues? 

maintain an awareness of the implications of 
raising awareness of sustainability issues (eg. 
eco-anxiety) and seek to foster a sense of hope 
through pro-environmental behaviours, and an 
awareness of research in these areas? 

 

respect students’ views and concerns and know 
what they learn through the hidden curriculum? 

try to be completely open and transparent 
about what it can and cannot do at the moment 
– and why? 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
 
Concluding Comment 
 
Although we have published this on our website, we consider this to be a working document which 
will be updated from time to time in the light of feedback.  Please don’t wait to be asked for a 
comment which should be sent to info@naee.org.uk 
 
 
Authors and Acknowledgements 
 
This resource has been written by Drs Elsa Lee and William Scott.  Thanks are due to those NAEE 
Fellows and Trustees who provided advice on both content and structure during its many drafts.  If 
you have any comments to make on what is written here, please contact info@naee.org.uk  
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NAEE 
 
The National Association for Environmental Education is an independent charity that promotes all 
forms of environmental education, and supports those involved in its delivery, so that together we 
can understand and act on the need to live more sustainably in order to protect the future of our 
planet.  We believe that young people have a right to first-hand educational experiences in their local 
environment, because these are critical in helping them understand the importance of the biosphere 
to all life on the planet, as well as being a source of wellbeing and fulfilment, and a motivation 
towards sustainable living.   
 
Our charitable object is to provide a public benefit by advancing environmental education within 
early years settings, primary and secondary schools, and institutions responsible for teacher 
education within the UK and elsewhere, in particular but without limitation by … 

1. facilitating curriculum development through the provision of resources, information and 
ideas for teachers, 

2. providing financial support for pupils to visit outdoor education centres, and 
3. collaborating with organisations that have related objectives. 

 
Our registered office is in the University of Bath’s Department of Education.  For more information 
about us, or to become a member, please visit naee.org.uk  or contact info@naee.org.uk  
 


