
 

 

CODESIGNS ESD  
TOOLKIT 

Learning Design & Education for 
Sustainable Development  

 
The CoDesignS ESD Toolkit provides an easy to implement 
pedagogic method based on the original CoDesignS framework 
(Toro-Troconis et al., 2019, Lewis, 2020) and UNESCO’s key 
competencies for sustainability (UNESCO, 2017) and the recent 
ESD guidelines published in the UK by QAA and Advance HE 
(2021).  

This set of cards present what the Sustainability Development 
Goals (SDGs) are and the three main pillars of the Toolkit:  

Pillar 1: Key competencies for sustainability 

Pillar 2: Specific learning outcomes for the SDGs and 

Pillar 3:  Key pedagogical approaches and teaching methods 
A series of case studies are also provided to guide academics 
when embedding subject-specific learning outcomes. 
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WHO IS THE CODESIGNS ESD FRAMEWORK 
FOR? 
 

According to UNESCO (2019): ‘ESD has to be understood as 
an integral part of quality education, inherent in the concept 
of lifelong learning: All educational institutions – from 
preschool to tertiary education and in non-formal and 
informal education’.  

Therefore, the CoDesignS ESD Toolkit is available to all 
educational institutions driving formal curriculum, 
extracurricular activities and lifelong learning activities within 
community groups.  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The CoDesignS ESD Toolkit is available in Open Access 
under the Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International 
(CC-BY-NC-ND-SA 4.0 IGO) license: 
http://codesignsesd.org/copyright/  

By using the content of this publication, the users accept 
to be bound by the terms of use of the CoDesignS terms 
of use. 
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The Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) 

1. No Poverty – End poverty in all its forms 
everywhere  

2. Zero Hunger – End hunger, achieve food security 
and improved nutrition and promote sustainable 
agriculture  

3. Good Health and Well-Being – Ensure healthy lives 
and promote well-being for all at all ages  

4. Quality Education – Ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all  

5. Gender Equality – Achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls  

6. Clean Water and Sanitation – Ensure availability 
and sustainable management of water and 
sanitation for all  

7. Affordable and Clean Energy – Ensure access to 
affordable, reliable, sustainable and clean energy 
for all  

8. Decent Work and Economic Growth – Promote 
sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 
growth, full and productive employment and decent 
work for all  

9. Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure – Build 
resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and 
sustainable industrialization and foster innovation  

 

 

10. Reduced Inequalities – Reduce inequality within 
and among countries  

11. Sustainable Cities and Communities – Make cities 
and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable  

12. Responsible Consumption and Production – Ensure 
sustainable consumption and production patterns  

13. Climate Action – Take urgent action to combat 
climate change and its impacts  

14. Life below Water – Conserve and sustainably use 
the oceans, seas and marine resources for 
sustainable development  

15. Life on Land – Protect, restore and promote 
sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 
sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, 
and halt and reverse land degradation and halt 
biodiversity loss  

16. Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions – Promote 
peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 
development, provide access to justice for all and 
build effective, accountable and inclusive 
institutions at all levels  

17. Partnerships for the Goals – Strengthen the means 
of implementation and revitalize the global 
partnership for sustainable development  

Source: https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-
%20development-goals/  

What are the Sustainable 
Development Goals? 
The first step is to understand the meaning of 
Sustainable Development Goals. 
 

“The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, adopted by all United 

Nations Member States in 2015, provides 
a shared blueprint for peace and 

prosperity for people and the planet, now 
and into the future. At its heart are the 17 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
which are an urgent call for action by all 
countries - developed and developing - in 

a global partnership.” 
 United nations - The 17 Goals 

 
The 17 SDGs are listed at the back of this card. 
 

 

‘At the core of the 2030 Agenda are 
17 Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) aiming to secure a 
sustainable, peaceful, prosperous 

and equitable life on earth for 
everyone now and in the future.’ 

(UNESCO, 2017) 
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Key Competencies for 
Sustainability 
The key competencies presented at the back of this card 
describe the specific attributes individuals need for 
action and self-organisation in various complex contexts 
and situations. They are generally seen as crucial to 
advance sustainable development (Haan, 2010; 
Rieckmann, 2012; Wiek et al., 2011; QAA/AdvanceHE, 
2021). 

‘There is general agreement that 
sustainability citizens need to have 

certain key competencies that allow 
them to engage constructively and 
responsibly with today’s world. ESD 

can develop cross-cutting key 
competencies for sustainability that 
are relevant to all SDGs’ (UNESCO, 

2017) 

 

STEP 2 

Collaboration competency: the abilities to learn 
from others; to understand and respect the needs, 
perspectives and actions of others (empathy); to 
understand, relate to and be sensitive to others 
(empathic leadership); to deal with conflicts in a 
group; and to facilitate collaborative and 
participatory problem solving.  

Integrated problem-solving competency: the 
abilities to apply different problem-solving 
frameworks to complex sustainability problems and 
develop viable, inclusive and equitable solution 
options that promote sustainable development, 
integrating the above- mentioned competences.  

Key competencies for sustainability 

WAYS OF THINKING 

Systems thinking competency: the abilities to 
recognise and understand relationships; to analyse 
complex systems; to think of how systems are 
embedded within different domains and different 
scales; and to deal with uncertainty.  

Anticipatory competency (future thinking): the 
abilities to understand and evaluate multiple futures – 
possible, probable and desirable; to create one’s own 
visions for the future; to apply the precautionary 
principle; to assess the consequences of actions; and 
to deal with risks and changes.  

Critical thinking competency: the abilities to question 
norms, practices, and opinions; to reflect on own one’s 
values, perceptions, and actions; and to take a position 
in the sustainability discourse.  

 WAYS OF PRACTICING 
 

Strategic competency: the abilities to collectively 
develop and implement innovative actions that 
further sustainability at the local level and further 
afield.  

WAYS OF BEING 

Self-awareness competency: the abilities to reflect 
on one’s own role in the local community and 
(global) society; to continually evaluate and further 
motivate one’s actions; and to deal with one’s 
feelings and desires.  
Normative competency: the abilities to understand 
and reflect on the norms and values that underlie 
one’s actions; and to negotiate sustainability values, 
principles, goals, and targets, in a context of 
conflicts of interests and trade-offs, uncertain 
knowledge and contradictions.  

 

 

COMPETENCIES 

Source: UNESCO’s key competencies for sustainability (UNESCO, 2017) - ESD guidelines published in the UK by QAA and Advance HE (2021) 
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! Specific Learning Objectives for 
the SDGs  
 

Learning objectives that address SDGs should emphasise 
an action-oriented and transformative pedagogy as 
explained in the next step. Therefore, learning and 
teaching practices should attempt to target the 
cognitive, socio-emotional and behavioural domains, or 
head, heart and hands to engage students in a 
transformative educational experience (Sipos et al., 
2008; Cotton & Winter, 2010). 

The back of this card explains further how the specific 
learning objectives can be applied for SDGs, including an 
example related to SGD7: Affordable and Clean Energy. 

 

 

 

STEP 3 
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Example – learning objectives for SDG 7 
‘Affordable and Clean Energy’ 

 

The learner knows about different energy 
resources – renewable and non-renewable – 
and their respective advantages and 
disadvantages including environmental 
impacts, health issues, usage, safety and 
energy security, and their share in the energy 
mix at the local, national and global level.  
 

 The learner is able to cooperate and 
collaborate with others to transfer and adapt 
energy technologies to different contexts and 
to share energy best practices of their 
communities.  
 

 The learner is able to apply and evaluate 
measures in order to increase energy 
efficiency and sufficiency in their personal 
sphere and to increase the share of renewable 
energy in their local energy mix.  

 
 
 
Source: UNESCO, 2017, p17-49 – Learning objectives for all 
the SDGs can be accessed at: 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000247444 
  

 

Specific learning objectives for the SDGs 

 

 

The Cognitive domain comprises 
knowledge and thinking skills 
necessary to better understand the 
SDG and the challenges in 
achieving it.  

 
 

 

The Socio-emotional domain 
includes social skills that enable 
learners to collaborate, negotiate 
and communicate to promote the 
SDGs as well as self-reflection skills, 
values, attitudes and motivations 
that enable learners to develop 
themselves. 

 

 

 
The behavioural domain 
describes action competencies. 

 
Sippos, Y., Battisti, B. and Grimm, K. (2008). Achieving 
transformative sustainability learning: Engaging heads, 
hands and heart’. International Journal of Sustainability 
in Higher Education, vol 9, no 1, pp 68-86 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
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Learning Descriptors 
This step introduces the different learning descriptors used 
in the CoDesignS ESD cards. The first learning descriptors 
are based on The Open University Activity Types 
Framework used to define and visualise how learners 
engage with study materials, tools and technology and the 
study community (OU, 2021). 

The second learning descriptor introduces the UK 
Professional Standards Framework (PSF) from AdvanceHE. 
The dimensions of the framework are used in the 
CoDesignS ESD cards. This means, the application of the 
CoDesignS ESD Toolkit can be used as evidence when 
applying for UKPSF Fellowship. 

 

 

 

 

STEP 4 
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UK Professional Standards Framework 
(UKPSF) from AdvanceHE 

 
The dimensions of the framework cover the following 
areas: 

 
Areas of Activity  
(A1, A2, A3, A4 & A5) 
 
Core Knowledge   
(K1, K2, K3, K4, K5 & K6) 
 
Professional Values  
(V1, V2, V3 & V4) 
 
To find out more about the dimensions of the 
Professional Standard Framework visit: 
http://bit.ly/1M1tkgU  
 

 

 

 

 

Learning Design Activity Types  
(OU, 2021) 

Assimilative: attending to information (reading, watching, 
listening, thinking about, accessing). 

Finding and handling information: searching for and 
processing information (Listing, analysing, collating, 
plotting, finding, discovering, using, gathering). 

Communicative: discussing module related content with 
at least one other person (student or tutor) 
(Communicating, debating, discussing, arguing, sharing, 
reporting, collaborating, presenting, describing). 

Productive/Creative: actively constructing an artefact 
(creating, building, making, designing, constructing, 
contributing, completing). 

Practice: applying learning in a real-world or simulated 
setting (practising, applying, mimicking, experiencing, 
exploring, investigating, experimenting, trialling, 
improving, modelling, simulating). 

Assessment: all forms of assessment, represented as a 
blend of the activity types above (Writing, presenting, 
reporting, demonstrating, critiquing. 

 

 

 

LEARNING DESCRIPTORS 
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Key Pedagogical Approaches and 
Teaching Methods  
ESD requires an action-oriented, transformative pedagogy 
which supports collaboration, problem-orientation and 
inter and transdisciplinary learning. In this step, different 
verbs associated with the specific learning objectives for 
the SDGs (Cognitive, Socio-emotional and Behavioural) are 
presented.  

The verbs help identify: 

• The domain associated with a specific learning 
outcome or competency and 

• The best pedagogical approach and teaching 
methods. 

The different levels (low and high) are also mapped 
according to the Open University learning design activity 
types presented in step 4 (assimilative, finding and 
handling information, communicative, productive and 
practice) (OU, 2021). 
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PEDAGOGICAL APPROACHES 

TEACHING METHODS 
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Analysis of the Learning  
In this final step, the different learning activity types 
selected for the delivery of the learning episode are 
analysed. 

Review the time assigned to each of the learning activity 
types mentioned in Step 4 (assimilative, finding and 
handling information, communicative, productive and 
practice), in order to identify whether the learning episode 
offers a balanced approach. 

 

 

 

 

STEP 6 
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ANALYSIS OF THE LEARNING  

 

Review the time allocated in Step 4 and add up all the time you estimated to spend on the different activity types 
(assimilative, finding and handling information, productive, practice and communicative). Calculate the time assigned 
to the different components of the 70:20:10 framework (Arets et al. (2016), and review how the 70:20:10 is allocated 
within your week or learning episode. You can download the CoDesignS ESD Toolkit Planner below to help you organise 
and visualise your learning design. 
 
The 70:20:10 split is not fixed. It is there only to guide your learning design. 
 Learning activity types (OU, 2021) Time % 

Assimilative   

Finding and handling information   

Communicative   

Practice   

Productive   

TOTAL   

 

Ideally a learning episode should combine all of the 
activity types mentioned in Step 4. The majority of 
learning comes through: 
 

Learning through experience 
(finding and handling 
information, practice and 
productive) 

70% 

Learning through others 
(communicative) 

20% 

Learning through didactic methods 
(assimilative) 

10% 

 
(OU, 2021; Lewis, 2021; Toro-Troconis et al., 2019; Arets et al., 2016) 

 
 
  

Download the CoDesignS Toolkit Planner 
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