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1. Setting the scene 

1.1 Sustainable Development Goals 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 

September 2015, is a plan of action for people, planet, prosperity and peace.  It is a universal, global 

framework to deal with the major development and environmental challenges facing humanity and 

our planet.   

The Agenda incorporates seventeen Sustainable Development Goals with 169 targets, to be achieved 

by the year 2030.  The 17 Goals are integrated and indivisible and balance the three dimensions of 

sustainable development: the economic, social and environmental.  The Goals are universal, meaning 

that all countries and all people have a responsibility to act to realise the Goals, both at home and 

overseas. 

Taken together, the seventeen Goals and 169 targets represent an ambitious but imperative plan to 

secure a sustainable, peaceful, prosperous and equitable life for all people, everywhere, now and in 

the future, incorporating a commitment to leave no one behind.  Agenda 2030 represents a 

commitment by the signatory countries around the world to work together in partnership to:  

Á tackle poverty and hunger, in all their forms and dimensions, and to ensure that all human beings 

can fulfil their potential in dignity and equality and in a healthy environment 

Á protect the planet from degradation, including through sustainable consumption and production, 

sustainably manage its natural resources and take urgent action on climate change 

Á ensure that all human beings can enjoy prosperous and fulfilling lives and that economic, social 

and technological progress occurs in harmony with nature 

Á foster peaceful, just and inclusive societies which are free from fear and violence (United Nations, 

2015). 
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The Sustainable Development Goals 

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 wellbeing 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 modern 
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 industrialisation, 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 and Justice, 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. Partnership for the Goals: Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalise the global 
partnership for sustainable development 

Table 1 The seventeen Sustainable Development Goals 
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1.2 National Strategy on Education for Sustainable Development 

LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƻƴ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ {ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ όнлмп-2020) aims to ensure that 

our education system contributes to sustainable development by:  

ΧŜǉǳƛǇǇƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ όǘƘŜ ΨǿƘŀǘΩύΣ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ŘƛǎǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ 
and skiƭƭǎ όǘƘŜ ΨƘƻǿΩύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ όǘƘŜ ΨǿƘȅΩύ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊ 
them throughout their lives to become informed active citizens who take action for 
a more sustainable future (DES, 2014: 3). 

This aim reflects the long-standing tradition and aims of Development Education (DE) in Ireland, and 

ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ΨŀŘƧŜŎǘƛǾŀƭΩ ŜŘǳŎations, such as global citizenship education, human rights 

education, intercultural education.  DE and ESD are very similar in terms of content, methodology, 

ideology and commitment to action for positive change, and these synergies create a situation where 

stakeholders from a variety of backgrounds and with a variety of agendas can work together towards 

realisation of the recommendations outlined in the strategy document (Hogan & Tormey, 2008).  

The National Strategy on Education for Sustainable Development was published by the Department 

of Education and Skills towards the conclusion of the United Nations Decade of Education for 

Sustainable Development (2005-2014).  The document draws on consultation with stakeholders and 

key policy documents, including its parent strategy, Our Sustainable Future: A framework for 

sustainable development for Ireland.   

Figure 1 The Sustainable Development Goals icons 
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Although the Education for Sustainable Development strategy predates Agenda 2030, it articulates a 

series of recommendations which can help to empower learners to take informed decisions and 

responsible actions for environmental integrity, economic viability and a just society for present and 

future generations.  Additionally, the important role of Education for Sustainable Development is 

acknowledged in Goal 4 (Quality Education), target 4.7 of Agenda 2030: 

By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to 
promote sustainable development, including, among others, through education for 
sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, 
promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and 
ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ contribution to sustainable 
development (United Nations, 2015). 

Education for Sustainable Development is therefore recognised at an international level, as being an 

essential contributor to all efforts to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals.   

The national strategy embraces a vision of Education for Sustainable Development that is proactive 

and transformational, for as well as about sustainable development. The national strategy is based on 

the following key aims or principles: 

  

Key principles underpinning the National Strategy for Education for Sustainable 
Development (2014-2020) 

Á balance environmental, social and economic considerations 

Á promote lifelong learning  

Á be locally relevant while also linking the local to the national and international 

Á engage all sectors of the education system, as well as the non-formal education sector 

Á be interdisciplinary and recognise interdependence and interconnectivities across other 

sectors  

Á use a variety of pedagogical techniques that promote active and participatory learning and 

the development of key dispositions and skills 

Á emphasise social justice and equity 

Á focus on values and promote active democratic citizenship and inclusion as a means of 

empowering the individual and the community 

Á be an agent for positive change in reorienting societies towards sustainable development 

(DES, 2014: 4) 

 Table 2 Key principles underpinning the National Strategy on Education for Sustainable Development 
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1.3 Purpose and target audience 

The National Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development outlines eight priority action areas, 

identified as key to the achievement of the overall aim of equipping learners with the knowledge, skills 

ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ Ψǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ǿƘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩ ό59{Σ 

2014: 3). 

 

The purpose of this study is to realise Recommendation 6 of the national strategy, which is specific to 

priority action area 3: Curriculum at pre-school, primary and post primary.   

 

Priority action areas in the National Strategy for Education for Sustainable 
Development 

1. Leadership and coordination  

2. Data collection and baseline measurement   

3. Curriculum at pre-school, primary and post primary 

4. Professional development  

5. Further Education and Training  

6. Higher Education and Research  

7. Promoting participation by young people.  

8. Sustainability in action 

(DES, 2014: 4) 

 

Recommendation 6 

The NCCA [National Council for Curriculum and Assessment] should be asked to audit, from a 

sustainable development perspective, the primary and post primary curriculum by 2017.  The 

audit should identify opportunities for building on existing practice and should identify potential 

linkages between different subject areas in primary and post primary schools.  The results of the 

audit should be published by the Department of Education and Skills. 

(DES, 2014: 13) 

Table 3 Priority action areas in the National Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development 
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The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) is a statutory body which advises the 

Minister for Education and Skills on: 

Á curriculum and assessment for early childhood education, primary and post-primary schools. 

Á assessment procedures used in schools and examinations on subjects which are part of the 

curriculum. 

 

Figure 2 Overview of NCCA's areas of activity 

 

This NCCA study is a snapshot of the opportunities for building on existing curriculum practice and 

potential linkages for Education for Sustainable Development in primary (including Aistear, the early 

childhood curriculum framework), and the post primary junior and senior cycle curriculum 

documentation.1  It is important to note that as plans for curriculum reform and review are realised 

across the various educational sectors, ESD opportunities and linkages will change and hopefully 

improve. 

The target audience for this study are the stakeholders such as:  

Á Department of Education and Skills 

 
1 For an overview of the formal education system in Ireland see DES, 2004. A brief description of the Irish 
Education system.  Available: https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/A-Brief-
Description-of-the-Irish-Education-System.pdf 

ωNetworks provide 
ideas on practices 
and approaches

ωAdvice is shaped 
by public 
consultations

ωAdvice is based on 
deliberations with 
Council, Boards, 
Development                      
Groups 

ωResearch informs 
the advice

Research Deliberations

NetworksConsultations

https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/A-Brief-Description-of-the-Irish-Education-System.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/A-Brief-Description-of-the-Irish-Education-System.pdf
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Á National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 

Á Individuals and organisations engaged in curriculum resource development or curriculum support, 

such as additional government departments, civil society organisations/non-governmental 

organisations etc. 

This document is not intended for teachers in the classroom, although it will certainly be of use to 

teacher educators, for example, those involved in the DICE (primary) or Ubuntu (post-primary) 

Networks, non-governmental/civil society organisations offering teacher training or DES personnel 

involved in teacher continuing professional development, such as those working with the Department 

ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ {ƪƛƭƭǎΩ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ όt5{¢ύ ƻǊ WǳƴƛƻǊ /ȅŎƭŜ ŦƻǊ 

Teachers (JCT). 

1.4 Structure of study 

The NCCA has chosen to activate Recommendation 6 from the National Strategy on Education for 

Sustainable Development using a two-step approach to examining key curriculum documentation.  

Step One: 

This study maps high-level curriculum frameworks in Ireland 

from early childhood to post-primary to eight cross-cutting 

key competencies for sustainability, relevant to all the 

Sustainable Development Goals, as outlined in a UNESCO 

publication entitled Education for Sustainable Development 

Goals: Learning Objectives (UNESCO, 2017: 10).   

 

¢ƘŜ ¦b9{/h ƪŜȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎ ΨŀǊŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ 

of all ages worldwiŘŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǘǊŀƴǎǾŜǊǎŀƭΣ 

multifunctional and context-ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘΩ ό¦b9{/hΣ нлмтΥ млύΦ  

They represent internationally recognised standards in 

relation to learner acquisition of higher order skills, 

dispositions and values, and so provide a useful comparative 

tool for looking at the development of curriculum frameworks in the Irish context.  

Figure 3 UNESCO's Education for Sustainable 
Development Goals: Learning Objectives 



12 

 

 

 

¦b9{/hΩǎ ŎǊƻǎǎ-cutting key competencies for sustainability 

Á Systems thinking: the ability to recognize 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. 

Á Anticipatory competency: the ability to understand and evaluate multiple futures ς possible, 

ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜΤ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΤ ǘƻ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŎŀǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ 

principle; to assess the consequences of actions, and to deal with risks and changes.  

Á Normative competency: the abilities to understand and reflect on the norms and values that 

ǳƴŘŜǊƭƛŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎΣ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎΣ ƛƴ 

a context of conflicts of interest and trade-offs, uncertain knowledge and contradictions. 

Á Strategic competency: the abilities to collectively develop and implement innovative actions 

that further sustainability at the local level and further afield. 

Á Collaboration: 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 (empathetic leadership); to deal with conflicts in a group; and to facilitate collaborative 

and participatory problem solving. 

Á Critical thinking: the ability to question norms, pracǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎΤ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ 

values, perceptions and actions; and to take a position in the sustainability discourse. 

Á Self-awareness: ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ όƎƭƻōal) 

society; to continually evaluaǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΤ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜΩǎ 

feelings and desires. 

Á Integrated problem-solving: the overarching ability to apply different problem-solving 

frameworks to complex sustainability problems and develop viable, inclusive and equitable 

solutions that promote sustainable development, integrating the other competencies. 

(UNESCO, 2017: 10) 

Table 4 UNESCO's key competencies for sustainability 
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Step Two: 

This study includes case studies of curricular components from primary, junior and senior cycle levels.  

These case studies identify the aspect of the rationale and aim/objectives of the specific subject or 

short course which are in keeping with the spirit and intent of ESD.  Case studies also highlight sample 

learning objectives (primary) or outcomes (junior/senior cycle) which provide opportunities for 

teaching and learning about one or more Sustainable Development Goal.   

Case studies have been selected using a set of criteria.  

Although this study is a direct response to Recommendation 6 in the National Strategy on Education 

for Sustainable Development, the methodology employed means that this document also records 

progress as well as identifying  the remaining work to be done in relation to Recommendation 7 from 

the strategy.  It is with Recommendation 7 in mind, that this study emphasises recent post primary 

curriculum developments, particularly at junior cycle level. 

 

 

 

 

 

Criteria for inclusion of case studies 

Case studies should: 

Á Include sample curriculum elements from each level (e.g. primary, junior cycle and senior cycle) 

Á Provide a balance between standalone curriculum elements and those with continuity 

between levels 

Á Prioritize those that have been recently revised (with some exceptions) 

Á Provide a balance between curriculum elements with content explicitly relevant to the 

Sustainable Development Goals and those less explicit in terms of content  

Á Provide a balance between curriculum elements with natural links to the economic, 

environmental and social dimensions of sustainable development 

Recommendation 7 

The DES [Department of Education and Skills] and NCCA should ensure that ESD principles are 

integrated into all relevant primary and post primary curriculum areas as the curriculum is 

reviewed, where this is appropriate. This includes the primary school curriculum, the new 

specifications for the Junior Cycle [Profile of Achievement], and the senior cycle curriculum.  

(DES, 2014: 13) 

Table 5 Criteria for inclusion of case studies 
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This two-step approach facilitates an interrogation of curriculum frameworks and 

syllabus/specification documents to uncover what the NCCA has been doing well in relation to ESD 

and where it could do better or improve. It is intended that the resulting recommendations will help 

to ensure that good practice in relation to ESD opportunities and linkages be taken on board in ongoing 

and future curriculum reform and review, and in the development of a National Strategy for Education 

for Sustainable Development beyond 2020.  

Figure 4 NCCA's approach to the ESD opportunities and linkages study 
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2. Curriculum Frameworks 

2.1 Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework 

Aistear is the early childhood curriculum for all children in Ireland 

from birth to six years.  It can be used to support the learning and 

development of all children in a variety of settings ς at home, in full 

time and part time day care settings, in preschools and in the first two 

years of primary school.2   Aistear was developed by the NCCA in 

consultation with the early childhood sector and was published in late 

2009.   

Aistear prioritises the building of healthy relationships and highlights 

the centrality of play, especially outdoor play, during early childhood.  

Aistear sees children as competent and confident with views that are 

worth listening to, and its themes set out the skills, dispositions, 

attitudes and values, knowledge and understanding that children need to achieve their full potential.  

Adults are encouraged to listen and respond to the views of babies, toddlers and young children as 

they plan for learning and create play rich spaces. 

The framework is based on 12 principles of early learning and development: 

Group 1: Children and their 
lives in early childhood 

GrouǇ нΥ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
connections with others 

Group 3: How children 
learn and develop 

¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜƴŜǎǎ Relationships Holistic learning and 

development 

Equality and diversity Parents, family and community Active learning 

Children as citizens ¢ƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ role Play and hands-on experiences 

  Relevant and meaningful 

experiences 

  Communication and language 

  The learning environment  

 

 
2 Many children start attending school before the compulsory starting age of six. 

Figure 5 Aistear, the early 
childhood curriculum framework 
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Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ {ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƻŦ ΨŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ƛǎ 

particularly important:  

 

All Aistear principles aǊŜ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƘƛƭŘ ŀǎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴΩ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ 

the ESD relevant aspects of the interpretation are: 

Á Remember that I too am a citizen. Help me to learn about my rights and responsibilities.  Model 

fairness, justice, and respect when you interact with me and others. 

Á Create an environment for me in which I feel confident and comfortable and have opportunities to 

share my experiences, stories, ideas, and feelings.  Model democracy in action.  Involve me in 

making decisions and in planning activities and doing and reflecting on them with others. 

Á Let me share my views and opinions with you about things that matter to me.  Help me to 

understand that others may have different views and opinions, and to respect these.  As I 

communicate in different ways, this might mean you need to observe and interpret my facial 

expression, body movements, gurgles, cries, moods, and my language(s). 

Á 9ƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ƳŜ ǘƻ ŎŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊonment.  

The Aistear framework is organized around four interconnected themes, which are used to describe 

learning and development.  The themes are Wellbeing, Identity and Belonging, Communicating, 

Exploring and Thinking.  Each theme has four broad aims and each aim has six learning goals.  

Aistear Principle - Children as citizens 

Children are citizens with rights and responsibilities.  They have opinions that are worth listening 

to and have the right to be involved in decisions about matters that affect them.  In this way, they 

have a right to experience democracy.  From this experience they learn that, as well as having 

rights, they also have a responsibility to respect and help others, and to care for their environment. 
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Figure 6 Aistear framework components 

Aistear themes 

Well-being  

Wellbeing is about children being confident, happy and healthy.  This theme focuses on 

developing as a person and has two main elements: psychological well-being (including thinking 

and feeling) and physical well-being.  

Identity and Belonging  

Identity and Belonging is about children developing a positive sense of who they are and feeling 

that they are valued and respected as part of a family and community. 

Communicating  

Communicating is about children sharing their experiences, thoughts, ideas, and feelings with 

growing confidence and competence in a variety of ways and for a variety of purposes. 

Exploring and Thinking 

Exploring and Thinking is about children making sense of the things, places and people in their 

world by interacting with others, playing, investigating, questioning, and forming, testing and 

refining ideas. 

Table 6 Aistear's themes 



18 

²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘ ŀƛƳǎ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ !ƛǎǘŜŀǊ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƳŀǇǇŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ¦b9{/hΩǎ ŎǊƻǎǎ-cutting 

key competencies for sustainability, it emerges that the framework provides opportunities for babies, 

toddlers and children to gain all the key competencies for sustainability, albeit in age appropriate 

ways.  The most opportunities are afforded to the competency of self-awareness, followed by 

collaboration, then the normative competency, followed jointly by the critical thinking and 

anticipatory competencies.  There are fewest opportunities to gain systems thinking and integrated-

problem solving competencies, perhaps unsurprisingly given the 0-6 years age-range covered by the 

Aistear framework.  The Aistear theme which presents the most opportunities to gain key 

competencies for sustainability is Exploring and Thinking. 

To better comprehend the range of opportunities for key competencies for sustainability in Aistear, it 

is useful to look at Exploring and Thinking, as the theme which presents the most opportunity for 

engagement.   The aims and learning goals of Exploring and Thinking, which offer opportunities for 

children to gain key competencies for sustainability are presented below: 

Aim 1: Children will learn about and make sense of the world around them. 

Sample aim 1 learning goals 

In partnership with the adult, children will: 

Á demonstrate a growing understanding of themselves and others in their community (normative, 

collaboration & self-awareness competencies) 

Á develop an understanding of change as part of their lives (anticipatory competency) 

Á learn about the natural environment and its features, materials, animals, and plants, and their 

own responsibility as carers (self-awareness competency) 

Aim 2: Children will develop and use skills and strategies for observing, questioning, 
investigating, understanding, negotiating, and problem-solving, and come to see 
themselves as explorers and thinkers. 

Sample aim 2 learning goals 

In partnership with the adult, children will:  

Á recognise patterns and make connections and associations between new learning and what they 

already know (systems thinking competency) 

Á use their experience and information to explore and develop working theories about how the 

world works, and think about how and why they learn things (critical thinking competency) 
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Á collaborate with others to share interests and to solve problems confidently (collaboration 

competency) 

Á use their creativity and imagination to think of new ways to solve problems (integrated problem-

solving) 

Aim 3: Children will explore ways to represent ideas, feelings, thoughts, objects, and 
action through symbols. 

Sample aim 3 learning goal 

In partnership with the adult, children will:  

Á use letters, words, sentences, numbers, signs, pictures, colour, and shapes to give and record 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ όǎŜƭŦ-awareness 

& collaboration competencies) 

Aim 4: Children will have positive attitudes toward learning and develop dispositions like 
curiosity, playfulness, perseverance, confidence, resourcefulness, and risk-taking 

Sample aim 4 learning goals 

In partnership with the adult, children will:  

Á develop higher-order thinking skills such as problem-solving, predicting, analysing, questioning, 

and justifying (systems thinking & anticipatory competencies) 

Á act on their curiosity, take risks and be open to new ideas and uncertainty (anticipatory 

competency) 

Over time, as the use of the Aistear framework is increasingly embedded in practice in the range of 

settings for children under the age of six years, children should increasingly be presented with 

curriculum-based opportunities to encounter key competencies for sustainability. 
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2.2 Primary curriculum introduction  

 

Figure 7 Primary school curriculum introduction 

For the purposes of this study, the introduction to the 1999 primary curriculum represents the 

ΨŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΩ ŀǘ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ document outlines an overall vision for primary 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ Ψchildren to meet, with self-confidence and assurance, the demands of life, 

ōƻǘƘ ƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩ ό59{Σ мфффa: 6).   

This vision of education is expressed in the form of three general aims, the second of which most 

obviously resonates the spirit and intent of Education for Sustainable Development:  

Á to enable the child to live a full life as a child and to realise his or her potential as a unique 

individual  

Á to enable the child to develop as a social being through living and cooperating with others and so 

contribute to the good of society  

Á to prepare the child for further education and lifelong learning 

The framework includes an acknowledgement that:  

ΧŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ, and that their personal development is 
deeply affected by their relationships in the home and with other people in society.  
¢ƘŜ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ǘŀƪŜǎ Ŧǳƭƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƛƴ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ 
balance individual and social development, in developing an appreciation of how 
the different dimensions of life complement each other, and in helping the child to 
work co-operatively with others.  (DES, 1999a: 6) 
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One of the key issues identified in the lead up to the publication of the introduction to primary 

education in 1999 was European and global dimensions.  To address these issues the framework 

articulated the need to recognise:  

ΧǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘ and informed awareness of the diversity of peoples 
and environments in the world.  Such an awareness helps children to understand 
the world and contributes to their personal and social development as citizens of a 
global community (DES, 1999a: 27) 

The document outlines 11 specific aims and 25 general objectives for primary education.  When the 

UNESCO key competencies for sustainability are mapped against these specific aims and general 

objectives the self-awareness, system thinking, and collaboration key competencies are relevant (in 

order of descending relevance), for example: 

Sample specific aim: 

Á To enable children to develop personally and socially and to relate to others with understanding 

and respect (collaboration and self-awareness competencies) 

Á To enable children to develop skills and understanding in order to study their world and its 

inhabitants and appreciate the interrelationships between them (systems thinking competency) 

The specific aims provide some limited opportunities vis-à-vis integrated problem solving, but there is 

very little opportunity in relation to the critical thinking, strategic and anticipatory competencies, and 

no evident opportunities for the normative competency.   

The gap in relation to the normative capacity is dealt with, in a limited sense in one of the 25 general 

objectives, namely:  

Á The child should be enabled to develop self-discipline, a sense of personal and social responsibility, 

and an awareness of society and morally acceptable behaviour (normative and self-awareness 

competencies) 

However, the general objectives provide no obvious opportunities for pupils to encounter 

anticipatory, strategic and critical thinking competencies. 

While it is important to highlight that that the aims and objectives outlined in some primary subject 

curriculum documents pick up on competencies that are less/not evident in the primary ΨframeworkΩ, 

greater evidence of ESD and ESD alignment between high level curriculum frameworks and subject 

specifications (see page 40) is the optimal situation.  This is particularly relevant in the context of 

planned developments in the primary curriculum in coming years. 
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The Primary School Curriculum has provided a strong foundation for teaching and learning since it was 

published in 1999.  Recently, research, reviews and evaluations have highlighted many strengths of 

the curriculum as well as challenges.  In December 2016, NCCA published proposals to redevelop the 

primary school curriculum focusing on how the curriculum should be structured and how time would 

be allocated to the various areas of learning.  In 2017, the NCCA consulted with interested 

stakeholders on the structure of the 1999 curriculum and how time was allocated within it.  Building 

on the outcomes of this consultation (NCCA, 2018) the NCCA has begun a review of the primary 

curriculum. The process of review will provide opportunities for further consultation. In 2018 the 

NCCA will begin with the construction of an overview of a redeveloped primary curriculum, which will 

act as framework for the future curriculum. This process of redevelopment will provide opportunities 

for further consultation and engagement with the public on the content of a future primary curriculum 

and may provide further opportunities to outline the scope for ESD within it.  
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2.3 Junior cycle framework 

In 2015, the Department of Education and Skills published the Framework for Junior Cycle 2015.   

The Framework for Junior Cycle (2015) incorporates a 
shared understanding of how teaching, learning and 
assessment practices should evolve to support the 
delivery of a quality, inclusive and relevant education 
that will meet the needs of junior cycle students, both 
now and in the future. 

Framework for Junior Cycle (2015, p. 6) 

This framework document explains the structure of the 

reformed junior cycle programme, which is underpinned by 

eight principles, twenty-four statements of learning, and eight 

key skills. 

  Principles 

The eight principles which form the bases of the junior cycle curriculum framework are presented in 

Figure 9.  In Table 7 overleaf the principles relevant to the spirit and intent of Education for Sustainable 

Development are further elaborated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 Framework for Junior Cycle 2015 

Figure 9 Principles of junior cycle 
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Junior cycle principles with explicit ESD relevance 

Learning to learn: high quality curriculum, assessment and teaching and learning support students 

in developing greater independence in learning and in meeting the challenges of life beyond 

school, of further education, and of working life. 

Creativity and innovation: curriculum, assessment, teaching and learning provide opportunities 

for students to be creative and innovative. 

Engagement and participation: The experience of curriculum, assessment, teaching and learning 

encourages participation, generates engagement and enthusiasm, and connects with life outside 

the school. 

Wellbeing: The student experience contributes directly to their physical, mental, emotional and 

social wellbeing and resilience.  Learning takes place in a climate focused on collective wellbeing 

of school, community and society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Statements of Learning 

The Framework for Junior Cycle 2015 provides detail about the 24 statements of learning that are 

ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦΣ ŀƴd ǘƘŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƧǳƴƛƻǊ ŎȅŎƭŜ 

programme.   

Table 7 Junior cycle principles with explicit ESD relevance 
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Figure 10 Twenty-four statements of learning for junior cycle 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŀƛƴ ¦b9{/hΩǎ ŜƛƎƘǘ ƪŜȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

through six junior cycle statements of learning.  These six are presented below in four groups in 

descending order of opportunity, i.e. Statement of Learning 10 provides the most opportunity to attain 

the key competencies, followed by Statement of Learning 7, then Statements of Learning 5 and 6, and 

lastly Statements of Learning 11 and 16. 
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{ǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ мл ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ ƻŦ ¦b9{/hΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ-solving competency, 

insofar it is very broad and can be used as a catch-ŀƭƭ ƻǊ ŀ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ΨǎŀŦŜǘȅ ƴŜǘΩ ǿƘŜƴ ƴƻ other obvious 

opportunities can be identified in the mapping between Statements of Learning and UNESCO key 

competencies.  As a theoretical exercise, it is useful to point out that in the absence of Statement of 

Learning 10, there would be little or no opportunities for the following aspects of the UNESCO key 

competencies: 

Systems thinking ς how systems are embedded within different domains and different scales 

Anticipatory ς applying the cautionary principle; assessing the consequences of actions; dealing with 

risks and changes 

Collaboration ς deals with conflicts in a group (although this is covered in depth through the junior 

ŎȅŎƭŜ ƪŜȅ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻŦ ΨǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩΣ ǎŜŜ ǇŀƎŜ нуύ 

Critical thinking ς take a position in the sustainability discourse 

The key competencies for sustainability are not reflected in Statements of Learning (L1) and 2 (L2), 

but this is largely because as high-level competencies, the UNESCO competencies assume that learners 

Junior cycle statements of learning with relevance for the UNESCO key competencies 
for sustainability (in descending order of relevance)  

Group One 

SoL 10: has the awareness, knowledge, skills, values and motivation to live sustainably 

Group Two 

SoL 7: values what it means to be an active citizen, with rights and responsibilities in local and 

wider contexts 

Group Three 

SoL 5: has an awareness of personal values and an understanding of the process of moral 

decision making 

SoL 6: appreciates and respects how diverse values, beliefs and traditions have contributed to the 

communities and cultures in which she/he lives 

Group Four 

SoL 11: takes action to safeguard and prompt her/his wellbeing and that of others 

SoL 16: describes, illustrates, interprets, predicts and explains patterns and relationships 

Table 8 Junior cycle statements of learning with relevance to UNESCO key competencies for sustainability (in descending 
order of relevance) 
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have a pre-existing set of competencies which would be foundational in nature (e.g. basic literacy).  

Language acquisition and the ability to communicate within and across language/culture groups can 

be taken to implicitly underpin most, if not all, of the key competencies.   

Otherwise, Statement of Learning 4 (creates and presents artistic works and appreciates the process 

and skill involved) and Statement of Learning 12 (is a confident and competent participant in physical 

activity and is motivated to be physically active) are the only two remaining Statements of Learning 

which cannot be explicitly mapped onto the UNESCO competencies.   

The mapping exercise points to a possible further explanation of Statement of Learning 4 ς to a 

statement that is not just about creating, presenting and appreciating but also highlights the 

importance of participation in artistic works as a way of raising awareness, engaging with real world 

issues and problem-solving.  As it currently stands, Statement of Learning 4 is not a full articulation of 

the ESD possibilities presented in its relevant curriculum components, such as junior cycle Visual Art, 

Music and Home Economics. 

Although it cannot be explicitly mapped onto the UNESCO competencies, Statement of Learning 12 is 

less in need of revision (is a confident and competent participant in physical activity and is motivated 

to be physically active), largely because Statement of Learning 11 (wellbeing of self and others) which 

can be clearly linked to Physical Education (PE), is amongst the Statements of Learning which can be 

explicitly linked to the UNESCO competencies. 

!ǎ ΨƴŜǿΩ ƧǳƴƛƻǊ ŎȅŎƭŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ƧǳƴƛƻǊ ŎȅŎƭŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 

part of the curriculum as experienced, it would be useful to interrogate the explanations of learning 

experiences for statements of learning (contained in Appendix, Framework for Junior Cycle 2015, 

pages 51-58).  This would have the effect of ensuring that the explanations fully and faithfully capture 

the types of learning and acquisition of ESD competencies happening in relation to all statements of 

learning and in various subject/short course classrooms. 

The mapping of the UNESCO key competencies onto the junior cycle Statements of Learning has 

flagged a limitation with the wording of Statement of Learning 19 (values the role and contribution of 

science and technology to society, and their personal and global importance).  This limitation is less 

problematic than the gap identified in Statement of Learning 4, for example, because although 

{ǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ мф ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ΨǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΩ ŀǘ ŀ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ from the student ς the further 

articulation of Statement of Learning 19 in the appendices of Framework for Junior Cycle 2015 

discusses the idea that students can use their knowledge of science and technology to help to make 

informed decisions and choices (DES, 2015a: 57). 
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Key skills 

The Framework for junior cycle sets out the eight key skills that are required for successful learning by 

all students. Throughout the Junior Cycle, students develop their proficiency in these eight key skills 

across the curriculum. Students engage with the key skills through their different learning experiences 

and in the assessment approaches used in the classroom and in examinations. These skills are key to 

learning in every area of junior cycle and beyond.  

 

Figure 11 Junior cycle key skills 

Each key skill is made up of several elements, so for example, the key skill of staying well, contains the 

following key skill elements: 

Á Being healthy and physically active 

Á Being social 

Á Being safe 

Á Being spiritual 

Á Being confident 

Á Being positive about learning 

Á Being responsible, safe and ethical in using digital technology. 

These key skills elements, and those of the other seven key skills have been mapped against the 

UNESCO key competencies for sustainability, and where explicit links exist these are represented in 

Table 9.
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UNESCO key 
competency 

Managing 
myself 

Staying well Managing 
information 
& thinking 

Being 
numerate 

Being 
creative 

Working 
with others 

Communicating Being 
literate 

Systems 
thinking 

 
X X X X 

 
X 

 

Anticipatory  X X X X X X X 
 

Normative X X X X X X X 
 

Strategic X X X 
 

X X 
  

Collaboration X X X 
 

X X X 
 

Critical 
thinking 

X X X 
 

X X 
  

Self-
awareness 

X X 
  

X X 
  

Integrated 
problem-
solving 

- - X X X X - 
 

Table 9 Mapping of key competencies for sustainability and junior cycle key skills 
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As is evident in Table 9, there is clear coverage of the UNESCO key competencies for sustainability.  

¢ƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻŦ ΨōŜƛƴƎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜΩ (elements: imagining, exploring options and alternative, implementing 

ideas and taking action; learning creatively; and, stimulating creativity using digital technology) is 

particularly relevant. 

As previously stated, the key competencies for sustainability are high-level competencies, which 

assume that learners have a pre-existing set of foundational competencies.  It is for this reason that 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ƳŀǇǇŜŘ ƻƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƧǳƴƛƻǊ ŎȅŎƭŜ ƪŜȅ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻŦ ΨōŜƛƴƎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘŜΩΦ  

However, there are links between the key competencies and the key skill of communicating (elements: 

using language; using number; listening and expressing myself; performing and presenting; discussing 

and debating; using digital technology to communicate), a higher-order key skill which builds on ΨōŜƛƴƎ 

ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘŜΩΦ 

Level 2 Learning Programmes (L2LPs) 

Level 2 Learning Programmes (L2LPs) are a crucial aspect of the Framework for Junior Cycle 2015 and 

have been designed for students with a high moderate to low mild general learning disability in post 

primary mainstream or special schools.  A Level 2 Learning Programme is made up of Priority Learning 

Units and Short Courses.  

There are five Priority Learning Units (PLUs) at the heart of the L2LPs.  These focus on skills-based 

learning and the transference of those skills into different situations and experiences, i.e., classrooms, 

school community, real life situations.   The PLUs can be viewed as an alternative key skills structure 

for students who are accessing L2LPs.   

The five PLUs are Communication and Literacy, Numeracy, Personal Care, Living in a Community, and 

Preparing for Work.  PLUs are presented as self-contained units, but when used in learning 

programmes will be integrated and developed in a wide range of contexts.  The PLUs are clearly 

interconnected; they overlap and interlink.  The learning outcomes for each PLU are aligned with the 

Level 2 indicators on the National Framework of Qualifications.  
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PLU descriptors 

Communication and Literacy 

Communication underpins all learning and is fundamental to the capacity to transfer learning.  

Literacy is fundamental to learning, as it unlocks access to the wider curriculum and is 

underpinned by the idea of students developing competence in reading and writing as a goal in 

itself, and as a means through which new learning is acquired and communicated.   Learning in 

this unit covers both verbal and non-verbal ways of receiving and giving information.  

Communication may take the form of listening and responding using augmentative or 

alternative communication systems.  The unit looks at developing reading and writing skills and 

includes reference to how ICT is used in communication.  The term communication is used in a 

broad way in this unit, which also considers how students can communicate through the 

expressive arts such as music and dance.  

Numeracy 

Numeracy is not simply a subset of mathematics. It is also a life skill that focuses on reasoning 

and sense making. It permeates and supports learning across the curriculum. This unit looks at 

how students can develop an awareness of patterns and relationships in shape and number, as 

well as skills in estimation and measuremeƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎƻƭǾŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ is also 

seen as central to the unit. Numeracy is a daily living skill, with significant applications to home 

and community life, as well as in the area of academic progress and achievement. This unit 

draws on a broad range of real life experiences, helping students develop knowledge and 

understanding in a range of topics such as number, shapes, space, money, time, and 

measurement.  

Personal Care 

This unit is concerned with the personal development of the students.  It deals with their health 

and wellbeing covering areas such as healthy eating habits and healthy lifestyles.  It is 

concerned with enabling students to be as independent as possible in catering for their 

personal care needs.  This includes becoming aware of their sexuality, managing stress, and 

knowing how to stay safe in a range of contexts. 

Living in a Community 

This unit assists students in developing strategies to establish and maintain positive 

relationships with people around them.  The elements include knowing how to deal with 

conflict and Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƪ ƘŜƭǇ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǾƛŎŜΦ  Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

the use of local facilities available to them. 

Preparing for work 

This unit assists students in making the transition from school to further education, training or 

employment. 

Table 10 PLU descriptors 
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Each PLU is subdivided into elements, so for example Living in a Community includes the following 

elements: 

Á Developing good relationships 

Á Resolving conflicts 

Á Using local facilities 

Á Seeking help and advice 

Á Making consumer choices 

¢ƘŜ ¦b9{/h ƪŜȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎ ΨŀǊŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ŀƎŜǎ ǿƻǊƭŘǿƛŘŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ 

ŀǎ ΨǘǊŀƴǎǾŜǊǎŀƭΣ multifunctional and context-ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘΩ ό¦b9{/hΣ нлмтΥ млύΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƪŜȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎ 

can be mapped against the five PLUs and their elements as a way of demonstrating how the L2LP 

framework can facilitate student acquisition of key competencies at their ability level. 

In terms of opportunities for the acquisition of key competencies for sustainability across all five PLUs, 

the most opportunity exists in relation to strategic thinking, followed by the collaborative competency, 

the anticipatory competency, critical thinking and self-awareness, and the normative competency.  

There is very limited opportunity in the PLUs for students to encounter strategic and integrated 

problem-solving competencies.  Of the five PLUs, Communication provides the most opportunities to 

encounter key competencies for sustainability, followed by Living in a Community, Personal Care, 

Numeracy and finally, Preparing for Work. 

In this section, the overall strength of the relationship between the UNESCO key competencies for 

sustainability and the junior cycle principles, statements of learning, key skills and Level 2 learning 

programmes are evidenced.  This is especially important because the Framework for Junior Cycle 2015 

document is the curriculum foundation for subsequent junior cycle developments, and the principles, 

statements of learning and key skills are informing the development of, and be given expression 

through, the learning outcomes in subject and short course specifications. 
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Figure 12 Integration of junior cycle principles, statements of learning and key skills into learning outcomes in specifications 

 

Learning outcomes are statements in curriculum specifications for junior cycle subjects and short 

courses to describe the knowledge, understanding, skills and values students should be able to 

demonstrate after a period of learning.  In the junior cycle case study section (pages 59-78) the 

Sustainable Development Goals are mapped against sample learning outcomes from subject and short 

course specifications.  This demonstrates the potential scope of learning outcomes where teaching, 

learning and assessment about the Goals is concerned. 

The Framework for Junior Cycle 2015 provides ample opportunity for students to encounter key 

competencies for sustainability, and because the various elements of the framework are the bases for 

subject and short course learning outcomes, this creates a facilitative environment for the realization 

of the overall objective of the National Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development at junior 

cycle level, that is:  

Χǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇment by equipping 
ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ όǘƘŜ ΨǿƘŀǘΩύΣ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ŘƛǎǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ 
όǘƘŜ ΨƘƻǿΩύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ όǘƘŜ ΨǿƘȅΩύ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ Ƴƻǘivate and empower them 
throughout their lives to becomes informed and active citizens who take action for 
a more sustainable future (DES, 2014: 3). 
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2.4 Senior cycle framework 

The senior cycle framework is outlined in an NCCA document (2010) entitled Towards Learning: An 

overview of senior cycle education.   

 

Figure 13 Towards Learning: An overview of senior cycle education 

Towards Learning sets out the vision for senior cycle, the values underpinning the vision, the eight 

principles and five key skills that are shaping review and development at senior cycle level.    

The vision for senior cycle is to support young people to become learners who are: 

RESOURCEFUL they show their imagination, intelligence, intuition and other talents through curiosity, 

enquiry, open-mindedness, reflection, connecting learning, innovation, problem solving, creativity  

CONFIDENT they develop their physical and mental well-being and become self-aware, have high self-

efficacy, engage with ethics, values and beliefs, welcome opportunities, can cope with setbacks, can 

effect positive change  

ENGAGED they participate in the social, community, national and international dimensions of their 

lives by showing respect for others, forming and sustaining caring relationships, making informed 

decisions, building practical know-how, taking interest in and responsibility for their social and 

physical environment, developing moral/ethical and political understanding, making lifestyle choices 
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that are sustainable, contributing to their own material well-being and the material well-being of 

society  

ACTIVE they pursue excellence in learning to the best of their ability and develop a love of learning by 

seeking and using knowledge, and understanding how knowledge is created experiencing passion for, 

rigour in and commitment to learning developing intellectual and critical thinking skills, exercising 

autonomy and independence in learning, managing their learning and making learning choices, setting 

and achieving learning goals, pursuing learning qualifications  

The vision for senior cycle is underpinned by the following values, all of which can empower learners 

to help create a more sustainable world: 

 

Figure 14 Senior cycle values 

The eight principles which form the basis of the senior cycle curriculum framework are shown in Figure 

15, with elaborations provided for the principles most relevant to the spirit and intent of Education 

for Sustainable Development outlined below. 

 

Figure 15 Senior cycle principles 

Participation, relevance and enjoyment That the experience of the curriculum encourages 

participation, is engaging and enjoyable for learners, and relevant to their lives  

Well-being That the curriculum contributes directly to the physical, mental and social well-being of 

learners  
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Creativity and innovation That the curriculum provides opportunities for learners to develop their 

abilities and talents in the areas of creativity, innovation and enterprise  

Lifelong learning That the curriculum supports learners in developing the skills of managing and 

directing their own learning that will assist them in meeting the challenges of life beyond school, in 

further and continuing education, and in working life. 

The senior cycle framework sets out five key skills that are required for successful learning by all 

students.  These are presented in Figure 16. 

 

Figure 16 Five key skills for senior cycle 

Like the junior cycle key skills, each of the senior cycle key skills are made up of several elements, so 

for example, the key skill of critical and creative thinking, contains the following key skill elements: 

Á Examining patterns and relationships, classifying and ordering information 

Á Analysing and making good arguments, challenging assumptions 

Á Hypothesising and making predictions, examining evidence and reaching conclusions 

Á Identifying and analysing problems and decisions, exploring options and alternatives, solving 

problems and evaluating outcomes 

Á Thinking imaginatively, actively seeking out new points of view, problems and/or solutions, being 

innovative and taking risks 

These key skills elements, and those of the other four key skills have been mapped against the UNESCO 

key competencies for sustainability, and where explicit links exist these are represented in Table 11. 
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UNESCO key 

competency 

Information 

processing 

Critical and creative 

thinking 

Being personally 

effective 

Communicating Working with 

others 

Systems thinking X X X X 
 

Anticipatory  
 

X X X X 

Normative 
   

X X 

Strategic 
 

X X 
 

X 

Collaboration 
 

X X X X 

Critical thinking X X X X X 

Self-awareness 
 

X 
 

X X 

Integrated problem-

solving 

X X - - - 

Table 11 Mapping of key competencies for sustainability and senior cycle key skills 
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The mapping exercise has thrown up some points with regards to the senior cycle key skills that are 

worth considering in the event of any future review, for example: 

Á The digital aspects of the senior cycle key skills are presented in a narrow way in comparison to 

the articulation at junior cycle ς this narrower presentation means that it is more difficult to find 

explicit links between the key competencies for sustainability and senior cycle key skills.  

Á ¢ƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻŦ ΨōŜƛƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ on individual and personal 

evaluation/appraisal, goals, qualities, confidence etc., and therefore has limited scope for 

reflection beyond self.  This is difŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƧǳƴƛƻǊ ŎȅŎƭŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ΨōŜƛƴƎ 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ƛǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ƪŜȅ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ǿŜƭƭΩΣ ΨŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨōŜƛƴƎ 

ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜΣΩ ōǳǘ ƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΩΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƧǳƴƛƻǊ ŎȅŎƭŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎh to 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ǘƻΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ǘƻ ΨƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ŘƛŦŦŜrent 

ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΩ όƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ς making considered decisions) and 

ΨŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǳǇΩ (staying well ς being confident). 

Á ¢ƘŜ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ŎȅŎƭŜ ƪŜȅ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻŦ ΨŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΩ ƛs skewed in favour of critical thinking 

ƪŜȅ ǎƪƛƭƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ  !ǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƧǳƴƛƻǊ ŎȅŎƭŜ ƪŜȅ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻŦ ΨōŜƛƴƎ 

ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜΩΣ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾity and innovation is very important for ESD.  This also needs to be considered in 

any future revision of senior cycle key skills. 

Á !ǘ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ŎȅŎƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻŦ ΨǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 

ΨǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƘƻƳŜΣ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜΩ ŀƴŘ 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ΨŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ 

ŦƭŜȄƛōƭȅ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΩ όǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ς working with others in a variety of contexts 

with different goals and purposes).  At junior cycle, the equivalent key skill is much further 

reaching and therefore presents more opportunities for learner attainment of the UNESCO 

ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎΦ  !ǘ ƧǳƴƛƻǊ ŎȅŎƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻŦ ΨǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ 

ΨŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǇƭŀŎŜΣΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ΨōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛƴ ώǘƘŜƛǊϐ 

ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘƛƴƪ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜ 

ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƎŜǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ [their] community (including global) towards creating a better 

ǿƻǊƭŘΩ όǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ς contributing to making the world a better place).  

Á The concept of rights and responsibilities in senior cycle key skills is included in a limited sense in 

the key ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻŦ ΨǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ς ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ΨǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ 

others ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ΨƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ 

ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿƻǊƪΦ  !ǘ ƧǳƴƛƻǊ ŎȅŎƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻŦ ΨǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ǿŜƭƭΩ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴ Ψrecognise [their] 
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rights and responsibilities as a local and global citizenΩ όǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ǿŜƭƭ ς ōŜƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭύΣ ΨǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ 

ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΩ όǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ǿŜƭƭ ς ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŀŦŜύΣ ΨǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ 

the riƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀΩ όǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ς working with 

others through digital technology). 

Á The exercise of mapping the key competencies of sustainability against senior cycle key skills has 

highlighted one additional senior cycle gap, insofar as there is no equivalent key skill to junior cycle 

ΨǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ǿŜƭƭΩΦ  Ψ{ǘŀȅƛƴƎ ǿŜƭƭΩ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŀƛƴ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

sustainability orientated focus. 

The senior cycle key skills were first developed in 2008.  The limitations outlined above reflect NCCA 

thinking at that time.  In contrast, the NCCA began to work on the recent junior cycle curriculum 

developments in 2010/11.  Junior cycle curriculum change has been more comprehensive and far-

reaching than senior cycle work in the same period.  This goes towards explaining why the Framework 

for Junior Cycle 2015 is more cognisant of current curriculum and ESD thinking in Ireland and at an 

international level.   

As for junior cycle, learning in revised and new senior cycle curriculum specifications are expressed in 

learning outcomes.  The learning outcomes help to ensure that the objectives of the relevant 

curriculum component, the learning and teaching strategies adopted, and the assessment approaches 

employed are consistent with each other and integrate the key skills effectively (NCCA, 2010: 11).  

Limitations and gaps in the senior cycle framework document can potentially have a negative 

alignment impact.  If the key skills are not expressed to optimise student attainment in relation to the 

key competencies for sustainability, then this can also impact on the articulation of learning outcomes 

at curriculum specification level, and a further compounding of limitations and gaps. The NCCA is 

involved in ongoing review of Leaving Certificate subjects and the development of new areas of 

learning, and in 2018 began a consultative discussion about the purpose and structure of senior cycle 

education into the future.  The issues and challenges identified in this study will be addressed as part 

of this ongoing senior cycle work. 
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3. Case Studies 

Based on the criteria outlined on page 13, the curriculum components in Table 12 were selected as 

case studies from the primary, junior cycle and senior cycle programmes.3 

tǊƛƳŀǊȅ WǳƴƛƻǊ ŎȅŎƭŜ όƭŜǾŜƭǎ н ϧ оύ {ŜƴƛƻǊ ŎȅŎƭŜ 

Language (infants-2
nd

class) 
Civic, Social and Political 
Education (CSPE) 

Agricultural Science 

SESE (History, Geography & 
Science) 

Business Studies English 

Social, Personal and Health 
Education (SPHE) 

English Politics and Society 

 
History Geography 

 
Science 

 

 
Visual Art 

 

 
Home Economics 

 

 Caring for animals (level 2)  

 CSI: Exploring forensic science 
(level 2) 

 

 

Table 12 Case studies from primary, junior cycle and senior cycle 

  

 
3 All primary and post primary curriculum documentation is available: www.curriculumonline.ie  

http://www.curriculumonline.ie/
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3.1 Primary case studies 

The 1999 primary curriculum is divided into seven curriculum areas of learning, as shown in Figure 17: 

 

Figure 17 The seven primary curriculum areas of learning 

The primary case studies in this section cover three of the seven curriculum areas, namely: Languages 

(the new curriculum for English and Irish for infants to 2nd class); Social, environmental and scientific 

education (SESE) (subdivided into the subjects of History, Geography and Science); and, Social, 

Personal and Health Education (SPHE) which is considered both a curriculum area and a subject. 

Primary language curriculum 

This curriculum is for teachers of children in junior and senior 

infants and in first and second class (children aged 

approximately from 4-5 years to 8-9 years of age).  It applies 

in all school contextsτEnglish-medium schools, Gaeltacht 

schools, Irish-medium schools and special schools.  The 

curriculum for junior and senior infants is aligned with the 

principles and methodologies of Aistear: The Early 

Childhood Curriculum Framework. 

The new primary language curriculum is being rolled out on a phased-bases, with professional 

development support through the Professional Development Service for Teachers (PDST).  In 2016/17, 

the focus was on the oral strand for infants to second class.  In 2017/18, the focus is on the reading 


































































































































