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Transforming Education for Sustainable Futures -
Views from the Global South

EDITORIAL

Heila Lotz-Sisitka, Rhodes University, South Africa

This Special Issue on Transforming Education for Sustainable Futures (TESF) - with its
emphasis on views from the global South has been in process for many years and has taken
a considerable amount of time to develop and complete. It started with a UKRI-GCREF-
funded three-year research project established as a partnership between the University of
Bristol, and three sub-regional hubs in South Africa, Rwanda, Somalia/Somaliland and one
in India, for researching Transformative Education for Sustainable Futures. The project,
started in 2019, was established as a TESF Network+ that worked with 67 projects over the
three-year period spread across the four sub-regional hubs (see www.https://tesf.network).
Like many projects at the time, it was disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic, but researchers
in the 67 projects all adopted a knowledge production approach to exploring what it means
to transform education for sustainable futures.

Authors for the special issue were invited to share new knowledge and insights that
can assist education policy makers, practitioners, non-governmental and community based
organisations to implement policies and practices in education that are transformative and
can contribute to ensuring equitable, just and environmentally sustainable development.
UNESCO recently supported a global initiative in 2022 to reimagine how knowledge and
learning can shape the future of humanity and the planet. This led to a report on the Futures
of Education which outlined the need for a new social contract for education. The initiative
catalysed a global debate on how knowledge, education and learning need to be reimagined
in a world of increasing complexity, uncertainty, and precarity.

This special issue was produced in two parts: Volume 40(1) (2024) and Volume 40(2)
(2025). The latter offers a diversity of research on ‘Transforming Education for Sustainable
Futures’ from Somalia/Somaliland, South Africa, India and Malawi. The articles offer insight
into the role of education in climate action, and in co-creating sustainable livelihoods and
sustainable cities. They also consider how education can address inequalities relating to
poverty and gender and how education can give new attention to the status of indigenous
knowledge and the building of more inclusive and decolonial ecologies of knowledge in
education. The articles further address core neglected areas such as how climate change
education or sustainable livelihoods could or should be integrated into formal education
programmes via teacher education, or curriculum innovations in higher education, or
school-community programmes such as Eco-Schools. All articles focus on what it means to
Transform Education for Sustainable Futures and reflect on how marginalised voices need
to be foregrounded and how research must be further decolonised.
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The articles all show that addressing inequalities relating to poverty, gender and the
status of indigenous knowledge are cross-cutting themes studies that focus on TESF, as
are concerns for foregrounding marginalised voices, including ethics of care and framing
transformative pedagogies and approaches that empower teachers, learners and community
members to contribute to education for sustainable futures.

Part I of the Special Issue — Volume 40 (2024) - starts with an article on indigenous
and local knowledge and climate education by Herring and Hussein. The article probes
this topic through exploring how this can be done in a Somali language course on climate
change, developed and run as an extra-curricular course. It shows that climate education is
enhanced by inclusion of indigenous and local knowledge which complements and extends
scientific content. This is followed by a paper by Carstens and Geerts on ecofeminism,
which draws on critical new materialist pedagogies to revisit Donna Haraway’s work on
ecofeminism (TESF Special Issue vol. 40, 2024). The article is constructed as a critical and
philosophical think piece, which tackles the problem of Anthropocentric disruptions of the
planetary biosphere, thinking into how this shifts critical pedagogies and higher education.
It offers strategies for educators to think through their own pedagogical conceptions and
praxes by means of irruptive self-reflective questions. With Haraway and new materialism,
the authors argue for approaches that embrace an ecofeminist onto-epistemological shift
toward more-than-human agency and relationality.

Dutta and Hazra’s article (Special Issue, 40, 2024), which follows, draws our attention
to growing tools for conviviality through exploring the transformative potential of urban
gardening initiatives in Indian cities. Their argument is that one of the major setbacks
of humans dwelling in urbanised spaces is a disconnection between humans and the
ecosystems that sustain them. To counter this challenge, they propose engagement in
small-scale food growing initiatives in urban areas, where convivial community gardening
can be an important way to motivate people to re-establish connections with ecosystems.
This, they argue, is a transformative educative social practice that can help to traverse the
journey from personal motivations to political commitments towards ecological flourishing.

Like Dutta and Hazra, activist scholars from the University of the Free State (UoFS)
in South Africa, Mathebula, Marinez-Vargas, Mkwanazi and Kobona are in search of
approaches to transform education from the inside out. They develop a strong argument for
using participatory video as protest methodology, showing how this has enabled student
activists to reaffirm the social dimension of sustainability in South African universities.
Their study unpacks the motifs of two participatory videos created by 12 African student
activists at the UoFS in the ‘Universities as Sustainable Communities’ project (2021-2023).
One video highlights the importance of activism and collective action, and the other
underscores the values of togetherness and unity. Both demonstrate how students come to
exercise their political, epistemic and narrative capabilities and agency freedoms, affirming
African values and philosophies of Ubuntu and Ujamaa to reaffirm the importance of the
social dimension of sustainability in South African universities.
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In Malawi, researchers Moyo and Namphande (Special Issue 40, 2024) focus on
how learner-centred approaches enable the teaching of social studies oriented towards
sustainable futures. Their work takes place in Malawian secondary schools and probes how
social studies can better develop active citizenship skills, and transferable skills in learners
for democratic living and sustainable livelihoods. Drawing on progressivism as educational
philosophy and associated learning theory, the study foregrounds learner-centred pedagogy
and experiential learning. Their study concludes that Social Studies teachers are capable of
using learner-centred approaches successfully if given sufficient support such as adequate
textbooks and other learning materials, showing the importance of systemic support for
transforming education for sustainable futures.

Part II of the Special Issue (Volume 40(2), 2025), like Part I, contains a number of
articles on Transforming Education for Sustainable Futures from different parts of the
world, including those projects involved in the UKRI-GCRF funded Network+ programme.

Tikoo, Phalkey, Kamak and Vasudha (this Special Issue, 40(2), 2025) offer a case
study of how the Science Gallery Bengaluru in India worked on a carbon summer school
programme to bring science and culture closer together. The purpose was to better
understand effective climate change education in an exam-centric, rigidly siloed and low-
resource context like India. Their study sketches out learning approaches that can help non-
formal organisations to make a transformative impact in public discourse and engagement
around climate change, with a focus on the subjective, the social, and the environmental,
and intersectional justice, breaking away from a dominance of top-down instruction,
and favouring transdisciplinary learning and interactive resources. The study evaluates
the carbon summer school intervention, pointing to the way in which such programmes
can grow through enhanced organisational principles that value cross-disciplinary and
authentic engagement.

In Botswana, Silo and Kanasi (this Special Issue 40(2), 2025) deliberate the importance
of strengthening sustainability learning in early childhood education and development.
They bemoan the fact that teacher education institutions in Botswana face a dire shortage
of teaching and learning materials. However, their article describes how a teacher education
institution in Botswana demonstrates how an active learning model and change project
approach supported by a teacher education professional development programme, can
be applied to respond to the shortage of teaching learning materials for early childhood
education using waste materials. Results from the study showed that development of such
materials not only enhanced teaching and learning but created strong whole institutions
and community engagement that led to capacity building in students. They became
resourceful in creating teaching and learning materials for early childhood education, in
the process enhancing their skills for teaching and learning.

In Rwanda, Copsey, Kubwimana, Nshimiyimana, Ishimwe and Bwiza (this Special
Issue, 40(2), 2025) focus in their study on knowledge co-production approaches as used
in six Rwandan Eco-Schools. Their research explores some of the expected and unexpected
dynamics, challenges and opportunities encountered, and, through use of the concept of
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‘agential-cuts’, it offers new insights for future endeavours in knowledge co-creation for
ESD. The findings of the research reveal time to be the single biggest disrupting element
in the knowledge co-creation experience, with the research concluding that there is a need
for knowledge co-creation teams, project coordinators and research funders to consider,
and be explicit about, the dynamics of time in the planning of future knowledge co-
creation projects. They argue that attending to ‘availability of time’ is an important ethical
consideration within knowledge co-creation research.

From Eco-Schools in Rwanda, we move to higher education engagements with cities
and sustainability in Northeast India. The article by Mehzabeen (this Special Issue, 40(2),
2025) presents an exploratory analysis of higher education institutions’ engagement
with cities and sustainability in Northeast India. The study maps various educational
institutions and their curricula on sustainability and urbanisation, and recommends
improved outreach, stakeholder consultancy, and public collaboration to keep universities
connected to the region’s social realities. Also focussing on networks in transforming
education for sustainable futures, but in a different context, is the article by Van Staden,
Sisitka, Lotz-Sisitka and Ntshudu (this Special Issue, 40(2),2025), which analyses four
course activated Virtual Learning Networks developed to support social learning prompted
by the shift to digital networking during COVID-19. The article is interested in these virtual
learning networks as activity systems and identifies contradictions that are shaping the
virtual learning networks, with a view to identifying possibilities for expansive learning
and improvement in the ways in which the virtual learning networks can be supported
going forward, to be more sustainable and to better meet the needs of the participants in
the networks.

Back in South Africa, the article by Nsubugu, Schudel, Songwaru and Fox (this Special
Issue, 40(2), 2025) focusses on teacher personal pedagogical content knowledge (pPCK),
and how this can be developed in and through continuous professional development.
The study shares how such a professional development programme was developed and
evaluatively tracked in the Fundisa for Change Keep It Cool programme. It offers insight
into the factors that supported (amplifiers) or hindered (filters) the development of the
teachers’ pPCK about climate change education (CCE) during the course. The study used
the refined consensus model (RCM) of PCK as its conceptual and analytical framework,
with the results of the study revealing that the course improved the selected teachers’ pPCK
about CCE in the components of climate change content knowledge, and CCE teaching and
assessment strategies. Based on the study’s findings, the article identifies several aspects
that need to be taken into consideration when designing and implementing similar courses
in CCE for in-service teachers.

Concluding this Special Issue is a meta review of a collection of papers developed over
a period of time by a group of authors seeking to develop a handprint learning action
approach to ESD. O’Donoghue (from South Africa) and Sandoval-Rivera (from Mexico)
reflect on the body of research developed over time (20+ studies), showing how the research
was developed though international collaboration in the ESD ExpertNet partnership
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involving researchers from India, South Africa, Germany and Mexico. The research helped
to inform collaborative work to design and develop a Handbook for Teacher Education,
which makes the ESD handprint learning action approach to ESD explicit for teachers. The
articles show the starting points, the practical research activities undertaken and the co-
design and deepening of their understanding of the handprint action approach to ESD.
Through this, the article also introduces the background work supporting the publication
Handprints for Change: A teacher education handbook — Activating handprint learning actions in
primary schools and beyond (Sarabhai et al., 2022).

As can be seen from the above contributions, this Special Issue offers many interesting
perspectives on what Transforming Education for Sustainable Futures means in the global
South. The articles show that there is need to strengthen systems for learning support,
but also to develop innovative methodological approaches and to advance theory that
can strengthen efforts to transform education for sustainable futures. This Special Issue
publishes a number of papers from the UKRI-TESF project (from Somaliland, India,
Rwanda, and South Africa), but authors from the TESF project are joined by others (from
Malawi, Botswana, South Africa and Mexico) who were not part of the UKRI-GCRF project.
Yet their contributions synergistically expand knowledge on Transforming Education for
Sustainable Futures, as experienced and theorised from the global South. A forthcoming
book edited by Tikly, Lotz-Sisitka and Brown (2026) will offer further m aterial on this
topic, and will complement this SAJEE Special Issue, and an associated SAJEE Special Issue
on Climate Change Education. Together these publications are expanding knowledge of
Transforming Education for Sustainable Futures in the global South. We invite authors to
continue the debates and contributions with further submissions to SAJEE in future, and
we plan to publish a review of the Tikly et al. book in SAJEE in the near future.
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