
LEADING SUSTAINABILITY 
Future-Oriented School Development with the  

Whole School Approach 

A Toolkit for School Management Teams 





Leading Sustainability

Forewords  �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  6

1.	 Sustainable School Development Through the  
Whole School Approach: Concept and Effectiveness �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  11

1.1  Creating a Future-Proof School: The Whole School Approach as a  
Vehicle for School Development �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  12

1.2  How Can Schools Enable Young People to Help Shape a  
More Sustainable Society? �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  18

1.3  What Makes a School Sustainable? Core Principles of a  
Whole School Approach �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  22

1.4  Sustainability in Action: Key Areas of the Whole School Approach �� � � � � � � � � � � � �  25

1.5  Whole School Approach: Sustainability in Everyday School Life  
Is Effective and Measurable �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  29

2.	 How Can You Implement the Whole School Approach? �� � � � � � � � � � � �  32

2.1  What Role Does the School Leadership Play? �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  36

2.2  Start Now! But How? �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  40

2.3  Establish a Sustainability Team �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  46

2.4  Self-Check: Where Does Your School Stand in Terms of Sustainability?  �� � � � � � �  52

2.5  Vision-building: How Can You Prepare Your School for the Future?  �� � � � � � � � � � � �  56

2.6  Implementation: Theory of Change, Backcasting, and Action Planning  �� � � � � �  62

2.7  Celebrate Successful Implementation  �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  72

2.8  Evaluate and Continue Planning  �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  76

Appendix  �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  82

References and Recommended Reading � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  83

Reproducible Materials �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  87

3



4

In September 2015, all 193 
Member States of the United 
Nations adopted 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals as part of 
the 2030 Agenda, committing 
to develop and implement 
solutions to global challenges. 
In this context, education is a 
key focus, especially education 
for sustainable development, 
as it equips learners with the 
knowledge and skills they need 
to take responsibility for shaping 
their own lives, their communities, 
and society in ways that are 
ecologically, politically, socially, 
and economically sustainable. 

The 17 Goals 
End poverty in all its forms 
everywhere 

 
�End hunger, achieve food security 
and improved nutrition, and 
promote sustainable agriculture 

Ensure healthy lives and promote 
well-being for all at all ages 
 

�Ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all 

Achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls 
 

Ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and 
sanitation for all 

Ensure access to affordable, 
reliable, sustainable, and modern 
energy for all 

�Promote sustained, inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth, full 
and productive employment and 
decent work for all 

�Build resilient infrastructure, 
promote inclusive and sustainable 
industrialization, and foster 
innovation 
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Toolkit Focus 

Goal 4  Education for sustainable develop-
ment is most effective when it is embed-
ded across the entire school. This toolkit 
gives you practical guidance for inte-
grating sustainability into school culture, 
development processes, and everyday 
classroom practice. 

 

Goal 13  Schools for Earth enables schools 
to make a real contribution to climate 
action. This toolkit guides you, as a school 
leader or teacher, in taking practical steps 
to address climate change and foster 
environmental awareness at your school, 
while inspiring the entire school community 
to take action and build a sustainable and 
resilient future. 

Reduce inequality  
within and among  
countries 

Make cities and human 
settlements inclusive, safe, 
resilient, and sustainable 

Ensure sustainable consumption 
and production patterns 
 

Take urgent action to combat 
climate change and its impacts 
 

�Conserve and sustainably use the 
oceans, seas, and marine resources 
for sustainable development 

�Protect, restore, and promote 
sustainable use of terrestrial 
ecosystems; sustainably manage 
forests; combat desertification; and 
halt and reverse land degradation 
and halt biodiversity loss 

�Promote peaceful and inclusive 
societies for sustainable 
development, provide access to 
justice for all, and build effective, 
accountable, and inclusive 
institutions at all levels 

�Strengthen the means of 
implementation and revitalize the 
Global Partnership for Sustainable 
Development 



Dear School Leaders, 

With the 2030 Agenda and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals, the international 
community has agreed on a common framework for the future. Education plays a 
key role in this: it is a decisive lever for achieving all Sustainable Development Goals. 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) empowers learners of all ages to make 
informed decisions, assume responsibility, and actively participate in shaping just, 
peaceful, and sustainable societies. In 2023, all UNESCO member states unani-
mously agreed on a shared goal-setting vision for education that reaffirms that 
education should be transformative, based on the universal values of sustainability, 
and cultivate an ethic of care among learners.

What does this mean for schools? This is further concretised in the UNESCO pro-
gramme “ESD for 2030”, which focuses on the transformation of education systems. 
The goal is to design action- and future-oriented and inclusive learning settings—
empowers people to understand, reflect critically on and contribute to possible 
solutions to the complex challenges of our time, for example the, climate crisis, 
biodiversity loss, social inequalities, digital transformation, and global conflicts.

School leaders have a special responsibility in this transformation process. They are 
central drivers of school development and crucially set the course for how sustain-
ability is anchored in the daily life of schools. This is an important task, as sustainable 
school development does not mean to add single projects to “the running system”, 
but it requires systemic change: Sustainability concerns teaching and curricula as 
well as school organisation, buildings, school grounds, partnerships, and the lived 
school culture. For implementing a Whole School Approach, a priority action area of 
the “ESD for 2030” framework, the entire school community needs to get involved—
learners, teachers, leadership, administration, and non-school partners. 

 
FOREWORDS 
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When schools implement sustainability holistically, learning becomes meaningful 
and effective. Students experience self-efficacy by working on real-world issues, 
participate in democratic processes, and create ideas for more sustainable futures. 
Research and practice show that precisely these experiences foster motivation and 
enable deep, sustainable learning. At the same time, schools make an important 
contribution to educational equity, social cohesion, and a culture of peace. 

This toolkit is aligned with UNESCO’s efforts to support Member States and schools 
in implementing ESD for 2030. It directly connects to the goals and action areas 
of ESD for 2030. It has been written for school leaders and school leadership teams 
who want to lead their school on the path to greater sustainability. The toolkit offers 
practical step-by-step guidance , and inspiring examples of how the Whole School 
Approach can be successfully implemented—adapted to different contexts and 
starting points.

I wish you courage, perseverance, and joy in this important task. Schools can 
become places where sustainable development is learned and lived—places where 
young people develop the competencies, values, and attitudes they need to help 
shape safe and just futures. In this sense, I thank you for your commitment and 
leadership in transforming education in line with UNESCO’s vision for ESD. 

 
 
Julia Heiss 
Chief of Section, Education for Sustainable Development, UNESCO
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Dear School Leaders and Education Stakeholders,

Many of us now acknowledge that transformation in how most humans 
live in society and interact with our ecosystems is a must! Education is central as we learn how to 
embed the necessary changes and formal education systems and institutions must transform to 
enable high-quality, localised, relevant learning for all. The ultimate aspiration is ecological integrity 
for local communities, connecting across the world.

Schools have a unique and powerful role to play in framing how local communities might engage in 
the important actions needed while also learning new strategies to be sustainable and regenerative. 
The Whole School Approach (WSA) presented in this toolkit offers a framework to enable leadership 
teams to engage communities in the important work of learning how to take action and develop 
agency intergenerationally (across generations). When schools intentionally nurture agency, they 
equip students (and the community) not just with knowledge, but with confidence, responsibility, and 
hope to act together for the wellbeing of their communities and the world.

“Agency in the Anthropocene” was part of the PISA Science Framework for 2025, where the focus was 
on what 15-year-olds can do, understand, and appreciate about their roles and responsibilities in their 
ecological systems. The Whole School Approach (WSA) guidebook introduces and operationalises, 
with concrete tools, a highly relevant and effective framework to empower learners to collaborate 
across generations within their community to enact ecological integrity. 

The systemic changes that this handbook promotes are directly linked to the advancement of Climate 
Literacy. The OECD plans to develop Climate Literacy as a standalone assessment in the PISA 2029 to 
measure how effectively education systems are preparing students for the climate challenges. See the PISA 
2029 Climate Literacy framework here: www.oecd.org/en/about/projects/PISA-2029-Climate-Literacy.html.

Climate Literacy encompasses the ability to comprehend complex interconnections, identify mis-
information, and make informed, effective decisions that contribute to a just and climate-resilient 
future. Successful Climate Literacy programmes require sustainability and regenerative practices to 
be embedded across the entire school culture and community. This is the aim of the Whole School 
Approach: when students experience their school saving energy, reducing food waste, or utilising 
democratic processes to design the school facilities, they experience sustainability as a lived reality. 
This fosters their self-efficacy and strengthens the competencies measured with the PISA 2025 Sci-
ence Framework and to be measured in 2029 with the Climate Literacy assessment. 

This handbook offers you the practical tools to transform your school by fostering Climate Literacy 
holistically. It supports you in translating theoretical frameworks (UNESCO, OECD) into concrete 
action, optimally preparing your students and your school community for sustainable futures. Thank 
you for your commitment to leveraging the transformative potential of education and for enabling 
your school communities to become beacons for sustainable and regenerative education. 
 

 
Peta White 
Associate Professor, Deakin University, Lead of the OECD PISA 2025 Science Framework  
Environmental Science contribution “Agency in the Anthropocene”
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Dear School Leaders, 
Dear School Management Teams,

This toolkit, Leading Sustainability: Future-Oriented School Develop-
ment with the Whole School Approach, is designed to support you and 
your team in guiding your school toward greater sustainability.

In today’s increasingly complex world, it is more important than ever for schools to 
be places where young people not only acquire knowledge but also develop the 
skills and attitudes needed to actively and responsibly participate in shaping a 
sustainable society.

This is most effective when sustainability becomes a core part of the school’s 
development and when the entire school community is involved in shaping key 
areas—not only in the classroom but also across the school campus, in collabora-
tion with partners, through democratic decision-making, and as part of the school 
culture itself. The Whole School Approach (WSA) presented in this toolkit offers a 
comprehensive, practice-oriented framework to support this work.

As school leaders1 and school management teams, your role is crucial. You set the 
course for school development and create opportunities for engagement, within 
your team, among students, and across the entire school community. The informa-
tion and tools provided here are intended to support you on this path in a practical 
and accessible way.

How to navigate this toolkit

1	 In this toolkit, the terms school leaders and school management teams refer to individuals 
who hold leadership responsibility within an individual school. Typical titles or job designations 
include “principal,” “headmaster,” or “director;” however, leadership responsibility may also 
be exercised through shared leadership by teams. The key point is that the person or group 
concerned is responsible for the strategic direction and everyday management of the school.

Part 1—Introduction to 
the concept of the WSA

School development 
with sustainability as a 
guiding principle

Why is the WSA relevant 
for your school?

What does the WSA 
involve?

Part 2—Recommendations 
for implementation

Case examples  
and practical  
resources 

How can you initiate the 
WSA at your school?

Appendix—Tools and 
resources

Templates

References and rec-
ommended reading to 
support your efforts
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The first part of this toolkit provides a basic introduction to the WSA. It explains 
what distinguishes this approach and how it aligns the different areas of your 
school, from teaching and school operations to overall school culture. This section 
also highlights how the WSA contributes to quality, future-oriented school edu-
cation while strengthening civic education as an overarching priority in light of 
growing polarization and the rise of anti-democratic movements in many countries 
all over the world. Scientific research shows that sustainability in schools is not 
only widely supported by many stakeholders but also enables students to actively 
contribute to solving today’s social challenges.

The second part focuses entirely on implementation. Three schools are presented 
as case study examples, providing hands-on inspiration for putting the WSA into 
practice. Each case highlights specific tasks, challenges, and solutions for imple-
menting the different phases of the WSA, with particular attention to the roles you, 
as school leaders and school management teams, can play.

In the Appendix, you will find templates for practical use at your school, available 
as editable PDF forms for download, including the self-check. This tool helps you 
assess your school’s current status with regard to the WSA. Based on that, you can 
begin developing initial ideas for possible starting points and take the first steps 
toward implementing the WSA. You will also find many suggestions for further 
reading and materials to support implementation.

Set your school on its path to change today!

Whatever the current situation at your school, there is no single “right” path or 
starting point. The WSA offers many different entry points and development 
pathways. Encourage your team to start where it makes the most sense for your 
school—by building on what is already in place, or by addressing a challenge you 
have been wanting to tackle. We hope this toolkit provides you with valuable ideas 
and practical resources to actively and successfully move your school toward a 
sustainable future.

We would like to thank the authors Ann-Kathrin Schlieszus, Jorrit Holst, Claire 
Grauer, and Daniel Fischer. Above all, we thank you for your dedication to climate 
action and sustainability.

We hope you enjoy exploring this toolkit and that it inspires you to try out and adapt 
these ideas in ways that work for your school.

Your Greenpeace Education Team
bildung@greenpeace.org
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1.	  
Sustainable School 
Development Through 
the Whole School 
Approach: Concept 
and Effectiveness
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1.1  Creating a Future-Proof 
School: The Whole School 
Approach as a Vehicle for School 
Development

	→ This chapter provides an overview of why it is worthwhile to 
embed sustainability in your school through the Whole School 
Approach (WSA). It focuses on student learning, the role of school 
leaders in fostering a learning school, and the shared goal of 
students, teachers, and administrators to make the entire school 
future-ready.

How can schools be designed to meet the challenges of our time and 
prepare young people for the future in the best possible way? How 
can schools become spaces where visions of the future take shape 
and real challenges faced by young people are solved together? How 
can schools give students space to engage with socially relevant 
issues? There are rarely simple answers to the big questions of our time, 
whether it is ensuring peace, fighting climate change, or strengthening 
democracy and social justice. Instead, the goal is to explore and learn 
together. Schools, where people with diverse backgrounds live, learn, 
and work together, can play a vital role in this process.

As school leaders, you play a central role in preparing your school for 
the future. You are not only role models for your school community 
and representatives to the outside world, but also drivers of key 
development processes. You create the conditions and opportunities 
that enable engagement, establish routines and norms, motivate 
commitment, and support your school in moving forward. Your man-
agement team has the potential to mentor staff and create spaces 
where innovative approaches to school education can be tested and 
normalized. 
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Education for Sustainable Development

Sustainable development, as defined in the 1987 Brundtland Report 
by the United Nations World Commission on Environment and 
Development, is “a development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs” (United Nations World Commission on Environment and 
Development, 1987). Sustainability, therefore, means creating a socially 
just and economically viable way of life for all within Earth’s ecological 
limits. Students can be empowered to help shape a sustainable future 
through Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). ESD “empowers 
learners to take informed decisions and responsible actions for 
environmental integrity, economic viability and a just society, for 
present and future generations, while respecting cultural diversity,” as 
defined in the Education 2030 Framework for Action.2 ESD equips them 
to critically examine sustainability challenges and make meaningful 
contributions to embedding sustainability as a norm in their commu-
nities and society at large. ESD is also reflected in the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals adopted by all countries in 2015, with the aim of 
achieving them by 2030. The illustration shows that economic activity 
is not an isolated process but carries a responsibility to contribute to 
social justice, and that society itself must operate within the ecological 
limits of our planet. In this toolkit, economic, social, and environmental 
sustainability are understood as integrated and interdependent. 

2	 UNESCO (2023). The recommendation on education for peace and human 
rights, international understanding, cooperation, fundamental freedoms, 
global citizenship and sustainable development.

Click here for a short 
video on the Sustain-
able Developement 

Goals: “We the 
people”

The 17 Sustainable Development Goals

Biosphäre

Figure based on: Azote for Stock-
holm Resilience Centre, Stockholm 
University CC BY-ND 3.0
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Future-oriented school education acknowledges the importance of the 
major challenges of our time and prioritizes them. These challenges 
include the climate crisis, threats to democracy, social inequalities, 
and the downsides of increasing digitalization. It also creates space to 
address uncertainty, complexity, and ambivalence, for example, when 
weighing the pros and cons of different courses of action or managing 
conflicting sustainability goals. ESD means to engage with the lives of 
young people, providing not only learning content relevant to every-
day life but also opportunities to develop the school itself. By focusing 
on key 21st-century competencies and aligning school development 
accordingly, the overall quality of schools improves. Schools then 
become more than places where students learn about sustainability; 
they become learning organizations capable of adapting to a chang-
ing world.

14 LEADING SUSTAINABILITY WITH THE WHOLE SCHOOL APPROACH



Roadmap ESD  
for 2030  

(UNESCO, 2020)

International Recommendations for Whole 
School Sustainability

The Whole School Approach (or, when addressing all kinds 
of educational institutions, the Whole Institution Approach) 
is highly recommended at different political levels for imple-
menting sustainable education holistically. On a global level, 
the United Nations’ Roadmap ESD for 2030 (UNESCO, 2020) 
lists whole institution approaches as one of five priority action 
areas for implementing ESD worldwide. Similarly, the UNECE 
has repeatedly emphasized the importance of whole school 
approaches in sustainable school transitions (see UNECE, 
2022).

Moreover, the importance of a Whole Institution Approach is 
highlighted, for instance, in the Regional Strategic Framework 
of the Southern African Development Community (SADC): 
“Strengthening action-oriented ESD, where practice in relation 
to theory enhances the results of ESD, and whole institutional 
approaches are needed from policy to practice” (SADC, 
2022, p. 9). And the Council of the European Union stresses: 
“Whole-institution approaches to sustainability incorporating 
all areas of activity are not always sufficiently present. Such 
approaches can include teaching and learning; governance; 
research and innovation; and infrastructure, facilities and 
operations, and should engage students, staff, parents, and 
local and wider communities” (Council of the European Union, 
2022, p. 3).

A central approach to transforming the entire school into a learning 
space for shaping the future is the Whole School Approach (WSA). In 
this approach, ESD is understood as a collaborative task involving the 
entire school community. Schools become democratic spaces where 
sustainable development is envisioned and shaped, helping students 
strengthen their core skills in critical thinking, problem-solving, and 
taking action.
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Sustainability in schools: Tailwind from students, 
teachers, and school administrators

Future-oriented education is not only politically desired; it is also 
strongly supported by students, teachers, and school administrators. 
To illustrate this with a concrete example, a large-scale survey of 
teachers and learners in Germany shows that both groups wish 
for considerably more time for ESD in their daily school life.3 Also, 
a nationwide representative survey showed that 80% of German 
school leaders stated that, in an ideal school, sustainability should 
be integrated across most or all subjects and throughout the school’s 
overall development.4 While sustainability and ESD are often regarded 
as “add-ons,” meaning extra tasks, the WSA provides a framework 
to integrate sustainability, modern learning culture, and school 
quality in a coherent way. By adopting the WSA, schools are not only 
preparing for the future—they are also responding to the priorities of 
administrators, teachers, and students alike. 

	→ On the following pages, this toolkit provides background infor-
mation and practical tools to help you implement a future-oriented, 
innovative school education in line with the WSA. 

3	 See Grund & Brock (2022); for students on a global scale, see UNESCO (2022); 
and for university students in the United Kingdom: Students Organising for 
Sustainability United Kingdom (2025).

4	 See Holst et al. (2025).
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% of Principals

0 20 30 40 5010

Degree of sustainability integration

Isolated 
(e� g� in single projects or thematically 
related projects)

29 %

6 %

Occasional 
(e� g� in regular projects and lessons 
of some subjects)

30 %

13 %

Frequent 
(e� g� in many subjects, school 
development and cooperation)

20 %

32 %

Very frequent 
(e� g� in most subjects and most 
regular activities)

9 %

15 %

Always 
(in all subjects, characterizing 
everyday school life as a guiding 
orientation)

7 %

33 %

3 %

0 %
None

Current status Wished-for

Isolated, 
add-on-mode

62 %

19 %

36 %

80 %

Towards 
whole school 
integration

Source: Holst et al. 2025, p. 4

The degree of sustainability integration in schools from the 
perspective of school leaders  in the exemplary context of Germany
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1.2  How Can Schools Enable 
Young People to Help Shape a 
More Sustainable Society?

	→ This chapter presents the core principles of a WSA, showing how 
school communities can experience and shape sustainability in 
everyday school life. It highlights how schools can empower young 
people to contribute to a more sustainable world and how a WSA can 
enhance overall school quality. 

The aim of the WSA is not only to enable students to experience 
sustainability and democracy in everyday school life—whether on 
the school grounds, in canteens, in classrooms, or in classroom dis-
cussions.5 The goal is also to empower them to actively contribute to 
a sustainable world.6 The key concept here is self-efficacy: Students 
reflect on their own behavior (“How can we reduce our ecological 
and social footprint?”) as well as on structural and systemic questions 
(“How can we increase our positive handprint in society?”). This 
approach helps students develop essential skills for societal partic-
ipation, including negotiating within the school community, finding 
compromises, exploring sustainability across subjects, and engaging in 
collaborative decision-making. 

Just as social challenges are constantly evolving, the WSA is not a 
development goal that schools can achieve and then be done with. 
Instead, it represents an ongoing, collaborative process. New topics 
and questions continually arise, and the steady turnover of people 
within the school community means that negotiation processes are 
constantly being renewed. Visions and priorities are jointly redefined, 
and new pathways are collectively chartered. The WSA views this 
constant change as an opportunity to introduce fresh questions, 
ideas, and perspectives that enrich the shared vision of a sustainable 
school.

5	 For the importance of informal learning for sustainability in schools, see Barth, 
Fischer et al. (2012).

6	 On the effectiveness of the WSA, see Holst, Grund & Brock (2024).

More information 
on the ecological 

handprint
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Sustainability is at the core of quality school 
education

Education for Sustainable Development is an important contri-
bution to quality education. This is reflected in the SDGs, where 
ESD is an integral part of SDG 4 “Quality education”. Various 
studies from different countries show that ESD contributes to 
quality education in multiple ways.7 Good education addresses 
key social issues that matter to students in their everyday 
lives.8 When schools address the major challenges of our time 
and connect with students’ visions of the future, as well as 
their worries and fears, learning becomes more meaningful 
and personally relevant, fostering intrinsic motivation. Sustain-
ability, as one of today’s central societal challenges, offers 
promising opportunities to address complex, real-world issues, 
negotiate conflicting goals, and experience self-efficacy 
through collaborative action. In this way, students can develop 
“action competence in the Anthropocene.” This dimension 
will also be assessed in the PISA study as of 2025 (White et al., 
2024), highlighting that an ESD learning culture and quality 
school education are closely intertwined. The WSA thus has 
considerable potential to enhance overall school quality. 

7	 For an overview, see Laurie et al. (2016).

8	 For more explanations regarding Klafkis conception of education 
which adresses key social issues and how it matches with ESD, see 
Kvamme (2021).
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Sustainability in the WSA permeates all areas 
of thinking and action, as well as processes and 
school routines—both in school development and in 
classroom practice. Sustainability, in the sense of a 
WSA, is closely linked to school culture: To what extent 
do schools engage with pathways toward a socially 
just and ecologically sustainable world as an integral 
part of school life? How can they create lasting 
spaces for participation and democratic learning? 
The WSA introduced on the following pages provides 
constructive answers to these and similar questions.
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How can sustainability become a regular 
part of school life, rather than just a topic 
for project days, short-term projects or 
extracurricular special interest activities? 
How can it be integrated into food ser-
vices, procurement, and decision-making 
processes, as well as into other aspects of 
school life? The self-check tools provided 
in the Appendix can help you explore these 
questions ↘ p. 52. 

What opportunities do students, parents, 
and non-teaching staff currently have 
to help shape school life? Are they 
represented in key committees or steering 
groups ↘ p. 46 ff. or other school 
bodies? How can teachers be supported 
in creating a participatory ESD learning 
culture in the classroom? 

1.3  What Makes a School Sustainable?  
Core Principles of a Whole School Approach

	→ This chapter highlights the core principles of the WSA, that is, key ideas that underpin 
sustainable school development across all areas of activity. They serve as a kind of overarch-
ing compass for sustainability-related school development processes. 

Research on sustainability in schools highlights the core principles of the WSA. These principles 
permeate and connect all areas of action of sustainability-oriented school development.9  
They provide a guiding framework while also encouraging reflection and discussion:

9	 This introduction to the WSA is based on Holst’s (2023) systematic review.

Coherence 
In the WSA, experiencing and learning 
about sustainability extends far beyond 
the classroom, permeating the entire 
school community. Coherence as a 
core principle means not only teaching 
sustainability but also living it in every-
day life, in other words, walking the talk.

Participation
Creating spaces for participation and 
civic education is a central element of 
sustainability-oriented school devel-
opment. Participation strengthens the 
agency of all members of the school 
community. In the classroom, it is also 
a defining feature of ESD, empowering 
students to help shape both their own and 
societal future.
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Which formats could make joint learning 
a regular part of your school’s routines 
in the long term? Could regular school 
development days, town hall meetings, or 
backcasting sessions ↘ p. 62 provide 
opportunities to review sustainability goals 
and track progress? 
 

Who is already taking responsibility for sus-
tainability at your school, and how could 
this circle be expanded ↘ p. 46 ff? How 
can the groups and individuals involved 
assume specific tasks and responsibilities 
to advance sustainability at your school? 
 
 
 

How could sustainability be formally 
embedded at your school, for example, 
in its mission statement, school profile, 
internal curricula (see Rotstadt Gymnasium 
↘ p. 69), or the school development 
plan? Could your school pursue a 
long-term sustainability certification to 
strengthen and showcase its commitment?  

Continuous  
learning

A sustainable school is never “finished”; 
it is an ongoing journey in which all mem-
bers of the school community learn with 
and from each other. In this way, schools 
become learning organizations and living 
systems, capable of adapting to current 
events and new challenges.

Responsibility
When implementing a WSA, responsibility 
for sustainability is not left to a few indi-
viduals; it is shared with as many members 
of the school community as possible, 
including school leadership, school 
authorities, department and subject coor-
dinators, teachers, administrative staff, 
maintenance staff, students, parents, and 
regional partners.

Commitment
Establishing sustainability as a core 
standard in schools is an ongoing process 
that requires a sustained commitment 
from the entire school community. 
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Participation and democratic engagement 
in schools: A central task of socially relevant 
education

In times of social polarization, civic education is a crucial 
task for schools, and the WSA can play an important role in 
supporting it. Within an ESD learning culture, participatory 
methods can facilitate the democratic co-creation of learning 
processes. At the same time, students can experience genuine 
participation by actively engaging in decision-making, imple-
menting, and evaluating school processes. This allows them 
to experience firsthand, in a safe environment, what it means 
to express their views on societal issues and contribute as 
active members of society. It is essential, however, that student 
participation is not limited to isolated occasions but becomes 
an integral part of school structures, for example, through 
permanent seats in key decision-making bodies of the school 
community. Moreover, democratic participation should not 
only concern specific decisions (e. g., whether to install a unisex 
school toilet) but also include broader strategic directions and 
the school’s quality development processes.10

10	 See Schnack (2008).
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1.4  Sustainability in Action: 
Key Areas of the Whole School 
Approach

	→ This chapter provides an overview of the six key areas of action of 
the Whole School Approach, highlighting how sustainability can be 
experienced in schools.

Sustainability can be made tangible in schools through a range of 
closely interconnected areas of everyday practice ↘ p. 20.11 These 
areas are rooted in the school’s culture, that is, in the values and 
assumptions that are lived as normal and self-evident, which are 
expressed in both thinking and action. By embedding sustainability in 
daily life, schools not only teach concepts but also model sustainable 
behaviors, making them a natural part of the school’s identity. The 
following sections provide an overview of how sustainability is embed-
ded in the different aspects of school life and school development:

	→ Reflexive questions for all fields of action are provided in the reflec-
tion tool for school management teams (see Appendix ↘ p. 87 ff).

	→ Members of school management teams take on different roles in 
everyday school life. An overview of these roles and their implications 
for the fields of action is provided in Chapter 2.1 ↘ p. 36 ff.

Participatory and proactive governance: 

Implementing a WSA means making sustainability a priority and a 
guiding principle of school development. This involves establishing 
structures that make sustainability a standard part of decision-making 
processes, for example, through steering committees, action plans, 
agreements with the school authority, or self-evaluation. As demo-
cratic engagement and collaborative work in shaping school life are 
core principles, a WSA depends on the broad and active involvement 
of all groups within the school community.

ESD in curriculum and learning:

Consistently living a future-oriented approach within schools also 
means providing space for sustainability learning, both within 
individual subjects and across disciplines, while firmly embedding ESD 

11	 The following description is based on the above-mentioned review of the WSA 
(Holst, 2023).
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in internal school curricula. Practical learning is enhanced by linking sus-
tainability topics with the physical and social environment, for example, the 
school building and site management, regional energy supply and mobility, 
or regional and national policy. 

Embedded in community and networks: 

By cooperating with local businesses, non-formal educational institutions, 
NGOs, and other schools, learning becomes rooted in relevant community 
contexts. This enables students to engage with real-world challenges while also 
allowing schools to contribute to local society and increase their visibility in the 
broader community. Drawing on partners’ knowledge, skills, and resources can 
further enrich the school’s work and help reduce teacher workloads.

Sustainable capacity building: 

Building capacity for sustainability in schools requires not only professional 
development and training but also dedicated time for teachers to work 
together to implement an ESD learning culture within subjects and across 
interdisciplinary formats. Creating such space in everyday school life can 
be challenging. However, it is highly rewarding—close staff cooperation can 
boost motivation, especially for teachers with high workloads. Sustainability in 
schools also means considering this goal when hiring staff and filling func-
tional positions, and, where possible, supporting teachers involved in steering 
groups by reducing teaching loads and clarifying communication priorities.

Active communication on sustainability: 

Solar panels on the school roof contribute to sustainability learning only 
if their purpose is visible and understood. Communicating what they are 
for and why they are there is essential. Effective communication within the 
school, such as via information events, newsletters, or the school news-
paper, and externally, for example, through the website, local newspaper 
articles, open house days, or the advisory board of educational partners, 
helps make existing initiatives visible. At the same time, a clear information 
base enables school members to participate in key sustainability-related 
decisions in everyday school life and to represent these decisions internally 
and externally.

Sustainable operations and campus management: 

Sustainable design of school facilities can take many forms, including 
unsealing and greening schoolyards, ensuring barrier-free access to build-
ings, providing adequate covered bicycle parking, offering organic and 
regional products in school canteens, and adopting sustainable procure-
ment practices for furniture, supplies, and equipment. While such measures 
may require short-term investment, they are often offset by long-term 
savings; directly, for example, through reduced electricity costs, and 
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indirectly when students are involved in redesign projects and, as a result, 
assume greater responsibility for caring for school buildings and grounds.

Sustainable school culture: 

School culture refers to the self-evident, often unquestioned norms that 
shape everyday school life. Making sustainability a natural part of school 
life connects all the areas of action described above. The school’s culture, 
or “ethos,” is visible in tangible aspects, such as buildings, grounds, symbols, 
and everyday practices, but is also deeply rooted in the less visible values, 
norms, and assumptions within the school.12 To support reflection, it may be 
helpful to consider the place of values such as justice, community, equality, 
benevolence, respect, and a sense of connection with nature in everyday 
school life, and how these values are lived within the school community 
through relational learning processes, communication, conflict resolution, 
and participation. As the school management team, you have a central role 
in establishing and communicating the school’s rituals, values, and narratives.

12	 See Fischer (2011).

How to get your school authority on board

Governance structures in schools can vary widely across countries. 
However, effective collaboration between schools and higher authorities 
often plays a crucial role in WSA implementation. As a school manage-
ment team, you often rely on the school authority for decisions related 
to building and site management. This raises the question of how the 
authority can actively support the creation of a sustainable, future- 
oriented school.13 Limited municipal resources or initially low interest in 
sustainable procurement may slow the process, but don’t be discouraged. 
Every step counts and can pave the way for greater change. It is 
therefore essential to involve the school authority early in the ESD school 
development process. If your school is planning a sustainability-focused 
day, invite the school authority to help shape the event, and include one 
of their representatives in your steering group. If your municipality has a 
sustainability manager, consider contacting them and involving them in 
the communication between the school and the authority. 

13	 The central importance of school authorities for sustainability in schools was 
also pointed out by many school leaders in the aforementioned national school 
management study (Holst et al., 2025).
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Schools as reflexive microcosms14 

On a small scale, schools can be understood as reflections 
of a complex society. When a Whole School Approach is 
put into practice, students encounter the diverse challenges 
and conflicts of interest associated with sustainability issues. 
As in society at large, different values and objectives may 
conflict. The “reflexive” character of this microcosm lies in the 
school’s ability to provide a structured space in which these 
conflicts can be made visible, analyzed, and negotiated on a 
factual and constructive level. This is a key learning potential 
of a WSA. In addition, the solutions and skills developed and 
tested within the school microcosm can also be transferred by 
students and staff members into other social contexts, making 
schools crystallization spaces for a more sustainable develop-
ment of society as a whole.

14	 See Sterling (2003).
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1.5  Whole School Approach: 
Sustainability in Everyday School 
Life Is Effective and Measurable

	→ This chapter shows that sustainability in everyday school life 
can effectively support sustainability-related learning and demon-
strates that progress in implementing the WSA can be measured. 
It presents findings from a nationwide scientific study in Germany 
that examined these issues.

A nationwide study conducted in Germany by Freie Universität Berlin 
shows that sustainability experienced in everyday school life, in line 
with the WSA, is both measurable and impactful on students and 
teachers alike.

The WSA scale: Measuring sustainability 
experienced in everyday school life

To measure the WSA through surveys, a questionnaire was developed 
and extensively validated over several years as part of the German 
National ESD Monitoring. The WSA scale captures what students and 
teachers experience in their everyday school environment.15 It covers 
various areas of sustainable school development and practice 
↘ p. 31, including teaching, buildings and grounds, governance, 
communication, school culture, and connections to the broader 
educational landscape.

15	 A version of the questionnaire prepared for use is available and included in 
the original study by Holst, Grund, & Brock (2024).

The original study for 
in-depth information
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Free-to-use questionnaire on sustainability in 
everyday school life

The original WSA scale consists of 13 questions for students and 15 
questions for teachers. It can be adapted in length and is freely avail-
able. In a national study of approximately 3,000 students and teachers 
from various educational settings, the scale was applied nationwide in 
Germany for the first time. There are substantial connections between 
an experienced WSA and central target dimensions of high-quality 
ESD ↘ p. 31.

	→ The questionnaire is suitable for large-scale studies. However, it 
can also be used as an evaluation and reflection tool within the con-
text of school organizational development. An extended self-check 
tool that can be reproduced is included in the Appendix ↘ p. 87 ff.

Effective sustainability learning with the Whole 
School Approach

Data from the German National ESD Monitoring clearly indicates that 
students’ everyday experience of sustainability as a WSA is strongly 
associated with how motivated and empowered they feel by their 
schools to contribute to sustainability themselves. Students who 
experienced more sustainability in line with a WSA reported more 
sustainable behaviors, higher self-assessed knowledge of sustainable 
development, and greater overall sense of well-being.

The diagram below illustrates the statistical correlations between 
sustainability experienced as a WSA at educational institutions and 
key dimensions of effective sustainability education. Circle size reflects 
correlation strength; effect sizes (r) are reported, and all correlations 
are highly significant (***).

The questionnaire 
on sustainability in 

everyday school life
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Effective sustainability learning with the Whole School Approach
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2.	  
How Can You 
Implement the Whole 
School Approach?
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	→ The second part of this toolkit provides concrete, case-study 
examples and practical tools to guide you through each step of 
implementing the WSA. 

To be ready for the future, societies must find ways out of the unsus-
tainable present, both at the broader societal level and within the 
smaller scale of school communities. The WSA supports this by promot-
ing a collective, continuous, and systematic learning process aimed 
at making schools increasingly sustainable and enabling students to 
take an active role beyond the school itself. 16

Holistic, ESD-oriented school development as a 
learning process

This learning process does not follow a linear path from start to finish; 
instead, it is cyclical, encompassing multiple steps and continuous 
development ↘ p. 34. The WSA does not have to be a completely 
new process; much of it can be integrated into existing structures and 
efforts, easing the workload for you and others involved.

As a school management team, you play a central role at each stage: 
establishing structures and forming teams; assessing the current 
situation through a self-check; planning, implementing, and evaluating 
measures for change; celebrating successes; and motivating and 
enabling the school community to continue building on what has 
already been achieved. The successful implementation of the WSA is a 
shared responsibility, and much depends on how you understand and 
carry out your role as the school management team.

16	 See Mathie and Wals (2022).

Exemplary WSA 
practices from 

around the world 16
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Communication as a key element of the WSA 
development process

Effective communication supports every phase of the WSA develop-
ment process and plays a decisive role in its success.

This development 
is ongoing and 

cyclical, not linear� 
Steps may be 

revisited as needed�

BNE-WSA-
Entwicklungsprozess

Plan actions

Analyze the current situationEvaluate progress and plan next steps

Implement actions and celebrate successes

Build a team and establish structuresStart

Refl ect on your leadership role

Develop a vision

Figure: own illustration
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The following three fictional example schools are set within the 
German school system. They demonstrate concrete, practical appli-
cations intended to inspire the implementation of the WSA in other 
national contexts and school types.

Communication as a key element of the WSA 
development process

Effective communication supports every phase of the WSA develop-
ment process and plays a decisive role in its success.

This development 
is ongoing and 

cyclical, not linear� 
Steps may be 

revisited as needed�

BNE-WSA-
Entwicklungsprozess

Plan actions

Analyze the current situationEvaluate progress and plan next steps

Implement actions and celebrate successes

Build a team and establish structuresStart

Refl ect on your leadership role

Develop a vision

Fictional Case Studies 

Case study 1: 
Rotstadt Gymnasium17 
School leader: Ms. Röd

Rotstadt Gymnasium serves an urban, relatively privileged com-
munity and is valued for its support services and strong academic 
outcomes. So far, ESD has been integrated into individual subjects 
and aligned with the respective subject-specific curricula.

Case study 2: 
Blauburg Primary School 
School leader: Mr. Azul

Blauburg Primary School is situated in a district locally regarded as 
a social hotspot. So far, ESD has been seen primarily as a privileged 
topic at the school, while other issues considered more urgent have 
received far greater attention in everyday school life.

Case study 3: 
Grünheim High School 
School leader: Ms. Verda

Grünheim High School is located in a rural, agriculture-focused 
region. It is valued locally for its strong emphasis on traditional 
vocational training. A small team of two teachers developed ESD as 
part of an initial pilot project, for which the school received an award.

17	 In Germany, a Gymnasium is a type of secondary school that prepares students for higher education. 
Students graduate with the Abitur, which qualifies them for university admission.

35



2.1  What Role Does the School 
Leadership Play?

	→ This chapter outlines the different leadership roles that school 
leaders and school management teams may assume when imple-
menting the WSA. It illustrates three typical phases of the process.

School leaders and school management teams will have very different 
perceptions of what it means to lead a school. Depending on their 
approach and mindset, a school leader’s role in an ESD-oriented 
school development process will vary. In general, school leaders can 
support the process in multiple ways and through different roles, as 
outlined below. 

Walk the talk

The core principles of ESD, such as participation, shared responsibility, 
and long-term thinking, imply that school leaders serve as role models 
through their decisions and actions, without undermining these prin-
ciples. At the same time, depending on the stage of the development 
process, strong leadership, clear accountability, and short-term goal 
orientation can also be valuable. 

The following examples illustrate the various roles that you, as a school 
leader, can take on within your school management team in holistic, 
ESD-oriented school development processes: 

Example situation Role of the school leader

Is there a desire or increasing 
expectation to engage 
more deeply with ESD, for 
example, from students, staff, 
parents, or state education 
authorities?

As initiator: 
	n Introduces the topic to the school

	n Guides the process so the school can explore 
how and to what extent it can address ESD

As manager:
	n Assigns responsibilities

	n Puts ESD on the agenda

	n Organizes events
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Example situation Role of the school leader

Are there active groups 
working on sustainability at 
the school? 

Where do they stand in their 
work, and what is needed 
to further strengthen them, 
involve more participants, 
or expand their activities to 
other areas?

As networker: 
	n Establishes connections with other groups within 

the school and clarifies the shared understanding 
of ESD

	n Invites new participants to get involved

As source of inspiration: 
	n Challenges groups to set new priorities and 

welcomes new members and alliances

	n Brings fresh content and topics

As enabler:
	n Recognizes the groups’ work and provides 

resources

	n Identifies opportunities to support and enhance 
their efforts, such as competitions

Is there resistance and 
controversy within the 
school community regarding 
whether, or to what extent, 
the school should engage 
with ESD?

As moderator: 
	n Organizes and facilitates discussions and 

debates, takes resistance seriously, and ensures 
that all perspectives are heard

As decision-maker: 
	n Sets priorities when consensus cannot be 

reached

	n Argues with well-founded personal conviction

	n Stands by decisions made

 
While roles may vary depending on the situation, school leaders’ per-
sonal perceptions and inclinations also influence how they approach 
their role. Being aware of these beliefs and tendencies can be helpful.
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Reflecting on your role as a school leader or 
school manager

Communication plays an important role in implementing a WSA. 
Depending on their understanding of their role and personality, school 
leaders approach conflict or criticism in very different ways. What 
type are you? A. Bartz’s checklist18 offers a number of self-assessment 
reflection questions, for example: 

Situation Role of the school leader

Control 	n When and how did you last monitor the completion of a task or 
responsibility? How did you proceed? How did you feel while doing so? 
How did the people whose work you monitored respond?

Anger 	n What behavior or whose actions have angered you recently? How 
did you deal with your anger? How did you communicate your anger 
to the other person?

Criticism 	n When and with whom did you most recently have reason to offer 
criticism? How did you communicate it?

	→ If you had a critical discussion, how did it go? To what extent were 
you able to clearly convey the facts and your requested changes? 
How did you ensure that the person concerned followed through on 
your request and regarded it as binding?

	→ After a critical discussion, how did you behave? Did you avoid the 
person, or did you seek to engage more with them? 

	→ If you avoided contact, what was the reason? And what feelings do 
you have toward the person you criticized?

 
To clarify roles, it is important to understand which stage the school 
development process is currently in and what this means for your role.  
It can be helpful to distinguish three broad phases, each of which places 
different demands on school leaders and school management teams.

18	 Bartz (2013).
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The three phases of WSA implementation and the 
role of the school leadership19 

Phase Role of the school leadership

Vision-building 

	n Sets impulses

	n Encourages stocktaking 

	n Motivates participatory goal development 

	n Moderates the formation of working groups

	n Seeks institutional and financial support

Implementation

	n �Drives implementation by motivating and enabling

	n Increasingly delegates responsibility 

	n Keeps an eye on the achievement of goals

	n Suggests adjustments to goals or processes as needed 

	n Links school and community actors

	n Shares successes within the school and with the broader 
community

Consolidation

	n Coordinates school development

	n Verifies the achievement of goals

	n Adjusts goals and processes as needed

	n Reviews outcomes and considers a renewed vision

	→ If established structures are stable and work inde-
pendently at this stage, the school leadership may consider 
stepping back.

 
For more information on the three phases, as well as pedagogical 
ideas, see Chapters 2.5 (vision-building), 2.6 (implementation), and 2.8 
(consolidation).

19	 See Forsten Seisser et al. (2003); Müller et al. (2020).
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2.2  Start Now! But How?

	→ This chapter offers suggestions on how to start implementing the 
WSA at your school in an accessible, low-threshold way.

ESD as an educational concept cannot be reduced to individual issues 
such as environmental protection or climate change. Instead, it is 
connected to a wide range of questions; for example, what constitutes 
a good life, what desirable futures might look like, and how we can 
contribute to achieving them today ↘ p. 12 ff.

The reasons and starting points for schools to decide to launch an ESD 
development process are just as diverse as the questions themselves. 
Possible starting points include:

	n sharpening the pedagogical self-image and 
educational profile (see Rotstadt Gymnasium)

	n making learning opportunities more relevant to 
students and integrating new resources into the 
school (see Blauburg Primary School)

	n strengthening the future orientation of the school’s 
educational programs and offerings (see Grünheim 
High School)
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Rotstadt Gymnasium

Blauburg Primary School

Motivation for implementing the WSA: 
Students at Rotstadt Gymnasium have voiced concerns about high academic pressure, 
which has increasingly affected the school climate. This is evident in growing individu-
alism and declining solidarity, along with lower engagement in everyday school life and 
diminishing interest in voluntary ESD activities such as the Senegal partnership club. 

Goals of the WSA implementation: 
The school leader, Ms. Röd, aims to strengthen student participation and cultivate a 
greater sense of social responsibility through an ESD-oriented school development 
process. She seeks to moderate the prevailing emphasis on career orientation and to 
promote more meaningful work and a stronger sense of community among students 
and teachers. To achieve this, she plans to involve all members of the school community 
in an ongoing dialogue focused on shared values, pedagogical goals, and the school’s 
educational mission.

Role of the school leader: 
Ms. Röd acts as moderator and agenda setter. She sees her role in initiating discussions 
on the school’s value orientation among staff and students and guiding collaborative 
reflection processes.

Motivation for implementing the WSA: 
At Blauburg Primary School, everyday work is often marked by student conflicts and 
disruptions in classroom settings. Key issues include limited engagement with students’ 
families and the local community, as well as a lack of resources (financial, material, 
expertise, and time) to provide learning opportunities better tailored to the students’ 
needs.

Goals of the WSA implementation: 
A primary goal for the school leader, Mr. Azul, is to spark greater student interest in 
learning through ESD-related teaching and learning approaches and to develop new 
programs and secure additional resources for the school. The aim is to create better 
conditions for up-to-date, meaningful learning.

Role of the school leader: 
Mr. Azul sees his role in the learning process mainly as a manager and educational entre-
preneur. He conducts needs assessments with staff to identify the school’s specific needs 
and determine which external programs or resources would help attract new partners, 
implement projects, provide professional development and training for teachers, and 
improve school facilities.
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Grünheim High School

Motivation for implementing the WSA: 
Grünheim High School enjoys strong support from the local community, as many resi-
dents attended the school themselves and then pursued vocational training. However, 
student satisfaction has recently declined, as they feel the school’s focus on traditional 
vocational career paths is outdated.

Goals of the WSA implementation: 
The school leader, Ms. Verda, hopes that an ESD-oriented school development process 
will strengthen connections to future-oriented career fields. She also aims to involve 
students more actively in shaping school development, fostering their interest and 
motivation in these career pathways. In doing so, Ms. Verda aims for the school to be 
seen once again by young people as a strong brand and a top choice for innovative, 
forward-looking career preparation; for example, by emphasizing topics such as resource 
efficiency and climate protection.

Role of the school leader: 
Ms. Verda serves primarily as an enabler, motivator, and sponsor in the school devel-
opment process. She takes students’ dissatisfaction with the school’s career-oriented 
programs—seen as too old-fashioned—as a starting point to engage staff in further 
developing these offerings in collaboration with students, local businesses, and other 
stakeholders. From Ms. Verda’s perspective, ESD is a concept that most of the school 
community has had little exposure to so far. At the same time, integrating sustainability 
into the school offers an opportunity to connect learning to future-relevant career 
pathways.
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It has often proven effective to use existing opportunities as starting 
points for ESD-oriented school development. Current activities or 
approaches within the school can be expanded and further devel-
oped. There may also be pressure or unmet needs within the school or 
the broader community that could be addressed effectively through 
an ESD-oriented process. The following questions may help identify 
such starting points: 

Starting points (examples) 
Responsibility of the school  
management team 

Grassroots initiatives: 
Who are the active and motivated students, 
staff, or community groups in the school 
environment who are already driving ESD- 
oriented projects?

	n Continue to support and foster 
grassroots initiatives.

Incentives: 
Where are there competitions, funding pro-
grams, or new alliances and partnerships that 
offer the school development opportunities or 
additional resources?

	n Engage in strategic networking 
and resource acquisition.

Current challenges:
Which current challenges or problem areas 
within the school could be effectively 
addressed through ESD-oriented school 
development (e. g., professional development 
for implementing ESD requirements, chal-
lenges related to interdisciplinary collabora-
tion, etc.)?

For which current challenges or potential 
conflicts in the school environment could 
an ESD-oriented development process offer 
opportunities or possible solutions  
(e. g., high energy costs, reputational issues, 
non-compliance with legal requirements)?

	n Ensure a solution-oriented 
approach to school development 
through ESD, creating a shared 
integrative framework.

	n Establish mechanisms through 
ESD school development to 
respond proactively and construc-
tively to challenges, helping the 
school move beyond a “defensive” 
stance.
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Starting points for ESD school development

In the United Kingdom, the “doorways approach” has been developed, 
identifying eight key areas.20 Each of these “doorways” can serve as a 
starting point for ESD-oriented school development. Working actively 
in one area helps gradually build connections to the others. The eight 
“doorways” are: 

	n Food services: How can school meals be designed to be healthy, 
local, regional, and ethically sourced? 

	n Mobility: How do students and staff get to school? What options 
exist, how accessible and feasible are they, and what impacts do they 
have?

	n Energy and water: To what extent does the school have sufficient 
energy and water supplies? How does the school use energy and 
water? What is the level of consumption, what costs are involved, and 
what opportunities exist for optimization? 

	n Consumption and waste: What products are sold on the school 
campus? Where do they come from and how were they produced? 
Where is circular thinking applied, and what items are simply 
discarded?

	n Buildings and grounds: What materials have been used in the 
school? How does the architecture make sustainable behavior easier 
or harder?

	n Inclusion and participation: How can people from diverse back-
grounds participate in school life? How are prejudices and biases 
addressed?

	n Local engagement: How does the school connect with the commu-
nity? What opportunities do students have to work on local challenges 
and improve the quality of life for themselves and others?

	n Global dimension: How does the school help students see them-
selves as global citizens and act accordingly?

20	 Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED) (2008).
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How political can and should education be?

The question of how political education can or should be arises 
repeatedly, both in light of current political developments 
and in the context of ESD. Critics worry that ESD could lead 
to indoctrination or manipulation of students and argue that 
teachers must remain neutral. However, this argument is based 
on a misunderstanding, as clarified by the Beutelsbach Con-
sensus, a core document for German school education, which 
defines three guiding principles.

Firstly, avoiding overwhelming students does not require 
teachers to be neutral. Rather, it means that students should 
not be presented with fixed opinions in ways that prevent them 
from forming their own judgements. Secondly, sustainability 
topics, such as climate change and biodiversity loss, are 
actively debated within the scientific community, making them 
particularly well-suited for classroom discussions, in which con-
troversial issues can be addressed as such. Thirdly, research 
shows that students have a strong interest in sustainability 
topics; therefore, teaching these subjects does not constitute 
indoctrination but aligns instruction with student interests. 
Finally, integrating sustainability issues into teaching is sup-
ported by human rights principles. It can even be regarded as 
a democratic responsibility for teachers.21

21	 For background on the Beutelsbach Consensus, see Christensen & 
Grammes (2020). For a detailed discussion of the debate in Germany 
on how political ESD can and should be, see Kenner & Singer- 
Brodowski (2024).
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2.3  Establish a Sustainability 
Team

	→ This chapter presents the sustainability team as a key body in 
implementing the WSA and outlines the roles it can play. 

Changing a school is a process that cannot be initiated or carried out 
by a single individual. An important first step is therefore to establish a 
strong team to support the school development process with an ESD 
focus. This team should meet several criteria: 

	n be of a manageable size (depending on the staff, e. g., 4 to 6 
members),

	n represent different stakeholder groups within the school

	n hold a clear mandate and have access to the necessary resources

It is advisable to establish a central steering group, referred to in this 
toolkit as the sustainability team. This team is responsible for over-
seeing the entire process and coordinating its various work strands. In 
addition, smaller subgroups can and should be formed to develop and 
implement specific measures. 

As a school leader, you can support the sustainability team in various 
ways, depending on how you understand your role ↘ p. 36 ff:

	n As an active member of the team: Your involvement gives the team 
a strong mandate and helps ensure that its work connects directly 
with everyday leadership responsibilities. As a school leader, you may 
choose to chair or lead the group, but you are not required to do so. 
Your contribution may also be advisory or supportive, and it may shift 
over time.

	n As a supporter of the team: You do not need to be directly involved 
in the team’s work. You can also provide external support by allocating 
time and resources and by giving the team visibility and space in 
committees and at school events.
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For larger schools, the second approach is especially recommended, 
as it allows the team to take on real responsibility. To establish an 
effective and empowered sustainability team, it is important to give 
it a clear mandate and strategically introduce work steps, such as 
stakeholder mapping and analysis.

Identifying relevant actors

For the process to succeed, it is crucial to adopt a systematic 
approach when forming the team, rather than inviting participants 
at random. The following guiding questions can help you identify 
especially relevant participants in the initial step. 

Key questions for identifying relevant actors22

	n School development processes: Who is already involved in school 
development processes, and in which ones?

	n Guiding principles: Who develops and communicates the school’s 
policies and guidelines?

	n Experience: Who has worked at the school for a long time and is 
familiar with past developments?

	n Motivation: Which staff members show motivation to contribute 
beyond their regular teaching duties?

	n Expertise: Who already engages with sustainability-related topics? 
(Remember: this may include staff from less “obvious” subjects.)

	n Resources: Who coordinates schedules or manages the school’s 
budget and resources?

	n Collaboration: Who works well with others, both professionally and 
personally?

	n Role models: Which students serve as role models for their peers or 
represent the student body (e. g., student council members)?

22	 Bauer et al. (2011).
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	n Student engagement: Are there student groups focused on sustain-
ability issues (e. g., in a working group) or involved in social or political 
activities?

	n Parents: Which parent groups are active in the school? Which 
parents show interest in school development processes? Which 
parents engage with sustainability issues through their involvement 
in school activities (e. g., volunteering in the school canteen)? Which 
parents have sustainability-related expertise or experiences outside of 
school that could be useful within the school community?

	n Administration: Who in the school administration is responsible for 
building maintenance or organizational tasks?

	n External partners: Who are important external partners or suppliers 
for the school (e. g., caterers, service providers)?

The next step is to identify key actors who could influence the success 
of your efforts. This is useful for the sustainability team’s activities and 
for the later implementation of planned measures. Tools such as stake-
holder mapping and analysis can help identify the actors relevant to 
your project and assess their importance in the change process.

Stakeholder mapping and stakeholder analysis 

Which stakeholders are essential for a change project in the context of 
the WSA, and how should they be involved?

A simple way to begin is by asking what level of influence or interest 
actors within the school have in the WSA change project. Depending 
on how strong these are, different strategies for involvement may be 
appropriate. 
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High level of interest Low level of interest

High influence Involve the stakeholder Convince the stakeholder

Low influence Inform the stakeholder Monitor the stakeholder

 
The analysis can be more detailed by considering the following 
questions: 

	n What specific interest does the stakeholder have? How can this 
interest be aligned with the change project in a way that benefits both 
the project and the stakeholder?

	n What exactly is the stakeholder’s influence? How can it be used? Or 
is there another way to achieve the project goals without relying on 
this person? 

Particular attention should be given to two groups: 

	n Veto stakeholders: Which stakeholders have the power to block or 
prevent the project? How can they be engaged constructively? 

	n Critics: Who are the most vocal critics of the project, and what are 
their concerns? Depending on the personality and situation, it may be 
helpful either to counter criticism with well-founded arguments or to 
reassure these individuals that they are not expected to take action or 
participate at this stage. 

Sustainability team—Tips for efficient organization

The sustainability team is the driving force behind the ESD school 
development process, providing it with momentum. The following 
practical tips can help the team organize its work efficiently.

	n Get to know each other: Take time, if needed, to get acquainted 
and share your interests and experiences related to sustainability and 
ESD.

	n Clarify terms: Encourage team members to discuss what they 
each mean by “sustainability” and to identify points of shared 
understanding. 
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	n Provide information: Transparency and clear information on upcom-
ing tasks and how to approach them increase the team members’ 
willingness to engage. Present this toolkit to the team and give every-
one time to review it at their own pace.

	n Define the team’s mission: Agree on the team’s shared mission with 
input from all members. Ideally, the mission should be endorsed by the 
staff and the student council. Clear goals and a defined mandate make 
it easier to plan concrete steps and measures. 

	n Schedule regular meetings: Regular meetings are essential for main-
taining momentum. Set dates early to avoid scheduling conflicts and 
to provide a formal framework for the team. Accommodate members’ 
different needs whenever possible (e. g., suitable times for teachers with 
children or options that do not require students to sacrifice their free 
time).

	n Document decisions and outcomes: Record agreements and results 
in meeting minutes and share them with all team members and other 
potentially interested parties. Minutes help track progress, plan next 
steps, and keep those unable to attend informed.

	n Communicate effectively: Communication is a key to success, espe-
cially within the team. Ensure everyone exchanges contact information 
and agrees on a shared, reliable communication channel (e. g., email, 
the school intranet, a group chat, or a bulletin board).
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Rotstadt Gymnasium

Blauburg Primary School

Forming the sustainability team: 
Ms. Röd decides to take a two-pronged approach. On the one hand, she supports stu-
dents through personal conversations, encouraging them to take initiative by reaching 
out to her directly with their ideas and suggestions. On the other hand, she establishes a 
steering group to conduct a systematic status analysis of “participation and democracy,” 
an area in which development needs have been identified. She does not join the steering 
group herself, allowing her colleagues to conduct independent analysis and initiate 
discussion among themselves.

Forming the sustainability team: 
Mr. Azul decides not to impose a sustainability team on the skeptical staff. Instead, he 
first seeks external supporters. He invites a friend, who is also a school leader and has 
already successfully implemented the WSA at his school, as well as the ESD officer from 
the school authority, to openly discuss the opportunities and potential of ESD with the 
staff. He then follows up with individual conversations to address staff concerns about 
taking on what they see as an “additional topic” in their already demanding workload.

Grünheim High School

Forming the sustainability team: 
Ms. Verda decides to establish a sustainability team, initially focusing on a concrete, 
manageable area of action. The starting point is the students’ previously identified 
dissatisfaction with the school’s vocational preparation programs, which they consider 
outdated. Recognizing that the school cannot make any progress without support, Ms. 
Verda decides to seek external input. She identifies a vocational training fair, organized 
by the local Chamber of Commerce, as an opportunity. The sustainability team is given 
the mandate to work with a Chamber of Commerce representative to explore how 
eighth-grade students and teachers can participate in preparing the next fair as part of 
a class project.
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2.4  Self-Check: Where Does 
Your School Stand in Terms of 
Sustainability? 

	→ This chapter presents a set of practical self-check tools that 
enable you and your school community to assess the current status of 
your school’s ESD-related development. 

A self-check offers several benefits:

	n It can help initiate dialogue and exchange, bringing different stake-
holder groups into the process, for example, during action or project 
days, within the school development group, or at school conferences.

	n A self-check allows you to identify and acknowledge what has 
already been achieved, while also highlighting areas where further 
action may still be needed.

	n It also makes sense to involve external actors. For example, school 
leaders from other schools can serve as “critical friends,” contributing 
fresh perspectives and development ideas from the outside. 

To initiate a conversation about how sustainability can be put into 
practice at your school, it is important to first assess the initiatives 
already in place across various areas. The self-check, with its areas of 
action, is a practical tool for gaining an overview of your current stage 
of school development. You can also add questions that are especially 
relevant to your school.

The self-check tool helps you see where your school currently stands 
in implementing the WSA. Based on this, you can outline broad 
visions and goals for your WSA and design and implement targeted 
measures (see Appendix ↘ p. 87 ff). As you move into more depth 
and detail, you can follow up with additional self-check tools tailored 
to specific areas, concrete goals, or specific measures. For example, 
in the school’s food services: How far along are we in transforming our 
school’s meal offers?
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Additional tools for self-checks

	n S3: sustainable school self-evaluation: This self-evaluation tool for 
primary, middle and secondary schools provides questions for self- 
assessment and reflection covering the different areas mentioned in 
the doorways approach ↘ p. 44.

	n Self-assessment tool on inclusion and wellbeing: This tool focuses 
on the school’s inclusion policies and practices and on wellbeing. The 
online application allows for generating a personalized report for the 
respective school.

	n Tool for democratic school development: This tool can support your 
school in planning, monitoring and self-evaluation of education for 
democratic citizenship and human rights education.

	n Greenhouse gas emissions: To identify the main sources of your 
school’s emissions, research carbon footprint calculators for schools in 
your country.

You can use the self-check tool at your school in various ways. For 
example, it can serve as a reflection tool for the ESD steering group 
or the sustainability team, which could discuss individual areas 
in more detail during a dedicated reflection session. You can also 
compare perspectives by having individuals or subgroups complete 
the self-check separately and then review the results together. The 
self-check tool can also be used by the extended school management 
team, including student council representatives. Finally, it can serve as 
a reflection tool for the wider school community, for example, during a 
school development day.
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Distorted world: Cherry-picking, single-action 
bias, and status-quo preservation

A closer look at school practice shows that sustainability is 
often approached in a skewed way.23 For example, the 17 
Sustainable Development Goals can tempt schools to focus 
only on goals that are easy to implement and relatively 
uncontroversial. This cherry-picking can lead to overlooking 
important sustainability questions, such as how to achieve 
rapid climate neutrality while also promoting social equality.

People also tend to rely on smaller, visible actions under the 
motto “We’re already doing something,” which can discourage 
taking larger, more impactful measures (a phenomenon known 
as single-action bias). Examples include familiar initiatives such 
as bee hotels, raised garden beds, or school gardens. While 
these projects are undoubtedly valuable, they alone do not 
create a biodiversity- and climate-friendly campus.

People’s tendency to prioritize short-term costs and benefits 
over longer-term ones can lead them to avoid changes, even 
when they are clearly justified (a tendency known as status quo 
bias). This can result in important investments being postponed 
or neglected, such as the development of climate-neutral 
school infrastructure.

The good news is that by becoming aware of these biases, we 
can counter them by setting appropriate goals, communicat-
ing transparently, and taking decisive action.

23	 See Holst et al. (2025) on recurring patterns in school leaders’ 
perspectives on sustainability and see here for an overview of the 
different biases: https://www.sog.unc.edu/sites/www.sog.unc.edu/
files/course_materials/Cognitive%20Biases%20Codex.pdf
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Example questions for conducting a self-
check: Where does our school stand in terms of 
sustainability? 24 

The self-check template is provided on ↘ p. 87 ff and is also avail-
able online.

Planning with the CO₂ school calculator

Effective climate action starts with knowing your school’s carbon 
footprint, in other words, how much CO₂ is being emitted and where 
those emissions come from. To make collecting and understanding 
emission data as accurate and straightforward as possible, a CO₂ 
school calculator can be a helpful tool. We recommend looking for an 
appropriate CO₂ school calculator in your respective countries.

24	 The questions are drawn from the overview of the WSA by Holst (2023).

Kultur der 

Nachhaltig keit – 

informelle Praxis 

im Alltag 

Inwiefern ist Nachhaltigkeit 

an unserer Schule „normal“, 

d� h� die selbstverständliche 

Richtschnur des Denkens und 

Handelns? 

Inwiefern sind wir als 

Schule ein Vorbild für 

Nachhaltigkeit?

Inwiefern leben wir an unserer 

Schule Solidarität sowie einen 

sorgsamen und respekt-

vollen Umgang mit unseren 

Mitmenschen und unserer 

Mitwelt?

Inwiefern spiegeln unsere 

Schulrituale (z� B� zu Schul-

jahresbeginn, in Schulver-

sammlungen, regelmäßigen 

Veranstaltungen) unsere 

Nachhaltigkeitswerte wider?

SELBST-CHECK 7 / 7 

Wo stehen wir im Hinblick auf Nachhaltigkeit 
an unserer Schule? 1

1 Die Fragen basieren auf der Übersichtsarbeit zum WSA von Holst (2023)�

SELBST-CHECK

Nachhaltigkeit in 
Personal entwicklung 
und -unterstützung
→

Nachhaltigkeit als 
aktives Thema der 
Kommunikation 
→

Nachhaltige regionale 
Bildungslandschaft  
und Netzwerke
→

BNE in schulischen 
Lehrplänen und 
Unterrichtspraxis 
→

Partizipative 
Steuerung und Leitung 
der nachhaltigen 
Schulentwicklung 
→

Nachhaltigkeit in 
Betrieb, Gebäude- und 
Geländemanagement
→

Kultur der Nachhaltig-
keit – informelle Praxis 
im Alltag 
→

Stand 11/2025

Self-check in edit-
able PDF form

↳ Appendix
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2.5  Vision-building: How Can 
You Prepare Your School for the 
Future? 

	→ This chapter supports you in initiating the visioning process that 
will define the long-term goals of your school development process. 

The WSA gives schools the opportunity to develop a future-oriented 
vision directly linked to concrete steps for implementation. It is not an 
“add-on,” but can be integrated into existing structures at all levels 
and across all areas of school development. The vision is always 
tailored to your school’s specific context. It evolves in response to 
current topics and concerns within the school community. 

Implementing the WSA requires strong persuasion and leadership, 
especially in the early stages. This is made easier by the fact that ESD 
is becoming increasingly established at all levels of the education 
system (see Info Box, ↘ p. 15).

You do not need to manage the detailed planning on your own. A 
range of resources and programs can provide guidance, practical 
recommendations, and opportunities to network with other school 
leadership teams. For example, the following may be available in your 
country or region: 

	n ESD advisory services, hosted by school authorities

	n ESD school certification programs, such as UNESCO Project 
Schools, International Sustainability Schools/Environmental Schools in 
Europe 

	n State-level school development programs 

	n Networks of extracurricular educational initiatives

	n Local education actors and initiatives already active in your munic-
ipality or district.
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As the school leader or as part of the school management team, you 
are responsible for determining how you can begin implementing the 
WSA, drawing on your familiarity with the school community and local 
context. Acting simultaneously as a moderator, initiator, and manager, 
you guide the process. The first steps are particularly crucial.

Rotstadt Gymnasium

Initial situation: 
The student council of Rotstadt Gymnasium used to be very active, but no longer is. 
Very few students are still willing to engage in the school community, even though 
participation is a core value of the school’s mission. 

First step toward more participation: 
Ms. Röd provides the council with a small budget and time off from certain classes. 
Students are free to choose which project they want to implement during the school year. 
The student council conducts an online survey of all students to identify what currently 
prevents them from getting involved. The responses show a strong desire for greater 
influence in decision-making, and the perception that previous attempts to participate 
were not systematically embedded in a broader, coherent approach. 

The student council decides to organize a project week at the end of the school year, 
during which the school community will explore issues of democracy and participation 
in school life. By the end of the week, a concept to increase student participation will be 
developed and tested in the following school year. 

Role of the school leader: 
Ms. Röd sees herself as an enabler and catalyst. She allows the students to choose their 
own topics and signals genuine interest in their participation in school life. In regular 
meetings, she works with them to identify areas where she can support their activities, 
for example, by making available rooms and materials or by connecting students with 
external actors or other teachers.
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Blauburg Primary School

Initial situation: 
Many teachers at Blauburg Primary School report that they do not have time to focus on 
ESD because other topics feel more urgent.

Goals for implementing the WSA: 
Mr. Azul decides to dedicate the next in-school staff training session to ESD to help staff 
build a shared understanding of the concept. He invites the ESD expert advisory service 
from the relevant school authority, as well as a speaker from the state-level ESD coordi-
nation office. One goal is to explore how ESD aligns with the school’s core values—taking 
responsibility, respecting one another, and hands-on, sensory learning—as outlined in the 
school’s mission statement.

Role of the school leader: 
Mr. Azul sees himself as both a source of inspiration and a process owner. For a school to 
move successfully toward ESD, the staff needs a shared understanding of the concept’s 
potential. In many cases, teachers are already implementing aspects of ESD without 
explicitly saying so. Once this shared understanding develops, concrete initiatives can 
follow, such as gradually adapting the internal curriculum or coordinating specific proj-
ects and interdisciplinary lessons.

Grünheim High School

Initial situation: 
Students at Grünheim High School find the school’s career orientation programs, espe-
cially the annual vocational training fair organized by the local Chamber of Commerce, 
old-fashioned and boring. They feel the event does not speak to them as young people. 
As a result, they show little interest in participating, even though the fair is the only local 
opportunity for students to engage directly with companies in the region.

Goals for implementing the WSA: 
Through the collaboration initiated by Ms. Verda between the school’s sustainability 
team and the Chamber of Commerce, a concrete project has emerged. Eighth-grade 
students will develop project proposals in their career-oriented elective courses to make 
the vocational training fair more appealing to young people. During the first half of the 
school year, students work in small groups to design a concept for a “Future Careers Fair.” 
Each group is supported by a mentor from the Chamber of Commerce who provides 
guidance and feedback. At the end of the semester, the best ideas are recognized with 
awards, and, where feasible, implemented in future fairs.

Role of the school leader: 
Ms. Verda acts as a provider of ideas and facilitates connections with the Chamber 
of Commerce. To avoid being seen as the sole driver of the project, and to encourage 
independent engagement, she delegates responsibilities early on to the teachers 
involved and to the students. The school positions itself as an active member of the local 
community and strives to contribute to its development.
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For more examples on how to get started, see the Starting Points box 
in Chapter 2.2 ↘ p. 43.

The WSA is a multi-year process, with groundwork laid before subse-
quent steps can follow. 

This process can be divided into three phases ↘ p. 39:

	n Vision building ↘ p. 60

	n Implementation ↘ p. 62

	n Consolidation ↘ p. 81

At the outset, the central task is to clarify the school community’s 
long-term aims. 
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The vision-building phase 

Once the decision to move forward with the WSA has been made, all 
participants need a shared vision. Visions serve as guiding principles 
or “big goals” that form the basis for concrete sub-goals. They provide 
direction for implementing the WSA and should be developed collab-
oratively with the entire school community, then adjusted over time as 
needed.

At the beginning of the vision-building phase, consider which elements 
of existing projects or concepts, such as the mission statement or 
school program, you want to build on. Discuss these in a general staff 
meeting or an in-school staff training session. You could start by devel-
oping initial proposals for possible visions and ideas for how the entire 
school community can be involved in the following steps. As a school 
leader, your role is to act as a moderator and manager, ensuring that 
as many participants as possible can engage in the process. 

The vision-building process: Methodological 
suggestions

Designing the vision-building process in a participatory manner is 
ambitious and time consuming. You can involve external experts at 
this stage to help structure and facilitate the process. However, you 
can also take on the role of facilitator yourself. The following method 
shows how such a process can be carried out with many participants, 
including through the use of digital tools: 

Dream questions: A low-threshold method that works in both small and 
very large groups, and can be done with pen and paper or online. 

	n Preparation: First, form a “vision team” to help you in preparing 
and conducting the survey, and analyzing the responses. Ensure that 
participation is representative (for example, include staff, students, 
administrative and janitorial staff, and if appropriate, parents). 

	n Implementation: Pose a “dream question” that all participants 
answer individually. Possible questions could include, “Imagine that ten 
years from now, we have achieved significant progress in sustainable 
school development. What do you consider the most important 
change we will have accomplished?” “What makes our school special, 
and how could we further develop this strength over the next five 
years?” 

	n Collecting responses: Responses can be gathered on sticky notes or 
moderation cards. Alternatively, you can use an online survey tool and 
share the link with all participants. 
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	n Analysis: The vision team reviews and clusters the responses and 
then develops one or two proposals for a school vision based on them.

A similar method for a visioning exercise is described in detail in the 
booklet The Future We Want, available here.

Some tips for the vision-building phase: 

	n Delegate responsibilities: Your role as a school leader is to inspire, 
not to handle all tasks alone. For example, form working groups or 
appoint individuals to take ownership of specific topics and drive them 
forward independently.

	n Look for local success stories: Schools in your area that are already 
implementing the WSA can serve as motivating examples for staff, 
students, and parents. You could even establish a small competition 
or set up a “buddy system” in which staff or smaller teams regularly 
exchange ideas.

	n Avoid overload: Not everything has to be done at once ↘ p. 62 ff. 
What matters is to approach the process pragmatically while still 
ensuring as much participation as possible.
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2.6  Implementation: Theory of 
Change, Backcasting, and Action 
Planning 

	→ This chapter presents three example methods you can use 
to develop concrete action plans for implementing the WSA at 
your school.

The implementation phase

Once a vision has been formulated, the next step is to translate it into 
concrete goals. This marks the beginning of the implementation phase 
(see Box in Chapter 2.1 ↘ p. 39). 

In this phase, the aim is to implement and further develop goals so 
that sustainability becomes structurally embedded across all levels 
of school life over the long term. This phase may take five to seven 
years. As the school leader, your task is to guide the process with 
steady, strategic leadership while deliberately involving all relevant 
stakeholder groups. At the same time, you may need to communicate 
the measures taken clearly and convincingly, both within the school 
and to external partners.

The implementation of the WSA can be linked to processes already 
underway in everyday school life ↘ p. 44. Based on the vision you 
have developed, you then define a set of goals that build on one 
another and can be achieved step by step. If your school is already 
working on specific topics or development projects, it makes sense 
to integrate them into the WSA. For example, if you aim to strengthen 
interdisciplinary collaboration, ESD-related topics can be gradually 
incorporated into the curriculum. If a redesign of the schoolyard 
is being discussed, it may be helpful to carry it out together with 
students. A needs assessment conducted by students allows them 
to contribute meaningfully while gaining hands-on experience with 
survey methods. Or, as part of biology classes, students could create a 
biotope that links classroom learning with practical action.
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Using a theory of change for concrete planning

To plan concrete goals, you first need to clarify the assumptions 
behind your ideas and how you will achieve the desired outcomes. 
One way of doing this is to develop a theory of change, an impact 
model that maps causal relationships within a change process.

A small group, such as a sustainability team, can take on this task. The 
process allows previously defined goals to be reviewed and redefined 
as needed. Another advantage of this method is that it deepens the 
shared understanding of the goals among all participants. 

Impact model: Theory of change 

Developing a theory of change takes time, but it is worth the effort. 
The process helps make the assumptions behind the change effort 
visible, clarify the goals, and strengthen everyone’s shared commit-
ment to achieving them. 

A theory of change is a dynamic model that can be adjusted as you 
go. The steps and milestones it outlines help you track progress and 
make changes as needed.25

	n Analyze the starting situation

	n Develop an approach based on needs, outputs, outcomes, and 
long-term impacts

	n Establish a causal chain (checking assumptions and correlations)

	n Identify allies and other key actors

	n Identify and review risks and assumptions

	n Define measures for evaluation or impact assessment

25	 The steps’ names differ slightly from the names we use here, yet, the idea 
behind is the same.

Step by step instruc-
tions for creating a 
Theory of Change25
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Developing goals using backcasting 

A proven method for setting goals and subgoals in school develop-
ment is backcasting, which involves working backward from a desired 
future state to the present.

The backcasting method

With this method, you determine the steps necessary to achieve a 
long-term goal by working backward. The advantage is that you focus 
on the path to the solution rather than on potential problems. 

1.  Visualize the long-term goal.

2.  Work backward step by step toward the present. 

3.  At each step, identify which specific subgoals and actions must be 
completed and the timeline for achieving them. 

4.  The final step identifies the first concrete action you will take 
toward the goal. 

Our vision 
is …

What steps 
can we take 
to achieve 
this vision?

Present

Future

Figure based on: The Natural Step Deutschland, thenaturalstep.de
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Example: “Starting next school year, we will introduce a dedicated 
weekly Sustainability Day (Frei Day).”26

Working backward, this could be broken down into steps such as: 

1.  By the end of the current school year, a plan for implementing a 
Sustainability Day in the following school year will be in place.

2.  For the next in-house staff training workshop for teachers at the end 
of the current semester, a speaker from another school will be invited 
to share their experiences with a Sustainability Day.

Once your goals are defined, group them into a chronological 
sequence. You can use the goal matrix and adapt it to your own 
context (e. g., by including concrete data in the columns).

26	 Frei Day is a learning format in which students spend each Friday working 
collaboratively on self-formulated questions and projects aimed at creating a 
more sustainable future, instead of following their regular class schedule. The 
concept was developed by Schule im Aufbruch, a German NGO.
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WSA School Development Goal Matrix: Toward a 
School Culture of Sustainability

The goal matrix is provided on ↘ p. 90 and is also available online.

Kultur der 

Nachhaltig keit – 

informelle Praxis 

im Alltag 

Kurzfristige Ziele
Mitt elfristige Ziele

Langfristige Ziele
ZIEL-MATRIX 7 / 7 

Ziel-Matrix WSA-Schulentwicklung: 
Auf dem Weg zu einer Schulkultur der Nachhaltigkeit

ZIEL-MATRIX

Nachhaltigkeit in 
Personal entwicklung 
und -unterstützung
→

Nachhaltigkeit als 
aktives Thema der 
Kommunikation 
→

Nachhaltige regionale 
Bildungslandschaft  
und Netzwerke
→

BNE in schulischen 
Lehrplänen und 
Unterrichtspraxis 
→

Partizipative 
Steuerung und Leitung 
der nachhaltigen 
Schulentwicklung 
→

Nachhaltigkeit in 
Betrieb, Gebäude- und 
Geländemanagement
→

Kultur der Nachhaltig-
keit – informelle Praxis 
im Alltag 
→

Stand 11/2025

Goal matrix in 
editable PDF form

↳ Appendix

SMART goal formulation

Once you have defined your goals, check whether they meet the SMART 
criteria: specific, measurable, attractive, realistic, and time-bound. 

Adjust your goal formulations if necessary. The more concrete the goals, 
the easier it is to plan for their achievement and then to evaluate progress.

Specific: A goal should address one clear, concrete objective (“By the end 
of this school year, we will have introduced a Sustainability Day at our 
school.”).

Measurable: A goal should be measurable using predetermined criteria 
(“Sustainability Day is scheduled to take place regularly, and everyone 
involved is familiar with it.”).

Attractive: Most, ideally all, participants support the goal and are 
motivated to contribute to its implementation (“In a survey, the majority 
of the school community has expressed support for introducing a weekly 
Sustainability Day.”).

Realistic: The goal should be achievable with the resources, time, and 
support available (“Teachers are given time to plan activities for the 
weekly Sustainability Day.”).

Time-bound: The goal should have a clear timeline or deadline (“Planning for 
Sustainability Day will begin in September and be completed by October.”).
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Advice for the implementation phase: 

	n Define a concrete goal for this phase that is derived from the 
shared vision. For example, “Within five years, our school will have 
a clear sustainability profile.” This goal can be refined and further 
differentiated over time. Still, it is important to make your intentions 
transparent to all participants. 

	n Set subgoals that will help achieve the long-term goal, such as: 

 → By the end of the next school year, Sustainability Day will be 
firmly established.

 → At the start of the new school year, we will begin the certification 
process to become an environmental school.

 → By the end of the next school year, an internal school curriculum 
for interdisciplinary, project-based learning with a focus on ESD will 
be in place.

 → By the end of the next school year, at least two long-term collab-
orations with local extracurricular learning venues (e. g., museums, 
farm learning venues, nature park centers) will be established, 
including regular excursions and projects across all grades.

	n Be realistic: Start the process with one or two small projects to 
avoid overwhelming yourself and others. Even seemingly modest 
measures can have a significant impact. Especially at the beginning, 
it may be helpful to focus on one area (e. g., curriculum development 
or reducing greenhouse gas emissions) rather than pursuing too many 
initiatives simultaneously.

	n Build a sense of achievement: Set goals and choose projects that 
are feasible and can be completed within the current school year. 
Early successes motivate participants and increase their willingness to 
move forward with implementing the WSA (see also the examples of 
laboratory experiments on the following page). 

	n Think holistically: During the implementation phase, projects should 
be interconnected rather than exist as isolated efforts. 
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An initial “laboratory experiment,”—a single, clearly defined project—
can help kick-start the process and motivate others to participate in 
future phases of WSA implementation. 

Examples of laboratory experiments 

A laboratory experiment means implementing a change on a smaller 
scale first, such as a single class or grade, rather than across the entire 
school. This approach allows room for experimentation, adjustment, 
and learning from mistakes. 

	n A first trial of interdisciplinary teaching could begin in just one 
grade level. For example, a topic such as human rights could be 
explored simultaneously in foreign language, philosophy, and social 
studies classes. 

	n Instead of making the school kiosk completely plastic-free right 
away, you could start by installing water dispensers and discontinuing 
the sale of plastic bottles. 

	n The search for extracurricular partners could begin with small, 
targeted projects, for example, a class working with a local museum 
on a joint project, or the school garden club partnering with a nearby 
vegetable farm for one school year.

	n You could start integrating ESD into the school’s curriculum within 
individual subject areas before expanding it across all subjects.

	n Student participation could be strengthened gradually. For 
example, you might begin by working with the student council to 
identify which project should be prioritized for the current school year. 
Students could take on a greater role in redesigning the schoolyard, 
with participation formats developed specifically for this purpose. 

	n Becoming a climate-neutral school is a long-term effort and cannot 
be achieved in a single year. A first step could be to conduct assess-
ments with students and building management staff during class, for 
instance, to identify potential energy savings.
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As a school leader or member of the school management team, your 
role is to moderate the process, bring together different perspectives, 
and ensure that goals are clearly defined and followed through. You 
also guide the process when decisions need to be made, even when 
consensus among participants may not be possible. Your ability to 
strike the right balance is particularly important when fostering a 
constructive approach to errors. Such an approach is essential for 
implementing the WSA. One of the core principles of ESD is recogniz-
ing that errors are inevitable and necessary for learning. There are no 
ready-made solutions. Every school is unique, and only by learning 
from our mistakes can we maintain our capacity to act effectively. 

Rotstadt Gymnasium

Goal definition: 
For some time now, individual teachers in the social and natural sciences at Rotstadt 
Gymnasium have been exploring ways to expand interdisciplinary teaching. 

First step: 
Ms. Röd proposes forming a working group to develop a pilot curriculum for interdisci-
plinary ESD project work in the lower grades, focusing on “Sustainability past, present, 
and future.” In addition to geography, subjects such as history, politics, and biology are 
involved. The group’s goal is for students to present the results of the pilot project on 
interdisciplinary teaching to the public in an interactive exhibition by the end of the next 
school year. 

Role of the school leader: 
Ms. Röd facilitates the working group’s progress and receives regular updates. If the work 
stalls, she provides support by asking guiding questions and encouraging colleagues to 
continue. In this process, she acts as an enabler.
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Blauburg Primary School

Goal definition: 
Blauburg Primary School aims to integrate environmental education into its regular 
curriculum, as many children have little connection to local flora and fauna. 

First step: 
Mr. Azul supports the school’s newly founded ESD working group by securing funding 
from a local foundation. This makes it possible to establish a long-term partnership with 
an extracurricular learning venue in a nearby nature reserve. In the coming school year, 
all third-grade classes will have a day of outdoor lessons each week. 

Role of the school leader: 
Mr. Azul acts as a supporter and resource provider. He encourages staff to involve exter-
nal educators and works to secure a budget that provides planning security through the 
end of the school year.

Grünheim High School

Goal definition: 
Grünheim High School seeks to establish an international school partnership to help 
students develop intercultural skills and to make links between local and global issues 
more tangible for the school community. 

First step: 
Through the local church, the religion teacher, Mr. Organ, has contact with a school in 
Kenya that is also based in a rural community. Ms. Verda, the school leader, supports 
his idea of forming a working group that will initially design virtual exchange formats 
and later expand to face-to-face exchanges. During the school year, students from both 
schools will create virtual tours of their campuses to get to know one another. Grünheim 
students have proposed founding a student company to sell fair trade products from 
Kenya in cooperation with the local world shop. Ms. Verda also supports this initiative, 
and a second working group will be launched in the coming school year. 

Role of the school leader: 
Ms. Verda acts as both the initiator and the supporter. By showing genuine interest and 
providing time and resources, she encourages and sustains the commitment of both staff 
and students.
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For successful implementation, it is helpful to build alliances with 
partners both within and outside the school community ↘ p. 46 ff.

The Individualization trap and the importance 
of systemic action

A persistent assumption in schools is that the crises of unsus-
tainability can be solved solely through changes in individual 
behavior. The “individualization trap” refers to the tendency to 
reduce ecological and social problems to the moral conduct 
of individuals (e. g., waste sorting, meat consumption, or 
bicycle use). Research shows that while educational programs 
frequently link the consequences of the climate crisis to society 
as a whole, responsibility for solutions is often shifted onto 
individuals.27 Although personal behavior matters, focusing on 
it alone is insufficient. Systemic causes, such as power relations 
and structural or institutional conditions, risk being pushed into 
the background.

The individualization trap can also lead to feelings of power-
lessness, especially among children and young people who, 
unlike today’s adults, are not yet in a position to address the 
sustainability crisis. Such a narrative can obscure collective 
options for action, leading students to see themselves not as 
socially effective actors but merely as consumers. Implement-
ing ESD as a WSA, therefore, means intentionally incorporating 
collective, political, and structural levels of action (see above). 
In this way, sustainability is no longer framed as an individual 
burden, but as a shared endeavor.

27	 See for example: Kranz et al. (2022).
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2.7  Celebrate Successful 
Implementation 

	→ This chapter highlights the value of perseverance so that suc-
cesses, even those resulting from small steps, can be celebrated. 

Once you have defined concrete goals and initiated initial measures, 
it is essential to maintain momentum. Sustained effort keeps those 
involved motivated and generates the energy needed for additional 
projects, whose successful implementation should also be celebrated. 

At this stage, the school leader’s role is primarily that of a communi-
cator. Sharing the successful implementation of measures within the 
school and with the broader community helps strengthen existing 
collaborations. It can also attract new partners beyond the school. 

Resources for sustainability in school development

In everyday school life, the question often arises: Where can we find 
additional resources for structural measures that support greater 
sustainability? The examples below show possible options for schools 
to explore.

Mobilization of local and regional resources

Collaboration with local foundations and companies, as well as 
regional crowdfunding initiatives, can provide not only new sources 
of funding but also expertise and ideas for future-oriented school 
development tailored to local needs. Additional funding for ESD and 
sustainability can also be accessed through participation in compe-
titions or state-specific funding opportunities. Many regions also have 
networking offices or dedicated officers within state ministries for ESD 
and sustainability, who can provide guidance on regional funding 
opportunities.

72 LEADING SUSTAINABILITY WITH THE WHOLE SCHOOL APPROACH



Possible co-benefits: WSA, digitalization, and inclusion

A school development process aligned with ESD can link digitalization 
and inclusion closely with sustainability, especially when these areas 
are seen as opportunities to foster a fair, participatory, and future-
ready school (Rončević & Schulz, 2024). This involves not only creating 
energy-efficient and long-lasting systems but also providing accessi-
ble digital platforms that enable personalized learning and new forms 
of inclusive collaboration.

At the same time, schools must consider the risks associated with 
digitalization and foster critical digital literacy among learners, partic-
ularly with regard to focus, social skills, and the societal and ecological 
impacts of digital technologies. The WSA can provide valuable 
guidance for establishing a participatory, critical, and sustainable 
approach to digitalization in schools. Successful, ESD-oriented school 
development therefore integrates digitalization and inclusion, two 
topics that have gained significant relevance in recent years. Through 
the WSA, particular attention is given to cultivating an inclusive, 
future-ready learning culture that empowers all members of the school 
community to take an active role in shaping a sustainable and just 
world.
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Blauburg Primary School

Milestone reached: 
Blauburg Primary School participated in the city’s climate competition, which used a 
point system to determine which school saved the most energy. The school won second 
place and was awarded 1,000 euros. A group of student representatives accepted the 
award, and the local newspaper published a detailed article highlighting the school’s 
commitment. 

Celebrating success: 
Mr. Azul responded promptly to the city’s invitation to take part in the competition. He 
motivated the staff by pointing out that the prize money would allow the school to finally 
carry out the long-awaited project week with a non-governmental partner. At the end of 
the project week, the school held a large festival where the school community presented 
its achievements to the public through exhibitions, schoolyard tours, and performances. 

Role of the school leader: 
Mr. Azul actively sought funding opportunities and involved the school community in 
decision-making. He also ensured that the school’s successes were communicated to the 
broader public.

Rotstadt Gymnasium

Milestone reached: 
The first pilot project for interdisciplinary learning in the lower grades of Rotstadt Gym-
nasium was successfully implemented. Students and teachers reported largely positive 
results and agreed that interdisciplinary learning should be expanded to all grades in the 
coming years. 

Celebrating success: 
Ms. Röd secured coverage of the project in the local newspaper, and the local TV station 
also aired a feature. The project will continue in the new school year and be expanded to 
the middle grades. 

Role of the school leader: 
Ms. Röd identified prominent communication channels early on to showcase the success 
of the pilot project to the broader public. The positive response motivated staff to con-
tinue developing interdisciplinary curricula.
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Grünheim High School

Milestone reached: 
For the first time in four years, Grünheim High School saw an increase in enrollment for 
the new school year. Parents attributed this to the school’s collaboration with the Cham-
ber of Commerce on redesigning the vocational training fair, which received positive 
coverage in the local press, and to the Chamber’s more contemporary approach to 
engaging young people. 

Celebrating success: 
Through her contacts at the Chamber of Commerce, Ms. Verda secured local sponsors 
who donated regional food and drinks. At the school’s graduation event before the 
summer holidays, she thanked the school community for their commitment and ideas, 
which helped the school present itself more positively both internally and externally. 
During the event, Ms. Verda, together with the sustainability team and student represen-
tatives, announced the launch of a new student-run business selling fair trade products in 
the coming school year.

Role of the school leader: 
Ms. Verda acted cooperatively, acknowledging that the school’s successes were the 
result of the efforts of all parties involved—teachers, students, administrative staff, 
parents, and external partners. She celebrated their contributions and is now working to 
ensure that the school’s successful cooperation projects continue.
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2.8  Evaluate and Continue 
Planning 

	→ This chapter highlights the importance of evaluating achieve-
ments to sustain them and plan the next steps in implementing 
the WSA. 

To effectively manage the implementation of the WSA, identify 
successes, and make adjustments as needed, evaluation measures 
are essential. Even before the implementation phase begins, it is 
advisable to consider how lessons learned can inform future steps. The 
planning tools introduced earlier can provide a solid data foundation 
for this purpose. A good practice is to schedule regular reviews of 
the project process, for example, during steering team meetings. If 
additional support with the evaluation is desired, in some countries, 
external audits can also be requested, for example, from organizations 
that conduct ESD school certification programs. 

Beyond formal evaluation, school management teams need to model 
and promote an open, positive culture of error. Some practical tips: 

	n Expect failures. Mistakes are inevitable when implementing a WSA, 
and they provide valuable learning opportunities. What matters is to 
stay focused on your ultimate goals. 

	n Communicate openly. Make it clear that mistakes are expected and 
even welcomed. All parties involved may learn more from errors than 
from a flawless implementation.

	n Act early. Don't wait for problems to arise! Use simple evaluation 
tools to monitor ongoing processes. Address issues or early signs of 
dissatisfaction promptly. Encourage participants to persist where 
possible; however, in some cases, a project may need to be canceled. 
Waiting too long can lead to frustration and negatively affect the 
overall process. 
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Rotstadt Gymnasium

Conclusion: 
A participatory learning culture has taken shape at Rotstadt Gymnasium in recent years. 
Students are now involved in all school development processes, most recently in the 
planning and construction of the new school canteen in collaboration with the municipal 
school authority. 

Next steps: 
Participation formats successfully tested at the school will now be more widely incor-
porated into district-level and municipal youth programs. To support this, the student 
council, the democracy working group, and the school social work team are organizing a 
Youth Utopia Conference on the school campus, open to all young people in the district. 
The goal of the event is to develop projects that create more recreational opportunities 
for young people, making the region more appealing to them. In addition, activities will 
be designed to inspire young people to become more socially engaged. 

Unfortunately, the planning group had not anticipated that a music festival would 
be taking place at the same time. Attendance fell far short of expectations. In the 
evaluation, students acknowledged that they had overlooked the scheduling conflict 
and concluded that the next event should be held in the morning rather than on a Friday 
afternoon.

Role of the school leader: 
Ms. Röd has noticed a significant increase in student engagement since the school 
began integrating more participatory formats into everyday school life. She builds on 
these successes by opening the school to the broader community. Her role is that of a 
networker who fosters internal trust and delegates responsibility. At the same time, she 
remains visible as a guiding force, willing to let others take the lead, but always ready to 
step in if needed. 

After attendance at the Youth Utopia Conference proved lower than expected, she 
stepped in as a motivator. She praised the students for their commitment and encour-
aged them to think about how the next event could be improved to attract more young 
people from outside the school.
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Blauburg Primary School

Conclusion: 
The development work of recent years at Blauburg Primary School has yielded results. 
The staff supports the WSA, but active involvement remains limited, even though teach-
ers are generally satisfied with it. 

Next steps: 
To maintain the positive momentum and encourage greater staff involvement in the 
WSA, Mr. Azul has compiled a list of recent measures. He will conduct an anonymous 
survey to gather detailed staff feedback on the current state of school development. 
After reviewing the results, he will present them to the staff and work with them to deter-
mine the order in which proposed school development measures should be implemented 
in the coming school year. 

One proposal has been particularly well received: joining an ESD certification program. 
This would give the school access to expert guidance, a professional network, and the 
opportunity to showcase its achievements externally through regular recertification, 
while also generating fresh momentum within the school for advancing the implementa-
tion of the WSA. A school certification working group will be established to recommend 
which program the school should apply to.

Role of the school leader: 
Mr. Azul values the staff’s commitment and takes their feedback seriously. He welcomes 
the proposal and the decision to bring in external support through the certification 
program. Guidance from program experts will ease his workload and help maintain the 
motivation of everyone involved. ESD certification will also boost the school’s reputation 
by generating positive recognition both inside and outside the school.
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Grünheim High School

Conclusion: 
The annual vocational training fair organized by the Grünheim Chamber of Commerce 
has undergone a significant transformation since the collaboration began four years 
ago. Involving Grünheim High School students in planning and evaluating the event has 
become an integral part of the curriculum. Other schools report that their students return 
from the fair with increased interest. Students tell their teachers and parents that, thanks 
to the practice-oriented lessons and collaboration with the Chamber of Commerce, they 
now have a better understanding of how the school connects to their future professional 
lives. 

Next steps: 
The local tourism association has been looking to reposition itself for some time. Its goal 
is to make the region more attractive to families and young people while highlighting 
regional and sustainable values. On the initiative of two teachers, the high school is par-
ticipating in a two-year pilot project. As part of this, middle school students help develop 
family-friendly tourist activities, with a particular focus on affordability for families with 
limited budgets.

Role of the school leader: 
Ms. Verda recognizes the success of the project, which began as a pilot in collaboration 
with the Chamber of Commerce. To better understand what students found most valu-
able, she invited all class representatives to discuss the completed measures and share 
their ideas for the future. The students’ feedback shows that this type of practical collab-
oration meets their needs, and teachers also report growing interest and commitment in 
their classes. In response, Ms. Verda has signaled to external partners that she is open to 
further collaboration. She supports staff and students in independently reaching out to 
potential networks and partners. She knows the process is not yet firmly established and 
still requires her guidance, but she places her trust in everyone involved.
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A straightforward way to evaluate progress is to reflect on the goals 
you and your school community have achieved, what has worked well, 
and what lessons you have learned from mistakes. Building on this, 
you can define goals. Your experiences also allow you to tailor future 
processes more effectively to your school’s local context. A simple 
matrix can help you do this.

Evaluation matrix for WSA school development: 
Toward a school culture of sustainability

The evaluation matrix is provided on ↘ p. 93 and is also available 
online.

Ideally, evaluation should be participatory. As suggested in the 
vision-building process (see Dream Questions, ↘ p. 60), this can be 
done either on paper or through an online survey. You could complete 
the evaluation matrix together with the staff during a conference and 
discuss their experiences. Students can also evaluate measures, either 
as the whole student body or through small projects in their regular 
classes.

Ziel
Was wurde erreicht? Was hat gut funktioniert und 

warum?

Was hat nicht funktioniert 

und warum?

Wie werden wir in der 

weiteren Schulentwick lung 

darauf aufbauen?

Wen können wir noch 

einbinden? Was hat bisher 

gefehlt? Was lernen wir 

daraus?

EVALUIERUNGSMATRIX 5 / 5

Evaluierungsmatrix „Schulentwicklung WSA“ – 
hin zu einer Schulkultur der Nachhaltigkeit

EVALUIERUNGSMATRIX 1 / 5

Ziel Was wurde erreicht? Was hat gut funktioniert und 
warum?

Was hat nicht funktioniert 
und warum?

Wie werden wir in der 
weiteren Schulentwick lung 
darauf aufbauen?

Wen können wir noch 
einbinden? Was hat bisher 
gefehlt? Was lernen wir 
daraus?

Stand 11/2025

Evaluation matrix in 
editable PDF form

↳ Appendix
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The consolidation phase 

Evaluation is already important during the implementation phase, as 
each measure should be reviewed to determine whether its objectives 
have been achieved. This is essential for maintaining progress and 
anchoring the WSA over the long term. Over time, the implementation 
phase gradually transitions into a consolidation phase. The transition 
is fluid, and you may notice you have reached this phase when long-
term goals have been achieved or when you feel the need to revise an 
earlier vision. 

Is the school now climate-neutral? Does the internal curriculum include 
ESD references across all grades and subjects? In the consolidation 
phase, it may be time to initiate a new vision process. Surely there are 
already new topics and concerns that matter to you and the school 
community. 

Now that you and your school community have gained substantial 
experience in implementing the WSA, it makes sense to formalize the 
continuation of school development in relevant documents, such as 
the school profile or the medium- and long-term school development 
plans. This step helps consolidate the progress already made. It 
provides a clear, structured way to define and plan concrete steps for 
the coming years. 

Advice for the consolidation phase

	n One goal leads to the next: Once WSA implementation has 
stabilized, begin a new long-term vision development process. Ask: 
What have we achieved? What has proven successful? What should be 
developed further in the coming years? 

	n Continue delegating: By now, you know who is committed to 
specific issues. Encourage these stakeholders to continue contributing 
to the shared vision.
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