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Sustainability is much more than just plastic recycling or tree planting. Alongside environmental responsibility, it encompasses social justice, equity, poverty reduction, and reducing inequalities. 

This is reflected in the UN 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). They cover everything from gender equality and health, to education and work. These cover 3 broad areas: 
· environmental sustainability
· social sustainability 
· [image: ]economic sustainability
This model shows that most of the SDGs are related to the society layer. Although only 4 of the SDGs are on the bottom layer, this is the foundation that supports everything else above. We need to have a healthy and thriving environment to be able to support a healthy and thriving society, which in turn can support the economy. If the economy is prioritised over the other layers, this model can become top heavy and unstable. Sustainability means everything being well balanced and thriving. Sustainability can be embedded across college through teaching and leadership, rather than being treated as a separate addition. 
Our goal as educators is to support learners in becoming active participants in society; not only contributing effectively to the future workforce, but also voting responsibly, understanding the consequences of their choices, and making ethical decisions. 

When sustainability is central to how we operate, it can guide decision making and strengthen learner outcomes. It is not just about the environment; it is about thinking and acting responsibly in all aspects of work and learning. A sustainable college and curriculum can support learners to develop the knowledge, skills, and values to become responsible and active contributors to society.
Embedding Sustainability in Practice
· It’s not an extra - weave it in to enhance employability, responsible citizenship and make positive contributions to society.
· Think broadly: include fairness, equity, social responsibility and community impact.
· Connect it to vocational contexts so learners see its relevance to them.
· Give learners opportunities to develop an awareness of social and global issues, alongside knowledge, skills and values.
· Avoid superficial activities and box ticking – use real world projects that are practical and meaningful.

	A Note on ‘Skills’
Throughout this document, the term ‘sustainability skills’ is used as shorthand for the knowledge, skills, values, competencies and attributes associated with Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). These are relevant and transferable across all vocational areas and support learners in a wide range of personal, social and professional contexts.
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They include, but are not limited to:
· Cognitive and practical skills: problem solving, systems thinking, ethical reasoning.
· Interpersonal skills: collaboration, empathy, communication.
· Personal attributes and attitudes: responsibility, resilience, global awareness, agency, critical reflection, global citizenship.
· 
For a full description and guidance, please refer to the Sustainability Skills Progression Model.





	Sustainability has relevance throughout all areas of the 2025 inspection toolkit
Safeguarding
· Sustainability is increasingly being framed as a safeguarding issue.
· Sustainability issues can affect learners’ mental health, motivation and attendance.
· Learners need support to navigate misinformation and extremist narratives.
· Positive engagement with sustainability can build hope, resilience and wellbeing.
Inclusion
· Embedding EDI throughout all aspects of learning, culture & operations ensures learners feel represented.
· A diverse and inclusive approach helps learners develop agency, responsibility, and respect for different perspectives.
· Linking EDI principles with sustainability and social justice strengthens belonging and shared purpose.
Leadership and Governance
· Leaders shape the vision for sustainability and align curricula with local and national skills priorities.
· Strategic planning can embed sustainability across policies, procurement, and partnerships.
· Institutions that address local social justice and environmental challenges have greater community impact.
· Understanding how sustainability links to employability and key competencies strengthens leadership decisions.
Contribution to Meeting Skills Needs
· Collaboration with employers, industry, and communities prepares learners for emerging and changing sectors.
· Focusing on local and regional skills needs, green growth areas and shifting industries supports employability, resilience, and relevant learning.
· Sustainability helps to future proof local workforce development.
Curriculum, Teaching, and Training
· Learners build transferable skills, values, and attributes needed for modern workplaces.
· When learners connect sustainability to their sector, they can translate theory into practice.
· Real world and project based learning reinforces relevance, creativity, and application.
Achievement
· Sustainability skills including critical thinking and social responsibility enhance employability and outcomes.
· Learners apply good practice, consider consequences, and can adapt to future changes.
Participation and Development
· Learners build responsibility, awareness, and skills through collaborative participation.
· Social and environmental action can enhance community impact and employability.

	Area
	Reference
	How sustainability is relevant to this
	Examples in Practice
	Sustainable Development Goals

	Safeguarding
	"Leaders ensure that learners are safe and that safeguarding arrangements are effective."
	Sustainability is increasingly being framed as a safeguarding issue.
· Mental health & wellbeing:
Growing concerns about the climate crisis can lead to eco-anxiety, depression, and reduced motivation or attendance among some learners.
· Extremism & radicalisation:
Eco-extremism, climate denial, and environmental radicalisation sit within the PREVENT duty because they involve vulnerability to extremist narratives. 
Being able to navigate misinformation related to climate and social justice reduces the risk to learners from:
· Conspiracy theories 
· Polarisation and intolerance 
· Discrimination, prejudice and hate speech 
· Marginalisation and social exclusion 
· Identity conflict 
· Cultural isolation 
When passion is instead channelled for positive action, rather than destruction, hope and resilience can be improved. 



	· Support available to manage eco anxiety and climate grief
· Safe spaces for debate on sustainability and justice issues
· Programmes to promote healthy lifestyles, sustainable consumption and community connection 
· Learners understand the environmental risks and resilience within their vocational areas 
· Responsible resource & material use that considers long term well being
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	Area
	Reference
	How sustainability is relevant to this
	Examples in Practice
	Sustainable Development Goals

	Inclusion
	"Leaders and staff actively promote inclusion and equality."
	Inclusion is now a more prominent focus of the framework. 

EDI is a significant part of sustainability
It includes tackling inequalities, valuing diverse contributions, and recognising how different groups may be affected by social, economic, or environmental change.
Fairness and equal opportunity ensure that all learners can participate and benefit from a sustainable economy.
Social equity, diversity and reducing inequalities are fundamental to achieving sustainable communities. 

	· Tackling social inequalities by proving equitable access to education, regardless of backgrounds or barriers.
· Accessible & inclusive learning experiences 
· Connections between vocational skills and social justice, equity and environmental action 
· Vocationally relevant issues framed through equity and justice to embed climate justice perspectives 
· addressing systemic inequalities, representation, and inclusion.
· Representation audits of teaching materials to include diverse communities and cultures.
· Students understand how global issues disproportionately affect marginalised groups 
· Inclusive pedagogy ensures every learner contributes to sustainable solutions.
· Inclusive sustainability projects 
· Equitable participation in sustainability initiatives by demographic group.
· Partnerships that advance SDGs in the community.
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	Area
	Reference
	How sustainability is relevant to this
	Examples in Practice
	Sustainable Development Goals

	Leadership & governance
	"Inspectors focus on the impact of the systems and processes that leaders use to support the continuous improvement and effective running of the provider."
	Beyond providing education & training, College can have a wide reaching impact in ‘improving lives’ not just for our learners, but also for our staff, and wider community.
It can be pivotal in addressing local social justice and sustainability challenges (housing, inclusion, health inequality, low carbon economy, etc)

	· A clear institutional stance and direction on sustainability informs how SDG priorities are integrated within:
· SOs, strategic plans and QIPs 
· Operational planning and procurement policies. 
· KPIs for all departments 

· Internal resource audits and reuse initiatives.
· Strategic decisions consider ethical, social, environmental and economic impacts.
· A culture of sustainability is championed throughout the college as a whole.
· Ethical procurement and resource efficiency 
· Impact reporting.
· Responsive to local sustainability priorities (clean air, biodiversity, etc). 
· Local partnerships on sustainability projects.

	

	Area
	Reference
	How sustainability is relevant to this
	Examples in Practice
	Sustainable Development Goals

	Contribution to meeting skills needs
	"Leaders and staff ensure curricula meet local and national skills needs."
	Aligning training with emerging green and ethical skills gaps contributes to economic resilience and reduces future inequalities. 
Anticipating ‘sunset’ roles and retraining workers helps learners prepare for a sustainable workforce.
The DfE recognises that climate change and sustainability will touch every career:
· All vocational areas need to prepare learners for a changing world of work.
· Embedding transferable skills builds a resilient workforce and helps learners to access future oriented careers.







	Learners are prepared for future jobs through:
· Partnerships with industry & employers to identify future green skills needs. 
· Sustainability skills incorporated into vocational curricula. 
· Upskilling and retraining for transitioning industries from declining ‘sunset’ sectors to the emerging green economy.
· Understanding of current and future labour markets, and local and regional skills priorities.
· Future planning for resilience and resource efficiency.
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	Area
	Reference
	How sustainability is relevant to this
	Examples in Practice
	Sustainable Development Goals

	Curriculum, teaching & training
	"Curriculum, teaching and training are well designed, effectively delivered, and support learners to achieve their goals."
	Sustainability is about working responsibly, using resources efficiently, understanding impacts, and improving practice – these are all existing parts of high quality vocational training already.
It doesn’t need to be an additional extra or add on that creates more work – it be explored as an interconnected system; linking environment, economy and society through the vocational lens.
It isn’t always named explicitly – often, it is naturally built into how learners plan, produce, deliver and review their work. 
Project based learning can provide opportunities for learners to develop sustainability skills such as systems thinking, critical thinking, problem solving and innovation.
	· CPD around ESD pedagogy ensures staff incorporate sustainability into their teaching practices confidently and effectively.
· Learners understand the relevance of sustainability to their sector.
· Every course addresses the relevant SDG dimensions
· Collaborative, learner led projects are focused around tackling real world challenges relevant to vocational areas (EG: sustainable housing, closed loop design, ethical AI).
· Curriculum documents show where & how SDGs/ESD are incorporated. 
· Learners are encouraged to question assumptions, consider differing perspectives, and recognise ethical implications through teaching approaches that promote critical thinking and reflective dialogue.
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	Area
	Reference
	How sustainability is relevant to this
	Examples in Practice
	Sustainable Development Goals

	Achievement
	"Learners achieve their learning goals and make progress in line with their starting points."
	Sustainable learning outcomes include knowledge, skills, and attitudes that help learners make responsible decisions in their work and communities. Learners show they can apply good practice, think about consequences, and adapt to future industry changes.

	· Learners demonstrate awareness of sustainable approaches in their work, projects, or placements (EG: responsible resource use and ethical decision making)
· Sustainability skills are demonstrated in learner portfolios.
· Tracking of Navigate/employability skills demonstrates measurable progress in sustainability skills.
· Destinations include progression into green and socially responsible sectors.
· Engagement in civic engagement projects; working with local communities to address social and environmental challenges.
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	Area
	Reference
	How sustainability is relevant to this
	Examples in Practice
	Sustainable Development Goals

	Participation & development
	“Learners and apprentices, as appropriate, make a positive contribution to their communities or support with wider development of others.”
	When learners participate in activities that encourage them to:
· take initiative
· work collaboratively
· consider their role in wider society
they can develop a greater sense of civic responsibility, ethical awareness, and community belonging.
As well as increased engagement with social and environmental issues, this also helps to build transferable employability skills, like resilience and sustainable thinking. 


	· Engagement & active participation in sustainability initiatives.
· Opportunities for student led projects and campaigns. 
· Participation in local community initiatives. 
· Sustainable behaviours and contributions are recognised and rewarded.
· SDG links are highlighted in enrichment & tutorials.
· Learner portfolios demonstrate growth in ESD competencies.
· The impacts of community partnerships or volunteering are celebrated. 
· There is a culture of shared responsibility around sustainable routines and initiatives.
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