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Preface

Sustainability in English Language Teaching brings together 
leading educators, researchers, and practitioners to re-
imagine the role of ELT in an era defined by ecological, 
social, and digital transformation. Spanning classrooms 
across the globe, this volume demonstrates how ELT can 
cultivate critical thinking, global citizenship, intercultural 
competence, and learner agency while addressing the ur-
gent challenges of the Anthropocene. Through innovative 
chapters exploring ecopedagogy, student voice, teacher 
development, AI’s environmental impact, stereotype liter-
acy, indigenous perspectives, digital wellness, and more, 
the book provides practical frameworks and inspiring 
case studies that empower teachers to embed sustaina-
bility meaningfully into their work. Whether integrating 
the Sustainable Development Goals, fostering well-being, 
or amplifying student-led action, the book’s contributors 
show how ELT can become a catalyst for personal, social, 
and planetary flourishing. This is an essential resource for 
language educators committed to shaping a more just, in-
clusive, and sustainable future.

Daniel Xerri, Editor





Abstract

This introductory chapter outlines the conceptual foun-
dations of Sustainability in English Language Teaching by 
situating ELT within the broader ecological, social, and 
educational challenges of the Anthropocene. It traces the 
field’s recent evolution through key professional events 
that signal a growing recognition of ELT’s responsibility 
to contribute to Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD). Drawing on contemporary research in ecopedago-
gy, foreign language education, and the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals, the chapter argues that ELT is unique-
ly positioned to foster ecological literacy, criticality, inter-
cultural competence, well-being, and learner agency. It 
also identifies the systemic, curricular, and professional 
challenges that constrain implementation, providing a 
way of understanding both the potential and the complex-
ities of sustainability integration.

Chapter 1 

Repositioning English Language 
Teaching for a Sustainable Future

Daniel Xerri
Aleksandra Popovski Golubovikj

Christopher Graham
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Introduction
The origins of Sustainability in English Language Teaching 
lie in a moment of collective recognition within the inter-
national ELT community: that language education must 
respond meaningfully to the accelerating ecological and 
social challenges of the Anthropocene. This recognition 
was the impetus behind the organisation of the ELT for 
Sustainability Conference, held in Sarajevo in 2024, where 
practitioners, researchers, and policy-makers gathered 
to articulate how ELT could contribute to a more just and 
sustainable world. The Sarajevo conference foregrounded 
the urgency of repositioning ELT as a discipline capable of 
fostering the knowledge, skills, and dispositions needed 
for planetary stewardship, opening a space for educators 
to reconsider the social purpose of language teaching be-
yond linguistic goals alone.

This momentum was strengthened a year later at the 14th 
ELT Malta Conference, whose theme, ‘ELT for a Sustaina-
ble World: Empowering Learners, Teachers, and Schools’, 
expanded the Sarajevo discussions into a broader call for 
systemic transformation. In Malta, sustainability was ap-
proached not merely as an add-on topic but as a frame-
work for reimagining classroom practice, curriculum 
design, professional development, and institutional poli-
cy. Together, these conferences (and many other events) 
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signalled a paradigm shift: ELT increasingly recognises 
itself as a field with both the responsibility and the capaci-
ty to contribute substantively to Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD).

Research trends in the wider educational landscape rein-
force this shift. Dağtaş (2025), through a large-scale bib-
liometric analysis of 374 Web of Science–indexed publi-
cations (2014–2024), shows that ecopedagogy has grown 
rapidly as a global research field, particularly after 2020, 
as educators respond to climate concerns and the UN’s 
(n.d.) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Ecopeda-
gogy scholarship – traditionally dominated by countries 
such as Australia, the United States, and Canada – has 
generated robust work in areas including environmental 
education, sustainability education, place-based learning, 
and climate change. Yet Dağtaş (2025) highlights that this 
expanding field remains largely peripheral to ELT, despite 
the discipline’s enormous potential to cultivate ecologi-
cal literacy, critical awareness, and meaningful environ-
mental action. This book directly responds to that call, 
situating ELT as an active contributor to ecopedagogical 
innovation.

Higher education scholarship echoes this reconceptualis-
ation. de la Fuente (2023a) argues that universities must 
embed ESD across all disciplines and identifies foreign 
language programmes as uniquely positioned to take a 
leading role. Their inherent interdisciplinarity, cultural 
orientation, and focus on global communicative compe-
tence make language classrooms fertile ground for engag-
ing learners with sustainability issues. de la Fuente (2023a) 
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calls for a rethinking of traditional divides and advocates 
for content-based, learner-centred pedagogies such as 
project-based language learning (PBLL), problem-based 
learning (PBL), multiliteracies, and community engage-
ment. These approaches allow language development and 
sustainability literacy to advance in tandem, positioning 
language education as a key actor in institutional sustain-
ability agendas.

This broader reorientation resonates with the conceptu-
al foundations of the SDGs themselves. Beasy et al. (2023) 
situate the SDGs within the context of escalating ecologi-
cal and social crises, acknowledging both their value and 
their limitations, particularly their grounding in Western, 
growth-oriented models. Despite these tensions, the SDGs 
offer a globally recognised framework through which ed-
ucation can cultivate the critical understanding, hope, 
and transformative action needed to move toward human 
and planetary flourishing. Education, in both formal and 
informal modes, is indispensable for equipping learners 
with the capacities required to navigate and respond to 
these interconnected crises.

These developments underscore a pivotal shift in how 
ELT understands its role in the world. Conferences like 
the ones in Sarajevo and Malta as well as many other sus-
tainability-oriented ELT initiatives across diverse global 
contexts have amplified practitioners’ voices and ener-
gised new pedagogical directions, while research in eco-
pedagogy, sustainability, and language education points 
to an expanding consensus: ELT can and must contribute 
to building more sustainable futures. This book emerges 
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from that shared commitment, aiming to map the possi-
bilities, challenges, and transformative potential of inte-
grating sustainability into ELT.

As the remainder of this chapter demonstrates, reposi-
tioning ELT for a sustainable future requires not only rec-
ognising these global shifts but also understanding their 
concrete pedagogical implications. Section 2 examines 
the wide-ranging benefits of integrating sustainability into 
English language education, highlighting how such work 
enhances linguistic proficiency, criticality, global citizen-
ship, well-being, and learner agency. Section 3 then turns 
to the persistent challenges – curricular, discursive, in-
stitutional, and professional – that constrain meaningful 
implementation. By outlining both the promise and the 
complexity of sustainability-oriented ELT, this introduc-
tory chapter provides the conceptual foundation for the 
contributions overviewed in Section 4, each of which of-
fers a distinct perspective on how the field can respond to 
the urgent demands of our time.

Benefits of Integrating Sustainability in 
English Language Education

The integration of sustainability issues into English lan-
guage education represents a profound pedagogical shift, 
transforming the classroom into a space where linguistic 
mastery is inextricably linked to global awareness and 
responsible citizenship. This integration moves ELT pro-
grammes beyond their traditional focus on purely lin-
guistic skills, recasting them as a dual-purpose pedagogy 
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capable of fostering both advanced language proficiency 
and essential sustainability competencies (Kumari, 2020; 
Usama & Tarai, 2024). Scholars such as de la Fuente (2023b) 
argue that sustainability provides the ideal ‘critical con-
tent’ for language courses, offering complex, real-world 
case studies that necessitate sophisticated linguistic and 
cognitive engagement. Furthermore, embedding the UN 
SDGs and ecocritical themes grounds language learning in 
a tangible and relevant context, significantly boosting in-
trinsic motivation and student engagement, which are key 
predictors of learning success (Kazazoglu, 2025; Usama & 
Tarai, 2024). This synergy of language acquisition and crit-
ical global content is best realised through action-oriented 
methodologies, such as PBLL and PBL, which engage stu-
dents in authentic, collaborative, inquiry-based work that 
culminates in meaningful outcomes (de la Fuente, 2023b; 
Ferry, 2023).

Enhanced Linguistic and Academic 
Proficiency
A primary benefit of integrating sustainability content 
is the demonstrable improvement in core academic and 
linguistic skills. Studies have consistently shown that an 
ecolinguistically enriched curriculum – featuring sus-
tainability-themed texts, critical discourse analysis, and 
environmental tasks – can significantly improve English 
language proficiency and overall academic gains (Usama 
& Tarai, 2024). For instance, an experimental study by 
Rafiee Moghadam et al. (2022) found that integrating sus-
tainability education into reading instruction improved 
both reading comprehension and empathy among young 
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EFL learners. The complex, interdisciplinary nature of 
sustainability topics requires students to engage with new 
and unfamiliar ecological terminology (Kazazoglu, 2025), 
which, with explicit vocabulary support, expands their 
lexicon and technical language use.

Moreover, the problem-solving tasks inherent in sustaina-
bility work demand the production of advanced, high-lev-
el linguistic forms. de la Fuente (2023b) highlights that 
structuring complex sustainability case studies pushes 
students to use more sophisticated language – such as hy-
pothetical clauses, counterarguments, and nuanced per-
suasive language – as they engage in role-based debates 
and real-world decision-making. These activities provide a 
purpose-driven context for practising academic language 
that is often lacking in traditional curricula. By providing 
content that is universally relevant and intellectually de-
manding, sustainability-infused ELT fosters a dynamic 
learning environment where students use language as a 
tool for critical analysis and advocacy, leading to deeper, 
more durable linguistic competence (Kumari, 2020; Mon-
dal & Khalid, 2025).

Development of Critical and Cognitive 
Competencies
The complexity of global environmental and social chal-
lenges requires a shift from linear to systems thinking, 
which is a core cognitive benefit of integrating sustain-
ability into language learning (Ferry, 2023; Sun, 2025). 
Rather than simply learning about isolated facts, students 
use sustainability issues as a lens for critical thinking, 
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connecting causes, effects, and solutions across discipli-
nary boundaries. This approach transforms students into 
active meaning-makers and critical interpreters of the in-
formation they consume (Römhild, 2023).

Furthermore, sustainability education is a powerful vehi-
cle for developing various multiliteracies. Römhild (2023) 
proposes a comprehensive framework for using eco-doc-
umentaries in ELT, arguing that these films, as multimod-
al, factional texts, simultaneously support environmen-
tal learning and the development of critical media and 
discourse literacies. Students learn to balance emotional 
engagement with critical analysis, enabling them to de-
construct the narratives and rhetorical strategies used in 
sustainability discourse. Similarly, Mambu (2023) shows 
that embedding the SDGs into an undergraduate ELT 
course fostered multidimensional criticality – linguistic, 
cognitive, pedagogical, and philosophical – as students ap-
plied Marxist, poststructuralist, and decolonial lenses to 
global issues like poverty and environmental justice. The 
requirement for students to analyse real-world policy and 
propose solutions promotes superior problem-solving and 
real-world application of knowledge, preparing them for 
the complexities of adult life and global citizenship (Cor-
dova, 2024; Davari et al., 2025).

Fostering Global Citizenship and Intercultural 
Competence
The global nature of sustainability issues makes their inte-
gration a natural pathway to Global Citizenship Education 
(GCE) and enhanced intercultural competence (Mondal & 
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Khalid, 2025; Römhild, 2023). By exploring climate change, 
social equity, or resource management, students are com-
pelled to view these issues through cross-cultural lenses. 
Sun (2025), for example, demonstrates that integrating 
sustainability content alongside culturally embedded val-
ues significantly enhanced Chinese university students’ in-
tercultural competence when learning a foreign language. 
This approach moves beyond superficial cultural facts to 
foster a deeper understanding of how different cultures 
conceptualise and address shared global challenges.

The UN’s SDGs provide a concrete, universally recognised 
framework for this process, allowing students to engage 
with topics such as poverty and gender inequality while si-
multaneously connecting these global issues to their own 
local contexts (Mambu, 2023). For instance, Xerri (2017) 
demonstrates how creativity-based ELT can meaningfully 
support SDG 4 (Quality Education) by engaging students 
with global and local inequities in education through im-
aginative, multimodal classroom activities. This glocal 
perspective strengthens social awareness and an under-
standing of global systems (Alcantud-Díaz & Lloret-Catalá, 
2023; Xerri, 2025). Furthermore, Saiful and Shein (2025) 
found that ecocritical approaches to instruction, particu-
larly those centred on ecosystem-spirituality, profoundly 
influence students’ sense of connectedness to nature. By 
engaging with these diverse perspectives, learners devel-
op the sophisticated communicative and mediation skills 
necessary to collaborate effectively across linguistic and 
cultural boundaries for a more just and sustainable world 
(Ferry, 2023).
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Boosting Learner Affect, Motivation, and Well-
Being
The emotional and psychological benefits of engaging 
with sustainability are increasingly recognised as a key 
pedagogical outcome, particularly in combating the rising 
prevalence of climate anxiety. Mondal and Khalid (2025) 
argue that Green ELT provides supportive spaces for re-
flection, hope, and action, actively helping to reduce this 
anxiety. By channelling feelings of fear or helplessness 
into constructive, solution-oriented projects, educators 
empower students and shift their perspective from pas-
sive consumers of news to active changemakers.

This action-oriented approach fuels intrinsic motivation, 
making the learning process more engaging and personal 
(Kazazoglu, 2025; Usama & Tarai, 2024). Students report 
feeling empowered to take initiative and apply their learn-
ing beyond the classroom, fostering personal accountabil-
ity and a stronger sense of responsibility (Cordova, 2024; 
Davari et al., 2025). The learning also transcends academ-
ic boundaries to impact socio-emotional development. 
Rafiee Moghadam et al. (2022) demonstrate that sustain-
ability-infused instruction leads to markedly higher em-
pathy scores and pro-environmental behaviours. By pro-
moting an ecocentric worldview, ELT can help students 
develop more caring attitudes and even move toward an 
ecocentric identity, strengthening their personal and col-
lective well-being (Davari et al., 2025).
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Empowering Agency and Action-Oriented 
Learning
Perhaps the most transformative benefit is the cultiva-
tion of learner agency, which is central to effective ESD. 
Integrating sustainability moves learning from passive 
reception of information to active, action-oriented learn-
ing (Cordova, 2024; Kumari, 2020). Methodologies like 
PBLL combine language development with real-world, 
inquiry-based sustainability work, resulting in tangible 
public products that give students a voice and a platform 
(Ferry, 2023). Whether through climate-action campaigns, 
local clean-up initiatives, or role-based debates on policy, 
students are given a framework to effect change.

This empowerment is vital: by structuring complex case 
studies and using PBL, teachers guide students through 
a process that culminates in real-world decision-making, 
where their opinions matter (de la Fuente, 2023b). In a 
Philippine teacher education laboratory school, students 
who experienced SDG-infused lessons reported feeling 
empowered to apply learning beyond the classroom and 
advocated for a whole-school approach to sustainability, 
illustrating how this content catalyses systemic thinking 
and personal initiative (Cordova, 2024). Sustainability in-
tegration in ELT is designed to make students solution-ori-
ented global citizens (Mondal & Khalid, 2025), equipped 
not only with the language to describe the world’s prob-
lems but with the tools to actively participate in solving 
them.
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Benefits for Teacher Development and 
Pedagogy
Finally, the integration of sustainability provides signifi-
cant benefits for educators themselves, impacting both 
pre-service training and in-service professional identity. 
Studies show that embedding the SDGs into inquiry-based 
EFL teacher training courses significantly increases 
pre-service teachers’ awareness of global issues and their 
readiness to integrate sustainability into future lessons 
(Alcantud-Díaz & Lloret-Catalá, 2023). By linking linguistic 
objectives with real-world concerns, novice teachers be-
gin to see English not merely as a subject but as a tool for 
social change and interdisciplinary teaching.

For practising teachers, using environmental communi-
cation pedagogy makes language learning more tangible 
and relevant, which in turn strengthens their students’ en-
gagement and sense of responsibility (Davari et al., 2025). 
Teachers themselves report developing more ecocen-
tric identities through this work, despite a lack of formal 
training, suggesting that the content is so impactful it can 
reshape the educator’s professional self-concept. The pro-
cess of integrating sustainability fosters a sense of person-
al accountability among teachers and empowers them to 
lead contextualised, interdisciplinary lessons, thereby en-
hancing pedagogical innovation within the field (Cordova, 
2024; Davari et al., 2025). This mutual benefit underscores 
the holistic nature of sustainability integration, which si-
multaneously enriches the student experience, advances 
academic goals, and revitalises teaching practice.
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Challenges of Integrating Sustainability 
Issues into Language Education

Despite the clear pedagogical benefits and the growing 
global mandate to integrate ESD into all disciplines, the 
field of ELT faces significant and persistent challenges in 
its practical implementation. These obstacles stem from 
systemic issues, curricular shortcomings, discursive lim-
itations, and a critical gap in teacher preparedness, all of 
which constrain ELT’s potential to contribute meaningful-
ly to the SDGs. The current state of practice, as revealed by 
extensive research, is often characterised by well-mean-
ing grassroots efforts from highly motivated teachers that 
frequently run up against institutional inertia and a lack of 
coherent policy (Mercer et al., 2023).

Curricular and Materials-Based Obstacles
A major category of challenge lies within the very materi-
als and curricular design used in ELT globally. A pervasive 
issue identified by researchers is that, even when environ-
mental issues are included, they often promote only shal-
low environmentalism and fail to cultivate genuine critical 
ecological literacy. For instance, an analysis of Brazilian 
EFL textbooks revealed that environmental texts – often 
repurposed photos, posters, and commercial articles – 
overwhelmingly originate from aesthetic or commercial 
spheres and offer minimal affordances for critical engage-
ment or action (Cristovão et al., 2022). While these mate-
rials may raise basic eco-awareness, they leave students 
unprepared to interrogate the structural and root causes 
of environmental crises, thus limiting the development of 
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transformative sustainability-oriented behaviours (Cris-
tovão et al., 2022).

This problem of superficiality is often compounded by a 
narrow framing of the issues. Studies of Indonesian text-
books, for example, show a heavy reliance on eco-lexicons 
connected almost exclusively to waste management (Pra-
tolo et al., 2024). While essential, this narrow focus can ex-
clude crucial social, economic, and political dimensions 
of sustainability, such as climate justice, poverty, or re-
source exploitation, leading to an incomplete and limited 
understanding of ESD (Arslan & Curle, 2024). This limita-
tion also creates a risk of demotivation among students if 
the content is perceived as overly negative, repetitive, or 
solely focused on overwhelming global problems, neces-
sitating a balance of content that includes local relevance 
and hopeful solutions (Davari et al., 2025).

Perhaps more insidious than outright omission is the hid-
den curriculum embedded in teaching materials, which of-
ten acts to normalise and valorise unsustainable practices 
(Brown, 2024). For instance, content analysis of teacher-pro-
duced materials in Japan found a frequent and routine valori-
sation of consumerism, mass tourism, urban lifestyle pref-
erences, and meat-heavy food choices (Brown, 2024). These 
behaviours are typically presented as unmarked, everyday 
practices, implicitly teaching students to view them as nor-
mal and desirable, thereby undercutting explicit lessons on 
sustainability (Brown, 2024). That is why sustainability-ori-
ented materials that encourage teachers and learners to 
question such behaviours and engage in greener practices 
are essential (e.g., Barber et al., 2022; Graham, 2022).
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Practical challenges in curriculum design also exist. 
Scholars repeatedly identify issues such as the misalign-
ment between sustainability content and explicit language 
objectives (CT & N, 2025; Yu et al., 2024). Teachers struggle 
to reconcile the demands of a standardised language cur-
riculum with the interdisciplinary depth required by ESD. 
Compounding this, the reliance on centrally produced 
textbooks can often marginalise minority and tribal learn-
ers by privileging mainstream cultural content, thereby 
undermining the social and cultural dimensions of sus-
tainability (Toppo & Rahman, 2021). This implies that to 
support cultural continuity and equity, teachers must be 
empowered to develop supplementary, locally grounded 
materials that reflect learners’ diverse identities and lived 
realities (Toppo & Rahman, 2021). The underdeveloped 
status of sustainability within adjacent pedagogies, such 
as Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL), fur-
ther exemplifies the gap in quality, structured materials 
(Penny & Ruiz de Zarobe, 2024). Hence, teachers require 
structured guidance related to materials development so 
as to integrate sustainability effectively while simulta-
neously supporting language development and learner 
agency.

Discursive Limitations and Criticality Deficits
A deeper, more critical challenge stems from the ideologi-
cal framing and discourse present in many ELT materials, 
which often reflect and reinforce dominant, non-trans-
formative ideologies. Research consistently shows that 
environmental narratives in ELT texts rely heavily on a 
neoliberal framing that disproportionately emphasises 



 Sustainability in English Language Teaching16

individual responsibility for systemic problems (Lee & 
Nguyen, 2024; Pratolo et al., 2024). Pratolo et al. (2024) 
found that Indonesian ELT textbooks repeatedly frame 
environmental problems as matters of individual choice, 
using evaluative adjectives and modal verbs of suggestion 
while employing passive grammatical constructions that 
effectively obscure corporate, political, and structural 
dimensions of environmental degradation. Similarly, in 
Vietnamese ELT textbooks, discourse often anonymises 
major polluters – such as large factories or government 
actors – while placing undue blame on vulnerable or less 
powerful actors, such as farmers, tourists, or truck drivers 
(Lee & Nguyen, 2024).

This rhetorical strategy, rooted in anthropocentric ideolo-
gies, presents superficial solutions like technological fixes, 
eco-tourism, or individual lifestyle changes as sufficient 
(Lee & Nguyen, 2024). By limiting the discourse, the mate-
rials restrict students’ ability to develop the necessary crit-
ical ecological literacy that would enable them to question 
the root causes, power structures, and systemic inequities 
driving environmental crises (Pratolo et al., 2024). Mam-
bu (2023) highlights that achieving genuine criticality re-
quires actively encouraging students to engage with texts 
through ideological lenses, an approach rarely supported 
by mainstream published materials.

Teacher Preparedness and Professional 
Development Gaps
Even where materials or curricular mandates exist, the 
implementation of sustainability in ELT is profoundly 
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hampered by inadequate teacher training and a lack of sys-
temic support. A primary finding across multiple studies 
is that while teachers are highly motivated – often driven 
by ethical concerns – to address environmental issues, the 
majority lack the necessary formal training and suitable 
resources to do so effectively (Mercer et al., 2023; Nurhal-
iza et al., 2024; Yu et al., 2024). Teachers frequently express 
a strong willingness to teach climate change and see Eng-
lish lessons as an ideal space for fostering environmen-
tal literacy, yet they must rely heavily on improvisation 
(Nurhaliza et al., 2024). This reliance on grassroots im-
provisation, while demonstrating teacher commitment, is 
inherently unsustainable and leads to uneven integration 
across the system.

The lack of formal training results in teachers having lim-
ited confidence when addressing complex, interdiscipli-
nary environmental content, making them less likely to 
move beyond basic vocabulary and discussion (Kazazoglu, 
2025; Mercer et al., 2023). Arslan and Curle (2024) found 
that Turkish EFL teachers, despite conceptualising ESD as 
multidimensional and an important part of lifelong learn-
ing, felt it was insufficiently embedded in the national 
curriculum, constraining them to narrow environmental 
topics and superficial coverage. To fully leverage the po-
tential of ELT, a call is consistently made for comprehen-
sive teacher training to effectively embed sustainability 
into curricula (Kazazoglu, 2025).

The consensus among researchers is a pressing need for 
systemic support, professional development, and the de-
velopment of coherent frameworks to guide practice (CT 
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& N, 2025; Mercer et al., 2023). For example, Maijala et al. 
(2024) propose the Transformative Language Teaching for 
Sustainability model precisely to address this gap, aiming 
to help teachers systematically integrate action-oriented 
ESD principles. Without such models and the correspond-
ing training, teachers struggle with a lack of guidance and 
institutional backing, which is consistently identified as a 
major barrier (Mercer et al., 2023).

Systemic and Institutional Constraints
Finally, the integration of sustainability is challenged by 
deep-seated institutional and systemic issues that operate 
at the policy and administrative level. Two critical systemic 
barriers are disciplinary silos and the pressure of assess-
ment (CT & N, 2025; Yu et al., 2024). Sustainability is an in-
herently interdisciplinary topic, yet educational systems 
often retain rigid subject boundaries that make cross-disci-
plinary collaboration difficult. While scholars advocate for 
interdisciplinary curriculum design (de la Fuente, 2023b; 
Yu et al., 2024), the reality in many institutions is con-
strained by existing structures and a lack of mechanisms 
for collaboration. Furthermore, the pressure of standard-
ised linguistic assessment often dictates classroom focus, 
leading teachers to prioritise content directly tied to high-
stakes exams over the time-consuming, open-ended nature 
of sustainability-focused projects (CT & N, 2025).

Practical constraints such as limited class hours and gener-
al time constraints are frequently cited by teachers as sig-
nificant obstacles to implementing hands-on, action-ori-
ented activities necessary for ESD (Arslan & Curle, 2024; 
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Mercer et al., 2023). Beyond the classroom, institutional 
commitment itself can be inconsistent. For example, 
Kapranov (2022) found that the representation of sustain-
ability on an institution’s ELT-specific webpages often only 
partially aligned with its broader institutional sustainabil-
ity goals. This suggests that the interpretation and imple-
mentation of ESD are often shaped by disciplinary prior-
ities rather than a unified, top-down institutional policy, 
resulting in fragmented and diluted efforts. Consequently, 
there is a strong call for stronger policy frameworks and 
systemic support to fully leverage ELT’s potential, moving 
it from a collection of isolated, motivated efforts into a co-
herent, institutionalised practice (Arslan & Curle, 2024; CT 
& N, 2025).

Overview of the Book
This collection of chapters brings together an internation-
al group of scholars and practitioners whose work demon-
strates how ELT can meaningfully advance sustainability, 
equity, and global citizenship across educational contexts.

In Chapter 2, Patricia Bergström and Harry Waters explore 
how ELT can serve as a vehicle for cultivating sustainabil-
ity mindsets and empowering students as changemakers. 
By integrating ESD with Self-Determination Theory, the 
authors demonstrate how fostering intrinsic motivation 
enhances both language acquisition and ecological lit-
eracy. Central to this chapter is the LEARN Framework 
– Listen, Encourage, Amplify, Respect, Nurture – intro-
duced as a practical approach to embedding student-led 
sustainability projects into curricula. Through real-world 
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examples like the Plastic Clever Schools initiative and the 
‘Pen Hospital,’ the chapter illustrates how educators can 
scaffold solution-oriented activities that build student 
agency. It concludes with actionable guidance for teach-
ers, institutions, and policymakers, reimagining the ELT 
classroom as a launchpad for critical thinking, global citi-
zenship, and meaningful climate action.

Building on this call for holistic transformation, Zarina 
Subhan argues that ELT must move beyond superficial en-
vironmental topics to address the inequities between the 
Global North and South. The chapter advocates for a holis-
tic approach centred on three pillars: Knowledge, Skills, 
and Attitudes. Subhan draws parallels between the circu-
lar economy and language acquisition, urging educators 
to foster global citizenship and intercultural competence 
rather than static cultural knowledge. The chapter high-
lights the importance of collaborative skills in developing 
empathy and noticing skills essential for cross-cultural 
dialogue. Furthermore, Subhan challenges the industry’s 
avoidance of ‘political’ topics (PARSNIP), arguing that en-
gaging with complex issues like climate justice promotes 
transcendent thinking and cognitive development. The 
chapter calls for sustainability to be woven into the very 
fabric of ELT curricula to empower future leaders.

Extending this critical engagement with global systems, 
Vicky Saumell and Marcela Villan in Chapter 4 examine 
the complex role of Generative AI (GenAI) in education, 
weighing its transformative potential against its substan-
tial environmental footprint. The authors detail the of-
ten-overlooked ecological costs of GenAI, including the 
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massive energy consumption, carbon emissions, and wa-
ter usage required to train large language models and cool 
servers. To reconcile these conflicts, the chapter outlines 
practical strategies for the ELT classroom, such as teach-
ing prompt engineering to reduce digital waste and inte-
grating projects that measure digital carbon footprints. By 
aligning these efforts with SDG 4 (Quality Education), the 
chapter advocates for a balanced approach where educa-
tors empower students to use technology ethically. It calls 
for a shift toward eco-friendly AI practices that support 
both pedagogical innovation and planetary well-being.

Turning from technology to teacher preparation, Chris-
topher Graham examines the critical need to integrate 
sustainable thinking and practices into ELT initial teach-
er training (ITT). Drawing on survey data, Graham re-
veals a significant gap: the majority of current ELT ITT 
programmes offer minimal or no specific sustainability 
content, despite the global mandate for education to tack-
le environmental challenges. Where sustainability is in-
cluded, it often remains peripheral, focusing narrowly on 
coursebook adaptation rather than systemic institutional 
change or climate action. The chapter asserts that practi-
cally engaging with sustainability themes can profoundly 
enhance student teachers’ motivation, confidence, and 
language development. Graham identifies key barriers, 
including time constraints, lack of institutional support, 
and limited expertise among trainers. The chapter con-
cludes with crucial recommendations for policymakers 
and curriculum designers, advocating for the systematic 
embedding of sustainability across ELT ITT to prepare a 
new generation of environmentally conscious educators.
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Shifting from teacher training to learner identity and eq-
uity, Josianne Block and Armanda Stroia explore the vital 
role of stereotype literacy in fostering social sustainability 
and equity within English language classrooms. Focusing 
on SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities), the authors present ste-
reotype literacy as a critical skill that empowers learners 
to recognise, analyse, and actively challenge stereotypes 
that perpetuate social injustice. The chapter introduces a 
three-stage pedagogical approach – Understanding, De-
constructing, and Critically Producing alternative narra-
tives – to systematically build this skill. Through practical, 
classroom-tested activities, Block and Stroia demonstrate 
how educators can create more equitable and inclusive 
learning environments. This approach goes beyond sim-
ple recognition to actively encourage students to “restory 
the self” by challenging oppressive narratives, thus fos-
tering a mindset open to diversity and safeguarding the 
needs of future generations.

Connecting equity with learner engagement, Anca de 
Vries in Chapter 7 examines the power of play and intrin-
sic motivation in engaging English language learners with 
the critical topic of sustainability. The chapter is grounded 
in the principle that play is a fundamental right, linking a 
lack of it to potential mental health issues, and asserting 
that it is a key driver of intrinsic motivation, which, in turn, 
boosts the quality of learning and work. de Vries connects 
established research on motivation to practical teaching 
strategies, offering ways for educators to make climate 
and sustainability discussions more engaging and less 
overwhelming. By introducing game didactics and provid-
ing specific activity examples, the chapter demonstrates 
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how ELT professionals can integrate elements of play to 
foster autonomy, competence, and relatedness. This ap-
proach not only enhances language acquisition but also 
transforms emotionally challenging subjects like the cli-
mate crisis into opportunities for positive and empower-
ing student engagement.

Expanding the conversation to global teacher develop-
ment, Abel Eleojo Ochika and Linda Ruas address the 
critical challenge of providing sustainable teacher devel-
opment for ELT professionals in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). 
The authors highlight the current unsustainable mod-
el, characterised by reliance on external experts, costly 
face-to-face training, and a lack of local professional au-
tonomy. To create an equitable and scalable system, the 
chapter advocates for a shift toward decentring and cas-
cading training. Key strategies include empowering local 
teachers to lead sessions, utilising diverse online training 
modalities to reduce travel and cost, and fostering strong 
Communities of Practice (CoPs) via digital platforms like 
Telegram and WhatsApp. Drawing on successful initia-
tives by the British Council and Africa ELTA, Ochika and 
Ruas demonstrate how a mentorship-based, localised ap-
proach can ensure quality training reaches those in need, 
thus addressing the severe inequities in access to profes-
sional growth (aligned with SDG 4: Quality Education).

From teacher development, the book turns to classroom 
practice, as Marissa A. Foti explores innovative ways to 
integrate the SDGs into the ELT curriculum using speech 
analysis as a core methodology. Drawing on the UN’s defi-
nition of sustainability, Foti champions speech analysis 
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as a dynamic tool that connects language learning with 
critical global issues. The chapter offers practical, adapt-
able approaches, both teacher-guided and student-led, for 
weaving SDG themes into English language lessons. Exam-
ples include analysing impactful speeches, such as Greta 
Thunberg’s address to the UN, to simultaneously teach 
rhetorical devices and foster critical awareness of climate 
action. By blending linguistic theory with real-world prac-
tice, the chapter demonstrates how educators can contex-
tualise global challenges, fostering learners’ critical think-
ing, effective communication, and deeper engagement 
with global issues. The ultimate goal is to equip students 
to be thoughtful global citizens who can contribute to a 
sustainable future beyond the classroom.

Chapter 10 deepens the focus on the personal and emo-
tional dimensions of sustainability, as George Kokolas ex-
plores the concept of sustainable well-being by integrating 
principles from Positive Education into school curricula. 
The chapter argues that empowering students to develop 
their character strengths is essential for shaping envi-
ronmentally conscious attitudes and behaviours, linking 
personal happiness with collective responsibility for the 
planet. Using the widely recognised Character Strengths 
classification developed by Peterson and Seligman (2004) 
as a core framework, Kokolas discusses practical strate-
gies for implementing Positive Education interventions in 
ELT and broader educational settings. This approach aims 
to foster a mindset where individual flourishment natu-
rally aligns with environmental and social consciousness. 
The chapter illuminates pathways for cultivating a more 
equitable and sustainable future by equipping students 
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with the psychological tools necessary to address global 
challenges and thrive as responsible citizens.

Continuing the theme of inclusion and social sustaina-
bility, Savannah Davis and Kirsten Borg Cardona explore 
the vital, yet often overlooked, intersection of sexuality, 
equity, and sustainability within ELT. Aligned with SDG 
10.2 (Reduced Inequalities), the authors critically analyse 
how heteronormative biases in ELT materials marginal-
ise diverse sexual identities. The chapter argues that the 
omission or misrepresentation of LGBTQ+ experiences 
reinforces social inequalities, undermining the goal of 
creating inclusive communities. Davis and Borg Cardona 
provide practical, evidence-based strategies for teachers 
to adapt and queer existing coursebooks, integrate inclu-
sive content, and cultivate a classroom environment that 
celebrates all learners. By addressing sexuality explicitly, 
educators can significantly contribute to students’ critical 
awareness of social diversity, promoting acceptance, dig-
nity, and a sustainable future where no one is left behind.

From social inclusion, the book turns to ecological and 
spiritual perspectives, as Carol Samlal in Chapter 12 cham-
pions the integration of Indigenous wisdom and reciproc-
ity into English language lessons to foster a deeper, more 
spiritual connection with nature, specifically focusing on 
water conservation. The chapter argues that water should 
be treated as a sacred gift and not a commodity, a view 
shared by Indigenous cultures globally. Samlal advocates 
for adopting and adapting Native American teachings 
about ‘water-bearers’ or ‘keepers of the water,’ which tra-
ditionally link the life-giving role of women and girls to 



 Sustainability in English Language Teaching26

the sustenance of the community. Practical ELT activities, 
such as using storytelling and the Water Song, are pro-
posed to raise awareness of threats to water and encour-
age conservation. By giving greater presence to women’s 
voices, supported by the wider community, the chapter 
shows how ELT can teach sustainability through kindness, 
leading students and teachers to embrace the spiritual 
connection with this vital resource.

The book concludes by returning to the challenges of con-
temporary education, as Rrita Suli addresses the critical 
issue of digital wellness in the ELT classroom, driven by 
the increasing integration of technology. Aligned with 
SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being), the chapter inves-
tigates how the demands of contemporary, digitally inte-
grated education can affect students’ mental, social, and 
emotional health. Suli highlights that while digital tools 
are necessary for developing digital literacy, their irre-
sponsible or excessive use can negatively impact overall 
well-being, particularly by reducing social interaction and 
immediate interpersonal support. The chapter explores 
key factors that shape student well-being in digital envi-
ronments and advances the understanding of digital well-
ness within ELT contexts. Suli provides thoughtful guid-
ance and recommendations for educators on cultivating 
healthy digital habits and creating learning opportunities 
that foster well-being alongside effective language learn-
ing outcomes.
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Abstract

This chapter explores how English Language Teaching 
(ELT) can serve as a powerful vehicle for cultivating sus-
tainability mindsets and empowering students as change-
makers. By integrating Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment (ESD) into language education, teachers can foster 
critical thinking, global citizenship, and real-world prob-
lem-solving. The chapter introduces the LEARN Frame-
work (Listen, Encourage, Amplify, Respect, Nurture), a 
practical, student-centred approach to embedding sus-
tainability in ELT contexts. Drawing on Self-Determina-
tion Theory, the chapter shows how intrinsic motivation 
and student agency can be enhanced through method-
ologies such as Project-Based, Inquiry-Based, and Prob-
lem-Based Learning. Through practical examples like 
the Plastic Clever Schools initiative and the Pen Hospital 
project in India, the chapter illustrates how educators can 
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scaffold student-led, solution-oriented projects that build 
both language skills and ecological literacy. It also pro-
vides guidance for institutions and policymakers seeking 
to embed sustainability more deeply into curricula, teach-
er training, and school culture. The chapter ultimately 
reimagines the ELT classroom as a launchpad for student 
agency and climate action.

Keywords: Sustainability; Changemakers; Student Agen-
cy; Education for Sustainable Development

Introduction
Sustainability has become a critical focus for education sys-
tems worldwide, driven by the increasing urgency of the 
climate and nature crises. English Language Teaching (ELT) 
offers a unique platform for integrating sustainability into 
learning, where language acquisition becomes a vehicle for 
fostering awareness, critical thinking, and action. By em-
powering students as changemakers, ELT can prepare learn-
ers not only to engage with the world in English but also to 
address some of its most pressing challenges.

This chapter explores how ELT educators can help stu-
dents grow from individual power to meaningful collec-
tive responsibility that promotes systemic change, so as to 
step away from the mantra Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. An-
chored in ideas around the UN’s (2015) Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs), it provides a practical framework 
for embedding sustainability into language teaching while 
simultaneously enhancing students’ linguistic and critical 
thinking skills.
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Central to this discussion is the LEARN Framework (Lis-
ten, Encourage, Amplify, Respect, Nurture), which serves 
as a guiding principle for educators seeking to connect 
sustainability themes with student engagement. This 
framework emphasises listening to students’ passions, 
encouraging them to explore solutions, amplifying their 
voices, respecting diverse perspectives, and nurturing 
their sense of agency. In addition to this, there are various 
other existing frameworks that can be utilised to help aid 
learning and empowerment in the classroom. 

Apart from the theoretical underpinnings, this chapter 
presents real-world examples and case studies from pri-
mary and secondary ELT classrooms, showcasing collab-
orative, student-led projects that engage learners in real 
environmental challenges. These activities not only build 
linguistic competencies but also cultivate the confidence 
and motivation necessary for students to see themselves 
as active participants in creating a more equitable and sus-
tainable world.

By the chapter’s conclusion, educators will be equipped 
with actionable recommendations to foster meaningful 
connections between sustainability and language learn-
ing. In doing so, they can inspire the next generation to 
think critically, act responsibly, and contribute to shaping 
a better future.

Background
Motivation is paramount in all learning situations. We 
see this time and again in the classroom when students 
manage to go above and beyond for a specific reason. For 
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teens, quite often this motivation is extrinsic rather than 
intrinsic, as the motivating force tends to be achieving ac-
ceptable grades, accessing university, or avoid being left 
without their mobile phone. Intrinsic motivation, howev-
er, provides a more powerful drive as it comes from with-
in. Would it not be wonderful if we could engage our teens 
in this type of motivation rather than just using learning 
as a means to an end? 

There is a psychological framework focused on under-
standing human motivation that could help with this. 
Self-Determination Theory (SDT), developed by Deci and 
Ryan (2017), identifies three basic psychological needs 
as essential for fostering intrinsic motivation, personal 
growth, and well-being. These are:

1.	 autonomy (control over one’s actions);

2.	 competence (mastery of skills);

3.	 relatedness (connection with others).

These needs are innate and they are paramount for intrin-
sic motivation, as well as for internalised forms of extrin-
sic motivation.

In education, SDT emphasises the importance of intrin-
sic motivation over external rewards, like grades. When 
students feel autonomous, competent, and connected to 
peers, teachers, or the task at hand, they become more 
engaged, curious, and self-directed learners. Teachers 
can foster this by creating autonomy-supportive environ-
ments, encouraging mastery, and building meaningful re-
lationships with students.
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So, where does Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) come into the equation? ESD aims to empower 
learners to make informed decisions and take responsi-
ble actions for environmental integrity, economic viabili-
ty, and social equity. SDT aligns with ESD in the following 
ways:

•	 Autonomy: Students are encouraged to take owner-
ship of sustainable practices.

•	 Competence: Skills are enhanced to address complex 
sustainability challenges.

•	 Relatedness: Collaboration is fostered parallel to a 
sense of global responsibility.

By integrating SDT principles, ESD programmes can create 
motivated learners who are not only knowledgeable but 
also committed to sustainable actions. Empowering stu-
dents to adopt sustainable mindsets begins with building 
their confidence and encouraging them to find their voice. 
When learners feel supported, they are more willing to 
take risks, engage deeply, and ultimately become change-
makers. Three recommended and effective methods for 
this are: Project-Based Learning (PjBL), Inquiry-Based 
Learning (IBL), and Problem-Based Learning (PBL). They 
all create opportunities for meaningful, student-led explo-
ration and integrate well into other approaches, such as 
Cooperative Learning, which further empowers students 
to take responsibility for their own learning.

All three methodologies encourage students to tackle re-
al-world problems through collaborative projects, fos-
tering a sense of ownership and agency. For example, 
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designing solutions to reduce food waste at school or 
creating campaigns to promote water conservation allow 
students to see the tangible impact of their work. Studies 
show that PjBL not only improves academic outcomes but 
also builds self-efficacy as students witness their ability to 
effect change (Bell, 2010). Similarly, IBL invites students to 
ask questions, investigate, and draw conclusions, cultivat-
ing curiosity and critical thinking, while PBL focuses spe-
cifically on engaging students with real-world problems in 
authentic, collaborative contexts starting with a challenge 
(Yew & Goh, 2016). Like IBL, PBL encourages learners to 
ask their own questions and draw conclusions through 
investigation. Common to all three methodologies is that 
they can align closely with ESD, incorporating systems 
thinking, creativity, and innovation.

Developed by Heidi Pan and Harry Waters, the LEARN 
Framework offers a practical guide to help educators scaf-
fold these approaches (Waters, 2024b):

•	 Listen: Encourage students to articulate their inter-
ests, particularly those connected to sustainability, to 
ensure lessons are personally meaningful. Pay close 
attention to their answers.

•	 Encourage: Celebrate small successes and progress 
to build confidence, especially during early project 
stages. Students might fail the first few times, but they 
need to know how to keep going. 

•	 Amplify: Showcase student voices through presenta-
tions, exhibitions, or online platforms, reinforcing 
their impact. Share their work far and wide.
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•	 Respect: Create a safe, inclusive environment where 
all ideas are valued, fostering trust and collaboration. 

•	 Nurture: Support students in exploring their passions, 
helping them connect these interests to actionable 
sustainability goals.

Teachers play a vital role in guiding students to recognise 
their strengths and passions, turning these into the foun-
dation for impactful sustainability projects. By creating a 
supportive environment and scaffolding tasks, educators 
can empower students to see themselves not just as learn-
ers, but as active participants in shaping a more equitable 
and sustainable world.

Applying the LEARN Framework: Plastic 
Clever Schools in an ELT Classroom

By adapting the Plastic Clever Schools (2025) initiative 
from the youth-led charity Kids Against Plastic (2024), we 
can help provide an excellent opportunity for students 
to explore sustainability through language-rich activi-
ties. The LEARN Framework can guide teachers in turning 
this initiative into a dynamic, student-led project while 
still meeting linguistic objectives.

L: Listen

Objective: Discover students’ interests and prior knowl-
edge about plastic pollution.

Language Activity Example:

a.	 Brainstorming Vocabulary Webs: In groups, stu-
dents create mind maps using keywords like plastic, 
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pollution, recycling, and sustainability. They then share 
their ideas using target phrases such as:

•	 I think plastic pollution is harmful because…

•	 In my opinion, we should…

b.	 Discussion Questions: Use sentence stems like:

•	 What do you know about plastic pollution?

•	 Which areas of school are most affected by single-use plastic?

•	 How does it affect animals, people, and the planet?

•	 What do you want to know about plastic?

Students practise expressing opinions while the teacher 
takes notes on their interests.

E: Encourage

Objective: Support students in early successes to build 
their confidence.

Language Activity Example:

a.	 Poster-Making with Language Support: Students 
create posters to raise awareness about reducing sin-
gle-use plastics. Provide sentence starters like:

•	 Plastic is a problem because…

•	 You can help by…

•	 Let’s stop using… and start using…

b.	 Role-Playing: Pair students to practise persuasive dia-
logues. One student acts as a concerned citizen, while 
the other as someone resistant to change.
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•	 Example language:

•	 Have you thought about using a reusable bottle 
instead?

•	 I understand, but plastic bags create a lot of waste.

A: Amplify

Objective: Give students opportunities to share their ideas 
with a broader audience.

Language Activity Example:

a.	 Presentations: Students deliver a short presentation 
about their Plastic Clever campaign to the class or oth-
er school groups. Provide a framework for organising 
their ideas:

•	 Introduction: Did you know…? (Start with an inter-
esting fact.)

•	 Main Points: First, we need to…

•	 Conclusion: Together, we can make a difference by…

b.	 Video Creation: Students record and edit short videos 
for social media, using scripts to ensure accuracy. En-
courage them to include phrases like:

•	 Join us in making our school plastic clever!

•	 Together, we can reduce plastic waste.

R: Respect

Objective: Foster an inclusive and respectful environment 
for collaboration.
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Language Activity Example:

a.	 Debates: Organise a debate on topics such as banning 
certain plastics in school. Provide useful phrases for 
respectful disagreement:

•	 I see your point, but…

•	 Have you considered…?

•	 I agree with you to some extent, however…

b.	 Cultural Comparisons: Students research how differ-
ent countries tackle plastic pollution and present their 
findings. Language focus: comparative structures (In 
Spain, they… but in Japan…).

N: Nurture

Objective: Help students connect their passions to sus-
tainability and take ownership of their learning. Encour-
age them to continue with the work beyond the school.

Language Activity Example:

a.	 Reflection Journal: Students write weekly journal en-
tries about their progress, answering prompts like:

•	 What have I learned about plastic pollution this week?

•	 What can I do to help reduce plastic waste at home or 
in school?

b.	 Sustainability Plans: In pairs or small groups, stu-
dents design their own ‘Plastic Clever Plan’ for the 
school. Use functional language to guide them:

•	 Our goal is to…

•	 We will achieve this by…

•	 This will help because…
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Scenario: Plastic Clever Schools in an ELT 
Classroom

Context: A secondary school English class is launch-
ing a Plastic Clever Schools campaign as part of their 
curriculum.

a.	 Listening: The teacher kicks off the project by ask-
ing students what they know about plastic pollution, 
using vocabulary-building and discussion activities. 
Students then discuss the main areas of concern for 
plastic pollution in the school and how to tackle those 
problem areas. Students discuss the impact of plastic 
production and pollution both at school and beyond.

b.	 Encouraging: Students create posters and practise di-
alogues to promote plastic reduction efforts in school, 
with scaffolded language support.

c.	 Amplifying: They organise a school-wide presentation 
and share their campaign on the school’s social media.

d.	 Respecting: The class engages in debates and research 
projects, comparing international approaches to plas-
tic waste. All ideas should be listened to throughout 
the campaign.

e.	 Nurturing: Students take ownership of the campaign, 
designing personalised plans for their school and 
writing reflective journals to document their learning 
journey.
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Implications for Practice

For Teachers
More recent SDT-based work in education recognises that 
every student is different. Students enter the classroom 
with diverse backgrounds, goals and personality charac-
teristics. A truly motivating style essentially refers to a cu-
rious, receptive, flexible, warm and open attitude, which 
allows teachers to gain deeper insights into their learners’ 
individual differences, providing opportunities for teach-
ers to tailor their motivating strategies to their students’ 
individual skill sets, interests, values, and preferences. 
This needs-supportive attitude then pervades everything 
teachers say or do with their learners.

An efficient way to then foster sustainable mindsets in the 
ELT classroom could be to take the LEARN Framework as 
a practical guide and apply SDT to each strand (see Figure 
1), while incorporating sustainability models such as the 
Solutionary Framework (Institute for Humane Education 
[IHE], 2025), the Sustainability Compass (Compass Edu-
cation, 2022), the Systems Iceberg (Evbuoma et al., 2021), 
or the UN’s (n.d.) SDGs as the starting point, roadmap, 
and prompt for deeper thinking. When all these aspects 
are fused together, we have a workable framework for 
the classroom that teachers could apply either for a stan-
dalone project, or to integrate into their existing lesson 
plan.
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Figure 1: 

Applying Self-Determination Theory to the LEARN Framework

If we break down the framework and focus on each strand 
separately, we can also see how different learning method-
ologies and approaches, such as the aforementioned PjBL, 
IBL, PBL and Cooperative Learning, can be used while fos-
tering intrinsic motivation through SDT and education for 
sustainability as the focus of the project through models 
such as the UN’s SDGs, the Solutionary Framework, the 
Systems Iceberg, and the Sustainability Compass.

LEARNing from Ritik’s Pen Hospital: A Framework 
for Language, Sustainability, and Student Agency

Ritik, a teacher at SNS GSSS Mehuwala in India, decided to 
take part in the Kids Against Plastic, Plastic Clever Schools 
initiative. When doing their plastic audit students noticed 
how many pens were being thrown away each week. In-
stead of ignoring the problem, they turned it into an op-
portunity. His students launched a Pen Hospital, where 
they repair, refill, and reuse old pens rather than discard 
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them. The initiative is part of the student-formed group 
‘Saturdays for Solutions’ programme, where students take 
action on real environmental issues. This work offers a rich 
example of how teachers can use the LEARN framework to 
foster both language development and global citizenship, 
while helping students develop autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness.

Listen

•	 Autonomy: Ritik allowed his students to identify a lo-
cal issue that felt relevant and achievable.

•	 Competence: By reflecting on their environment, 
students developed the ability to spot problems and 
suggest workable solutions. These are essential skills, 
both academically and in life.

•	 Relatedness: The project was rooted in shared class-
room experience, making it immediately relatable 
and engaging.

•	 Language Skills: Students expanded topic-specif-
ic vocabulary and practised expressing opinions, 
asking questions, and describing issues clearly and 
confidently.

Encourage

•	 Autonomy: Students led the setup of the Pen Hos-
pital, from planning collection points to designing 
procedures.

•	 Competence: They improved their ability to trouble-
shoot, communicate and adapt. When a repair did not 
work, they tried another method.
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•	 Relatedness: Encouragement came from both 
the teacher and peers, creating a positive team 
atmosphere.

•	 Language Skills: Students used English in posters, di-
alogues, and presentations. Activities included prac-
tising persuasion, giving instructions, and responding 
to problems.

Amplify

Autonomy: Students took charge of how they presented 
the Pen Hospital to the wider school.

Competence: Speaking in front of an audience or writing 
for the school blog helped them grow in confidence and 
clarity.

Relatedness: Their work gained recognition from peers 
and adults alike, reinforcing their place in the school 
community.

Language Skills: Amplification gave them a real purpose 
for using English. Public speaking, writing captions, and 
scripting announcements helped develop fluency, struc-
ture, and vocabulary range.

Respect

•	 Autonomy: Students had the freedom to take on dif-
ferent roles according to their strengths and interests.

•	 Competence: They learned how to listen, negoti-
ate, and compromise during group discussions and 
decisions.
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•	 Relatedness: Respect formed the foundation of the 
group’s success. All ideas were considered, and no one 
was left out.

•	 Language Skills: Students practised turn-taking, ac-
tive listening, polite disagreement, and collaborative 
planning – all useful for real-world communication.

Nurture

•	 Autonomy: Students selected areas of the project to 
lead, whether it was data collection, art and design, 
or logistics.

•	 Competence: Each student developed new skills and 
deepened existing ones, from technical problem-solv-
ing to persuasive communication.

•	 Relatedness: Working toward a shared goal created a 
strong sense of belonging and mutual respect.

•	 Language Skills: Students reflected on their progress 
through journals or class discussions. These reflec-
tions supported personal expression, goal-setting, and 
the use of meaningful, contextualised language.

Ritik’s group’s Pen Hospital is more than an environmental 
project. It shows how a teacher can guide students to solve 
real problems while developing their English and key life 
skills. The LEARN framework helps make this kind of 
work intentional, empowering, and transformative.

Take this other wonderful hands-on project that a very 
committed educator in Cameroon devised to engage her 
young students to learn English vocabulary by showing 
them how to plant seeds and take care of them until they 
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germinated. Veronica integrated a focus on SDG 15 (Life 
on Land) into the language activity, and then, in the re-
flection that followed on the economic and environmental 
importance of planting seeds, she also managed to have 
these young learners focus on SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities 
and Communities) and SDG 13 (Climate Action). It became 
a lovely project that the students obviously really enjoyed.

If we apply the LEARN–SDT framework, it would basical-
ly cover the E, A, R, N which is already great. With the 
L(isten) at the beginning, it could become even more em-
powering and transformative as students get more agen-
cy through expressing their own concerns and interests, 
which could then further deepen the N(urture). Projects, 
like the one Veronica carried out, could also prove to be 
important stepping stones for students to start thinking 
about sustainability, as this might not come naturally in 
our society. Later projects could then take the full frame-
work into account to help empower students further.

For Institutions
Embedding sustainability into English language educa-
tion is not solely the responsibility of individual teachers. 
Institutions play a vital role in creating the conditions for 
meaningful and lasting change. This requires moving be-
yond isolated initiatives and incorporating sustainability 
into school culture, strategic planning, and professional 
development pathways. To support changemaking in the 
classroom, institutions need to explicitly recognise sus-
tainability as a core educational value. This can begin with 
the inclusion of ESD and Global Citizenship Education in 
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Strategic Development Plans and curriculum frameworks, 
aligning school-wide goals with global imperatives such as 
the UN’s SDGs. Leadership teams must prioritise sustain-
ability as an integrated educational outcome, and not just 
an extracurricular theme.

One effective way to operationalise this vision is through in-
itiatives such as Plastic Clever Schools, which offer a struc-
tured and student-led model for embedding sustainability 
into daily school life. In the ELT classroom, such initiatives 
become not only environmental campaigns but also lan-
guage-rich, skills-based learning opportunities. When in-
stitutions back these campaigns with time, space, visibility, 
and integration into broader school policy, they become 
transformative. Through projects like this, students simul-
taneously develop agency, leadership, and language.

Moreover, institutions should commit to continuing pro-
fessional development for teachers in the area of sus-
tainability education. Initiatives like the Global Schools 
Program (Sustainable Development Solutions Network 
[SDSN], n.d.), workshops on ecoliteracy and systems think-
ing, and frameworks such as the Sustainability Compass, 
the Systems Iceberg, or the Solutionary Framework, can 
equip staff with the skills and tools to integrate sustain-
ability meaningfully, without taking time away from the 
ELT focus.

Investment in resources and infrastructure is equally im-
portant – from sustainable school procurement to support 
for PjBL. Institutions can build partnerships with local 
NGOs, businesses, or global education platforms like Eco-
Schools (Foundation for Environmental Education, 2023), 
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Ages for Globalisation (n.d.), or eTwinning, offering stu-
dents authentic opportunities to apply English and sus-
tainability knowledge in real-world contexts. 

Ultimately, when sustainability becomes embedded in the 
institutional DNA, reflected in values, policies, and prac-
tices, ELT classrooms are no longer isolated spaces for lan-
guage learning. They become hubs of global citizenship, 
innovation, and collective action.

For Policymakers
ESD cannot rest solely on the shoulders of educators. Much 
like we cannot place the plight of the future of humani-
ty on younger generations. It requires structural support 
through national and international policy frameworks. 
Policymakers play a crucial role in embedding sustaina-
bility within education systems, ensuring it becomes a 
core part of language curricula, rather than an occasional 
classroom theme.

A key step is integrating sustainability into teacher train-
ing programmes and curriculum design. Governments 
and educational bodies should develop clear sustainability 
education guidelines deeply embedded in national curric-
ula in subjects other than Global Citizenship or Environ-
mental Studies, where there is already a more direct focus, 
and make sure it is also integrated in the curricula of con-
tent subjects such as English, MFL, Sciences and Human-
ities. ICT can further ensure that students gain language 
skills while engaging with real-world global challenges, 
reducing costs as classrooms can open up to networking 
without moving beyond their geographical borders.
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Many educators want to bring sustainability into their 
classrooms but lack time, resources, or institutional back-
ing. Increased funding for sustainability-focused materi-
als, professional development, and extracurricular initia-
tives can bridge this gap. Financial support is important 
but not essential. While the allocation of grants for teach-
er-led projects, school-wide sustainability initiatives, and 
cross-cultural exchange programmes that embed envi-
ronmental awareness into ELT would be transformation-
al, there are also a great number of easy to access pro-
grammes available to teachers and students alike, to help 
develop their awareness of sustainability and how to in-
clude ESD into their daily lives. Projects like Erasmus+ can 
fund international collaborations where educators use 
English to discuss and address sustainability issues with 
peers across borders, reinforcing both language acquisi-
tion and global citizenship. 

Equally important is amplifying student voices in envi-
ronmental policymaking. Education systems should ac-
tively support youth participation in decision-making pro-
cesses, whether through school councils, youth advisory 
boards, or climate-focused student panels. Policies could 
also encourage schools to connect students with activist 
networks, allowing them to learn from young changemak-
ers already leading sustainability efforts worldwide.

The focus for sustainability-focused ELT policies should 
not be to just teach students about climate issues; they 
should equip them with the skills, confidence, and oppor-
tunities to act. A whole-system approach, where govern-
ments, schools, and teachers work together, ensures that 
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sustainability becomes a fundamental part of language 
education, preparing students to navigate and shape this 
rapidly changing world.

For Students
Students are not just passive recipients of knowledge; they 
are key drivers of change. Schools, and education in gen-
eral, are key to empowering students to see themselves as 
active participants in tackling global challenges, equip-
ping them with the confidence, skills, and opportunities 
to make a meaningful impact.

One way to foster this mindset is through youth pro-
grammes and conferences that connect students with 
peers from different regions, allowing them to share 
sustainability projects and solutions. Platforms and pro-
grammes, like the UN SDSN Global Schools Program, UN 
at your Doorstep, and eTwinning, provide opportunities 
for international collaboration, where students use Eng-
lish as a lingua franca to exchange ideas, solve problems, 
and build global networks. Schools can also create local 
initiatives, such as classroom exchanges, where students 
share sustainability actions with other schools in their 
community, or cross-country initiatives where classrooms 
open up to collaborations with schools in other areas of 
the world. 

For instance, an ESL class at the Liceo Artístico Apollo-
ni-Fano in Italy working on Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet 
connected their literature class to the global issue of child 
marriage by exploring the play in relation to the SDGs. The 
focus of the class was on the character of Juliet and her 
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relationship with her parents, leading to a broader dis-
cussion about child marriage, which remains a pressing 
issue in many parts of the world and connects to SDG 5 
(Gender Equality) and SDG 4 (Quality Education). To en-
hance students’ understanding of this issue, their teach-
er, Stefania, invited a fellow teacher from Turkey called 
Parvin, to share insights and data, via Zoom, regarding 
child marriage in her country, highlighting the cultural, 
economic, and educational factors that contribute to the 
prevalence of child marriage, as well as the efforts made 
to combat this practice. The Zoom conference with Parvin 
provided valuable information and personal anecdotes 
that resonated with the students and helped them connect 
the historical context of Romeo and Juliet with modern so-
cietal challenges, fostering a deeper understanding of the 
relevance of literature in addressing contemporary issues. 
The inclusion of external perspectives further enriched 
the learning experience, encouraging students to think 
critically about social justice and equality, and served as a 
reflection on the importance of integrating literature with 
real-world issues, ultimately empowering students to be-
come informed global citizens.

Beyond school projects, sustainability education should 
also introduce students to real-world changemakers. 
Learning from young activists like Vanessa Nakate, Alicia 
Waters Galán, Melati Wijsen or Greta Thunberg can in-
spire students to see their own potential in driving change 
and appreciate the power of using English as their means 
to communicate. Volunteering opportunities, whether in 
local conservation efforts, community clean-ups, or social 
enterprises, can be vital in helping students apply their 
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learning in meaningful ways, reinforcing both language 
skills and sustainability literacy.

Participating in youth-led environmental projects also 
provides valuable transferable skills, including teamwork, 
problem-solving, communication, and leadership. These 
are not just crucial for activism but also enhance academ-
ic applications, job prospects, and scholarship opportuni-
ties. Sustainability-focused projects can be showcased in 
personal statements (for university applications or when 
applying for a job), demonstrating critical thinking, initia-
tive, and a commitment to global issues. 

Incorporating ESD into our classrooms also fosters sys-
tems thinking, helping students move beyond simplistic 
cause-and-effect reasoning. Many sustainability chal-
lenges are complex and interconnected, and without a 
bigger-picture approach, students risk developing tunnel 
vision, focusing only on surface-level solutions. Encour-
aging systems thinking helps them analyse how various 
factors interact, allowing for more effective, long-term 
problem-solving.

Moreover, ESD cultivates empathy. By engaging with real 
stories, diverse perspectives, and global challenges, stu-
dents develop greater understanding of different cultures 
and experiences, improving their ability to collaborate 
across borders. Critical thinking also plays a key role, en-
couraging students to question sources, assess arguments, 
and develop informed opinions about environmental and 
social issues.

When sustainability is embedded in their education, stu-
dents gain more than just awareness. They go a few steps 
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further in gaining agency, resilience, and, most important-
ly, a voice. The classroom becomes a launchpad for action, 
helping them transition from learners to leaders, capable 
of tackling real-world challenges with confidence, adapt-
ability, and a deeper understanding of the world around 
them.

Conclusion: From Learners to Leaders
Motivation and confidence are the cornerstones of helping 
students become changemakers (Waters, 2024a). When 
learners are driven by a sense of purpose and feel empow-
ered to act, they begin to see themselves not simply as lan-
guage learners but as capable agents of real-world change. 
This combination allows them to take ownership of their 
learning, engage critically with sustainability challenges, 
and develop the skills to contribute to a more just, equita-
ble, and sustainable world.

The LEARN Framework offers educators a practical, stu-
dent-centred approach to embedding sustainability into 
ELT. By listening to students’ interests, encouraging their 
efforts, amplifying their voices, respecting diverse per-
spectives, and nurturing their sense of agency, teachers 
can create environments where students thrive – linguis-
tically, emotionally, and intellectually. These are not just 
classroom strategies; they are building blocks for lifelong 
engagement with sustainability.

Alongside LEARN, tools like the Sustainability Compass 
and the Solutionary Framework provide powerful ways 
to cultivate systems thinking and solutionary mindsets. 
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By guiding students to consider nature, economy, society, 
and well-being in tandem, we help them ‘connect the dots’ 
between the local and the global, the personal and the po-
litical. The Solutionary Framework, in particular, empow-
ers learners to investigate real-world issues through a jus-
tice-oriented lens, identifying root causes and proposing 
meaningful, compassionate solutions. As 16-year-old Lud-
mila from the Modern School of Lanus in Buenos Aires, 
Argentina, says about working on SDG 12 using the IHE 
Solutionary Framework to deepen thinking:

The best thing about IHE projects is that we don’t just 
learn in the classroom – we actually take action! We get 
to create real solutions, like starting awareness cam-
paigns, developing sustainable ideas, or even working 
with communities to make positive changes. It’s not 
just about talking about the problems; it’s about doing 
something to fix them.

As educators, our role is not just to teach English; it is to 
equip students with the tools to think critically, collabo-
rate effectively, and act responsibly. Sustainability in ELT 
is not a ‘nice-to-have’ add-on; it’s a transformational ap-
proach that places relevance, agency, and impact at the 
heart of language education.

So, let us reimagine our classrooms as launchpads for 
changemakers. Let us embrace sustainability not as a top-
ic, but as a mindset, a way of teaching, thinking, and be-
ing. Let us support students to discover their passions, use 
their voices, and take bold, informed steps toward a better 
future. Because when students believe they can make a 
difference, they usually do.
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Abstract

Life in many rural communities or lower economically 
developed countries means that sustainable practices are 
commonplace out of necessity. Gender inequalities and 
established roles may also mean that some women are less 
likely to have disposable incomes than their male coun-
terparts, resulting in a greater ability to live within their 
means. Yet, when the global English Language Teaching 
(ELT) community is heavily reliant on ELT resources pro-
duced by higher economically developed countries, there 
can be a mismatch between the idea of what is sustain-
able. Such a mismatch sometimes appears to mirror the 
current political discussions of whether the global north 
should be preaching to the global south about how to live 
sustainably, which is reminiscent of their colonial pasts. 
This chapter will argue that there should not be one kind 
of sustainability for some and a middle-of-the-road kind 

Chapter 3

A Holistic Education in English 
Language Teaching
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of sustainability for others. It will suggest that the ineq-
uity that exists between different English language learn-
ers around the world should be used to raise awareness 
by policymakers, publishers, institutions, and educators 
(of both teachers and students) to begin to redress the bal-
ance. Throughout, the focus will remain on strengthening 
awareness of the environmental impact through English.

Keywords: ELT; Awareness; Inequity; Balance

Introduction
According to the International Commission on the Future 
of Education (2021), “Education is the foundation for the 
renewal and transformation of our societies” (p. 10). This 
quote reflects how formal education is the vehicle through 
which we first learn about the wider world. As very young 
children our world is very much confined to our families 
and guardians, who see to our basic physiological needs. 
By providing us with food, water, shelter, and safety, our 
primary caregivers are automatically the only world we 
need as vulnerable infants. It is only when we are fortu-
nate to progress onto a formal education system that we 
discover there are many other children living similar lives 
to ourselves. However, it takes us time to comprehend that 
they all have unique realities and live in slightly different 
settings to our own. Secondary and higher education pro-
vides us with a better appreciation for an even wider com-
munity and the planet we live on. 

The English language being the language of choice for a 
Lingua Franca, plays a vital role in how we interact with 
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that wider community and learn about the lives of others 
on our planet. It is only then that we can begin to appre-
ciate the damage we have thus far inflicted on our shared 
home, enough to begin to consider how to undo it. 

Fifty percent of all technical and scientific periodicals are 
in English, and learning the English language has become 
as important as studying the sciences, mathematics, and 
digital technology when it comes to accessing a knowl-
edge base required for transforming our societies. The 
Guardian newspaper recently reported on research that 
revealed that “UK institutions had educated 50 world lead-
ers who were in posts in 2022, with the US in second place 
with 41” (Weale, 2025). Therefore, English must recognise 
its responsibility in the way it influences not only future 
thinkers and creators, but also future leaders.

The COVID-19 pandemic and the wars in Ukraine and Pal-
estine have highlighted how countries are interdependent 
for energy, food, technical commodities, health solutions, 
and the global cargo lines that we use to deliver them all. 
This is one major reason why we need to be more con-
scious of building a cooperative mindset into our educa-
tional settings. It is also where skills play a vital role be-
cause simply focusing on knowledge while ignoring the 
skills required to apply that knowledge does not move us 
forward. This is apparent from many students’ experienc-
es of English language learning, with one such learner 
having reported, “I spent over 5 years studying the verb ‘to 
be’ at school and still can’t speak English!”

Even when we tackle both knowledge and skills in ELT, it 
may not be enough if there is a negative attitude towards 
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English. For example, some learners may not wish to be 
studying English because their parents enrolled them, be-
cause it is a compulsory component of their further edu-
cation, or because they associate the language with West-
ern imperialism, or at worst, with a government that has 
interfered in their country’s democratic processes. There-
fore, for ELT to be genuinely sustainable, it must culti-
vate in learners the knowledge, skills, and attitudes that 
allow them to employ English constructively – for their 
own development, for the benefit of their local communi-
ties, and, consequently, for broader global advancement. 
Hence this chapter will focus on these three same areas 
of knowledge, skills, and attitudes to discuss how we can 
build sustainability into ELT.

Knowledge
Sustainability has come to be associated with the environ-
ment and being greener. However, it is easy to forget that 
by caring for our environment and the health of the cli-
mate, we also care for our own mental health and well-be-
ing. To successfully do so, it cannot be ignored that the 
design and functioning of financial and economic systems 
need to also align in a sustainable way. This has given rise 
to the term circular economy. The European Parliament’s 
(2023) understanding of it being: “a model of production 
and consumption, which involves sharing, leasing, reus-
ing, repairing, refurbishing and recycling existing materi-
als and products as long as possible.”

There is a strong resemblance between a circular econ-
omy and the way we teach language – building into our 
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lessons reusing, repairing (when students make natural 
errors during the learning process), refurbishing (when 
we allow students to experiment with new language), and 
recycling (in order to reinforce language learning). Suc-
cessful learning and language use can result in positive 
mental health and well-being in the intrinsic motivation 
which becomes evident when students are able to use lan-
guage effectively for their own purposes. So, it could be 
argued that a circular economy is the perfect fit for sus-
tainability in ELT.

ELT, having gone through many transitions, has moved 
from focusing on the knowledge of vocabulary, grammar, 
and sentence structure to that of how to use this knowl-
edge as a foundation for communicating your ideas. 
Hence the emphasis is more on being able to use language 
to logically and clearly present, connect, and support one’s 
opinions to be able to represent who one is. This links di-
rectly to citizenship and global issues of discrimination, 
equal opportunities, and the problems of exclusion, hu-
man rights, social injustice, conflict and peace, poverty, 
and exploitation (both of people and natural resources) 
(Yakovchuk, 2004).

If ELT is to extend its impact beyond the attainment of 
an internationally recognised English qualification, and 
thereby be considered truly sustainable, it must foster in 
learners the ability to use English to widen their perspec-
tives and develop their full potential. What better way of 
doing it than to shape students into global citizens?

To be a citizen of the world, one needs to learn about the 
world, but not one that is narrowed down to situational 
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scenarios or topics such as air travel or holiday destina-
tions. If people are required to interact in English in any 
number of settings, the more valuable knowledge would 
be how to navigate miscommunication and prevent com-
munication breakdown. The global nature of EFL implies 
that it is unlikely to take place with someone who speaks 
English as a first language, given that second language 
speakers of English (L2) far outnumber first English lan-
guage (L1) speakers. The website lemongrad.com states 
that little more than 4 per cent of conversations involve 
L1 speakers of English, with the remainder including “at 
least non-native speakers [of English]” (Yadav, 2018). This 
is presumably why Pauwels (2000) shows disapproval of 
approaches that assume intercultural communication is 
going to occur between English language learners and L1 
speakers.

Despite such data on the likelihood for cross-cultural in-
teractions, culture remains a background for linguistic 
content and can be viewed as “time off from the ‘real’ con-
text of language learning” (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013, p. 
147). Yet, culture can be the driving force behind wanting 
to interact with another speaker of English, as Holliday 
(2017) states about interculturality being a “seamless pro-
cess whereby we employ our existing cultural experience 
to engage with new cultural domains within which we can 
also find ourselves, and we make sense of the existing cul-
tural identities of ourselves and others” (p. 214).

If we are to coexist sustainably on one planet, there needs 
to be an understanding of each other’s local environ-
ments and realities. Such progress depends on mutual 
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understanding and dialogue, which are most likely to oc-
cur in English. It also requires English speakers to recog-
nise that, although they may identify with communities 
that share particular practices, culture remains a fluid 
construct that is not anchored to the physical territory 
they inhabit. As Victoria and Sangiamchit (2021) point out, 
“culture is not ‘what is’ but ‘what one does.’” (p. 7). Such 
a definition lends itself perfectly to intercultural compe-
tence, with the emphasis very much on ‘inter’. Thus, it can 
only occur through interactions with others and is another 
argument against depicting cultures “as separate and in-
dependent entities that do not interact or connect” (Abid, 
2021, p. 136). Similarly, the climatically induced problems 
many societies face can only be solved by people from 
distinct parts of the planet interacting and finding solu-
tions that include very varied populations and cultures. 
Otherwise, a solution can become irrelevant if it does not 
take into account different perspectives. Unless we are all 
onboard, the sustainability bus is not going to be able to 
carry everyone for the whole journey.

Skills
To be able to accommodate everyone, the metaphorical 
bus needs to take a responsible direction and allow for 
many differences. These are just two of the essential skills 
required to be able to use English language in a respectful 
way to form the necessary dialogues that Holliday (2017) 
referred to. Unless solutions to combat and mitigate cli-
mate change are realistic and achievable for all, they 
are not going to be implemented. For example, if higher 
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economically developed countries are able to increase 
their use of renewable energies, should they be able to 
criticise lower economically developed countries that are 
still dependent on fossil fuels or communities that still 
cook on woodfires?

For such complex scenarios, future generations who can 
lead the innovative solutions necessary to combat the 
problems in existence today need to be able to under-
stand the perspectives of those living in parallel realities 
to themselves. This is impossible to achieve without first 
having acquired some basic level of empathy. In a typ-
ical English language classroom, such practices can be 
fostered through collaborative tasks, which demand only 
modest adjustments to established teaching methods.

It is through the commonplace use of the development of 
collaborative skills that students can also become aware 
of their peers’ use of English. Nation (2001) refers to this 
as noticing skills, that is when one makes a mental note of 
other people’s knowledge of English and can, as a result, 
reflect on their own use of the language. This strengthens 
greatly the neuronal connections made to the initial input 
of vocabulary and grammar elements, as well as giving 
a multi-sensory method of recall while interacting with 
their peers. Such socialisation of learning has long been 
highlighted as an essential part of the learning process by 
Vygotsky (1978), Krashen (2003), and supporters of the be-
havioural approach.

Through such interactions, learners develop key com-
municative competencies, including turn-taking, seeking 
clarification, and negotiating – rather than presuming 
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– meaning. Collaboration in pairs or small groups pro-
vides a more intimate and supportive environment than 
situations in which students are compelled to produce 
language before the whole class. This offers students a 
safer environment to produce and experiment with the 
language available to them, removing the assumption that 
they need to produce perfect and correct spoken or writ-
ten production. It also places an emphasis on interactive 
communication that automatically puts careful learning 
skills at the forefront in order to be able to respond appro-
priately. Thus, this shifts the focus from preparing what to 
say or the need to ‘rehearse’ the language, which allows for 
using English in the real world. When language is unpre-
pared it allows for the negotiation of meaning, repairing 
and refining of ideas and opinions in a more creative man-
ner. It also lends itself to the exploration of information, 
topics, or perspectives that may be new or rarely visited.

While in the past publishers and teachers alike may have 
considered the exploration of ‘serious’ topics as creating 
a cognitive overload on students, it can be recognised as 
opening the door to the development of cognitive skills. 
This is when the level of language is stretched slightly be-
yond students’ current levels. Krashen (2003) referred to it 
as linguistic i+1, Vygotsky (1978) described it as the Zone of 
Proximal Development, and Dweck (2015) described it in 
terms of developing a growth mindset. Content and Lan-
guage Integrated Learning (CLIL) methodology sees it as 
an important element of learning content matter through 
English.
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It is therefore reasonable to conclude that, since a signif-
icant proportion of scientific, mathematical, and techno-
logical knowledge is accessible in English, using climate 
change and its varied impacts on global communities as 
a focus of study can meaningfully contribute to learners’ 
cognitive development through ELT. When combined with 
a sense of responsibility and comprehension of the deep 
connectedness of a convenient lifestyle with that of the ef-
fect of climate change on communities halfway around the 
world, we can play an integral part in providing a platform 
on which students can develop their citizenship skills.

Citizenship can be explored on a global level rather than 
only on a local one, similar to what has been discussed 
about intercultural competence, where there is a greater 
proximity felt towards a fluid idea of behaviour that is less 
associated with nations than with the contexts of people’s 
lives. Holliday (2014) suggests that having an intercultur-
al awareness allows you to decide on how you fit in the 
world in terms of ideologies. The reality is often that we 
develop identities depending on the groups of people we 
spend regular time with, rather than those that we may 
come into contact with for a period of time and never 
again. These experiences give us our cultural values, and 
similarly, we may feel a strong sense of being a citizen of 
that group. Equally, we may feel close to and a citizen of a 
distinct group of people at another time of day. For exam-
ple, I could feel a strong sense of empathy for the Pope’s 
health leading up to the festival of Easter in 2025, having 
witnessed my own mother suffering from pulmonary in-
fection and pneumonia without having an ounce of Ca-
tholicism in me. The same day on a videocall with teacher 
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trainers in Bangladesh, who were due to be working with 
teachers in Madrasahs (schools that place a great deal of 
emphasis on Quranic teachings), I was able to feel a deep 
sense of kinship in their wish to provide awareness raising 
of the difficulties of girls being educated while facing nu-
merous biases in their society.

Attitudes
My attitude would determine how I reacted to news of a 
Catholic Pope’s ill health or to the Islamic traditions with-
in a Madrasah teaching context. Attitudes are profoundly 
influenced by an individual’s upbringing, religious beliefs 
(or absence thereof), life circumstances, intercultural fa-
miliarity, and economic background, each of which con-
tributes to their understanding of what is deemed ‘normal’ 
within the communities and circles they engage with. 
These people and their ideas all filter down into the sed-
iments of one’s own biases and preferences. Some of the 
biases can conveniently disguise themselves as tradition 
or culture, such as the girl child being responsible for her 
younger siblings and thus getting overlooked for enrol-
ment into primary education.

However, the introduction of the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), which evolved into the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs), has had a huge impact on the greater 
inclusion of girls in primary education worldwide. Similar-
ly, SDGs have helped to bring climate change education into 
the realms of ELT, with many publishers signing up to the 
SDGs Publishers Compact (UN, 2020), with the signatories 
agreeing to sustainable practices in their industry.
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Although the publishing industry has recognised the need 
for action to help accelerate the likelihood of achieving the 
SDGs by 2030, it still considers politics to be a topic that 
should be avoided. The acronym used to remind authors of 
such topics that need to be treated as taboos is PARSNIP, 
which stands for Politics, Alcohol, Religion, Sex, Narcotics, 
-isms, and Pork. Depending on one’s attitude toward climate 
change and gender equality, these issues may be perceived 
as political. Consequently, it can be argued that the publish-
ing industry exhibits contradictory attitudes in determin-
ing what should or should not be classified as political.

Climate action could be viewed from the perspective of 
equity, because it is widely accepted that the biggest pol-
luters of our planet are countries with high industrial out-
puts or petroleum production (Our World in Data, 2022). 
Oxfam (2023) states that it is the lifestyle of the richest 10 
percent of nations that are responsible for the production 
of 49 percent of carbon dioxide (CO₂) emissions. When 
viewed through this lens, climate action can be consid-
ered a moral responsibility of those who have thus far 
benefitted from a surge in their incomes, standards of liv-
ing, and ability to make lifestyle choices, regardless of the 
environmental impact of their decisions.

From a climate point of view, vegetarianism could be seen 
as a political act, and some might even view it as a ‘reli-
gion’ because it can govern a person’s whole way of life. It 
is improbable that a topic such as vegetarianism would be 
omitted from an ELT publication due to concerns about 
misrepresentation or offending those who hold stereotyp-
ical views of vegetarians. In contrast, there is a tendency 
to treat other ways of life, particularly those classified as 
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religions, with considerably more caution. Thus, I would 
argue that we should include such topics without present-
ing them as correct or incorrect beliefs or faiths. Instead, 
the ELT field must recognise that learners need oppor-
tunities to engage with a wide range of lifestyles, norms, 
and practices. It is time to abandon the notion of prohib-
ited topics or a so-called blacklist and focus instead on 
representing diverse traditions, cultures, and alternative 
‘norms,’ enabling people from all backgrounds to articu-
late their own realities and to interact with others with tol-
erance, respect, and acceptance.

Gotlieb et al. (2024) characterise such topics, which enable 
adolescents to engage cognitively with the concepts that 
structure our social world, as instances of “transcend-
ent thinking.” Their research followed 65 teenagers from 
low-income, urban communities over a period of 5 years. 
They found that when regularly given tasks of deliberat-
ing at a deep level about ethical, widely accepted societal 
systems, and more personal-level case studies, it result-
ed in the brain undergoing an increased development of 
connections and coordination between two key areas of 
the brain. One being the default mode network (DMN) 
and the other the executive control network (ECN). The 
research findings suggest that the DMN helps to engage 
at an emotional level with stories and scenarios, allowing 
for reflection, while the ECN governs goal-oriented think-
ing. The study showed that by engaging the teenagers with 
relevant, interesting, and social topics, it helped them 
discuss and develop parts of the brain that subsequently 
helped them to critically consider societal norms. This al-
lowed them to construct value-based inferences that made 
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them curious about their own beliefs and values, as well 
as their participation in society. Developing such thinking 
assisted in their perception, awareness, and acceptance of 
self, which, at the end of the study, revealed better mental 
health and well-being.

Therefore, if we use examples that help students explore 
contexts relevant to their own lives while also fostering 
empathy for worlds entirely unfamiliar to them, they can 
begin to develop greater curiosity about the systems that 
create and sustain existing inequalities.

Conclusion
We need to engage English learners cognitively with more 
than superficial aspects of sustainability, such as how to re-
cycle plastic, when the root issue is that plastic production 
is a profitable by-product of an overreliance on fossil fuel 
industries. In many global regions, those who are privately 
educated reach sufficiently high levels of English to go on to 
study in universities around the world. English is clearly a 
language that can enable many to fulfil their potential and 
reach decision-making roles that can greatly influence the 
direction and progression of our societies at a global level.

Imagine the impact if, alongside teaching English lan-
guage knowledge, we also fostered the skills and attitudes 
required to ensure that sustainability is treated as more 
than a surface-level topic. It must be approached in a way 
that allows students to gain a nuanced understanding of 
the economic and social structures that have consolidated 
power among a small minority while permitting the cli-
mate catastrophe to go unchallenged. Sustainability must 
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not be viewed as a topic that appears in one of many units 
in an ELT textbook; instead, it must be woven into the very 
contexts of every unit. It is high time we ensured that real 
change occurs, rather than continuing to rely on the same 
ELT material templates that have been used in the past. 
Only then can real, sustainable change occur.
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Abstract

This chapter examines the dual role of Generative AI (Ge-
nAI) in modern classrooms: as a transformative educa-
tional tool but also as an emerging technology with sig-
nificant environmental implications. While it seems that 
AI enhances learning and creative engagement in many 
ways, its heavy environmental impact in terms of ener-
gy and water consumption as well as its carbon footprint 
challenge sustainability goals in an era in which sustain-
ability practices should also be present in the classroom. 
The chapter outlines GenAI environmental issues and 
proposes strategies to integrate the technology respon-
sibly, both for teachers and students, emphasising more 
energy-efficient practices, and curricula promoting crit-
ical awareness of AI’s ecological impact, among other 
issues. By aligning these efforts with the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals, particularly SDG 4 (Quality Education), 
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educators at all levels can balance technological innova-
tion with environmental, economic and social conscious-
ness, equipping students to navigate the challenges of a 
sustainability-driven world.

Keywords: Sustainability; GenAI; Artificial Intelligence

 Introduction
Global urgency to make sustainability a priority in today’s 
classrooms cannot be denied. The term sustainability 
was initially used in the Brundtland Report (WCED, 1987) 
when referring to the idea that sustainable development 
“meets the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. 
Sustainability encompasses three key dimensions: the 
environmental, the social, and the economic. There is a 
clear interdependence among these three dimensions, 
without any hierarchical relationship among them. These 
dimensions comprise multifaceted issues that call for in-
terconnected solutions. The Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), adopted by the UN in 2015, provide a holistic 
framework to address these interconnected challenges, 
especially when Goal 4 – Quality Education – specifically 
Target 4.7 (UN, n.d.), is considered. It focuses on educa-
tion for sustainable development and global citizenship. 
This target aspires to ensure that by 2030, all learners ac-
quire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustain-
able development, human rights, gender equality, peace 
and non-violence, and global citizenship.
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As far as Generative AI (GenAI) is concerned, its use by 
teachers and students alike has become unavoidable. It is 
widely acknowledged that the presence of GenAI in class-
rooms is inevitable, whatever its specific applications may 
be. Yet, not all things are that easy when it comes to inte-
grating GenAI into sustainability-focused education. The 
environmental cost of GenAI is quite high: high energy 
consumption and high carbon emissions raise questions 
about the critical usage of this technology in the class-
rooms. Large language models (LLMs) are usually ex-
tremely computationally intensive to train and run; some 
studies estimate hundreds of tons of CO2 emissions from 
training a single model and water consumption to cool 
GenAI systems is significant, among other issues as well 
(Bashir et al., 2024).

This chapter aims to cover two important issues: first, it 
will provide reasons why GenAI could be inserted in a sus-
tainability-focused classroom; secondly, it will evaluate 
how GenAI tools could be integrated in those classrooms 
considering their own environmental impact. This chap-
ter will also highlight the need to balance the pedagogical 
benefits of AI with its ecological footprint and calls for re-
sponsible and ethical use. It will, therefore, consider the 
importance of placing GenAI awareness at the centre of 
achieving sustainable development. By placing GenAI into 
the wider context of both English language teaching (ELT) 
and sustainability, this chapter hopes to add to the emerg-
ing debate that exists at the nexus between technology, 
education, and global citizenship. It calls upon educators 
to take on their dual role as facilitators of language learn-
ing and stewards of sustainable practices in a manner that 



 Sustainability in English Language Teaching80

will prepare a generation of learners capable of working 
with and resolving the challenges of the 21st century.

 Background
A few key theoretical frameworks underpin the inte-
gration of sustainability and GenAI into education as a 
whole. On the one hand, sustainability education is at the 
core, enabling learners to acquire the knowledge, values 
and skills to assist in solving some of the most complex 
global issues our world faces. Education for Sustaina-
ble Development is an approach endorsed by UNESCO 
(2020), which provides guiding principles on how to fit 
sustainability into school curricula. This mandate takes 
special relevance in the field of ELT. Taking into con-
sideration its very own nature, ELT has the possibility 
to transcend cultural and linguistic barriers, fostering 
global awareness and critical thinking among learners. 
Integrating sustainability into ELT goes beyond language 
skills; it empowers students to become informed, re-
sponsible global citizens. Sustainability issues linked to 
climate change, social inequalities, and resource deple-
tion provide meaningful content for discussions, debates 
and projects. This will enable students to develop their 
critical thinking and problem-solving skills. Sustaina-
bility topics are relevant and engaging, making learning 
more meaningful and impactful. Moreover, sustainabil-
ity-focused classrooms help learners connect local ac-
tions with global consequences, fostering a clear sense 
of responsibility. They help develop all life skills in learn-
ers. Last but not least, sustainability-focused classrooms 



81The Role of Generative AI in Sustainability-Conscious Classrooms

support language learning with a purpose: they prepare 
learners for academic and professional future needs.

On the other hand, GenAI is a disruptive technology that 
holds great promise to assist education. GenAI tools are 
believed to foster personalised, student-centred modes of 
learning. Supporting these principles, such technologies 
enable active engagement and adaptability for educators 
to tailor content to diverse learner needs and contexts, an 
extremely significant value in a world looking for inclu-
sion. Therefore, the potential of GenAI to improve edu-
cational outcomes in ways consistent with sustainability 
imperatives is also encouraged by most AI experts. For 
example, complex topics, such as climate change, can 
be represented through interactive simulations and data 
analysis. AI-driven platforms enable students to chart 
environmental data trends in order to build their critical 
thinking/problem-solving skills. Thus, GenAI in a sustain-
ability-focused classroom could be used for individualised 
reading materials, conversational practice scenarios, and 
even cultural simulations that enhance language profi-
ciency as well as global awareness.

However, as mentioned before, the adoption of GenAI is 
not without challenges. Among the issues of acceptance 
of GenAI is the environmental impact that these systems 
have, as will be enumerated later in this chapter. Another 
critical point of discussion concerns the ethical implica-
tions of using GenAI in education, particularly issues of 
unfairness and lack of transparency. These encompass 
questions relating to biases inherent to GenAI-generated 
output, propagandist misinformation, and overreliance 
on technological equipment for pedagogical purposes.
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Furthermore, the existing digital divide hinders equal ac-
cess to GenAI tools. Inequality in infrastructure, connec-
tivity, and digital literacy can reduce the potential of Ge-
nAI-enhanced education to reach the most marginalised 
communities. Such gaps urgently need to be dealt with if 
the introduction of GenAI in ELT and sustainability edu-
cation is to be truly inclusive and effective. The principle 
that “no one will be left behind” sits at the core of the 2030 
agenda for sustainable development (UN, 2015), meaning 
that all people, especially the most vulnerable and mar-
ginalised, must benefit from global progress.

 Generative AI and Sustainability
GenAI plays a dual role in ELT classrooms. It can be con-
sidered an agent of change for sustainability education or 
it can be seen as part of the big environmental challenges 
to address. The ecological footprint brought on by these AI 
systems raises an urgent challenge that educators have to 
consider and address. It does, however, require a balanced 
approach wherein the ELT benefits that come with GenAI 
are at par with trying to minimise environmental and eth-
ical downsides.

Among some of the issues related to GenAI, there is the 
environmental impact. The facts and figures related to 
AI’s environmental impact cannot be ignored. The carbon 
footprint of GenAI training and prompting is considera-
ble, both in terms of the electricity and water resources 
needed to run and cool down the servers used for their 
operation (Xiao et al., 2025). In addition to water and 
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energy consumption, data centres also produce large car-
bon emissions and generate e-waste at a faster rate. These 
aspects of running GenAI servers are definitely at odds 
with a much-agreed sustainability stance.

 Energy Consumption
Training and running large GenAI models require massive 
computational power. Most of the energy used by GenAI is 
attributed to data centres needed to run the complex mod-
els. High-performance Graphic Processing Units (GPUs), 
often used for AI processing, are particularly energy-in-
tensive, contributing significantly to the overall power 
consumption. Historically, data centres relied mainly on 
Central Processing Units (CPUs), which ran at roughly 150 
watts to 200 watts per chip. GPUs for AI ran at 400 watts un-
til 2022, while 2023 state-of-the-art GPUs for GenAI ran at 
700 watts, and 2024 next-generation chips were expected 
to run at 1,200 watts (Ramachandran et al., 2024).

Studies indicate that training a model like ChatGPT can 
require approximately 1,300 megawatt hours of electrici-
ty, roughly equivalent to the annual power use of 130 av-
erage US homes (Calvert, 2024). Image generation is even 
more energy-intensive, with a single AI-generated image 
consuming as much electricity as fully charging a smart-
phone (Dhanani, 2025). The scale of potential demand be-
comes clearer when considering that if Google’s 9 billion 
daily searches were replaced by AI chatbot queries, the 
energy required would be comparable to the power con-
sumption of an entire country such as Ireland (AI for Ed-
ucation, 2025). Recent research further shows that GenAI 
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models like ChatGPT may use up to ten times more elec-
tricity than traditional search engines, with data centres 
operating these systems projected to reach 1.5% of global 
electricity consumption by 2029 (Ligozat & De Vries, 2024). 
Echoing these concerns, the International Energy Agency 
(2025) forecasts that data-centre energy use could double 
by 2030, with AI a major contributor to this growth.

Factors Influencing Energy Consumption

•	 Model size: Larger and more complex GenAI models 
generally require more energy to train and operate.

•	 Usage frequency: The number of times a model is used 
directly impacts its energy consumption.

•	 Hardware efficiency: Advances in chip design can im-
prove energy efficiency of AI models.

Potential Mitigation Strategies

•	 Optimising models: Researchers are working on de-
veloping more efficient AI architectures to reduce en-
ergy consumption.

•	 Renewable energy sources: Powering data centres 
with renewable energy can help offset the environ-
mental impact of AI.

•	 Responsible usage: Promoting a mindful use of GenAI 
models can help reduce unnecessary energy usage.

Carbon Dioxide Emissions
Carbon emissions are closely tied to energy consumption, 
making the environmental cost of GenAI systems a critical 
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concern. Research suggests that training a single large 
model such as GPT-3 required approximately 1,287 mega-
watt hours (MWh) of electricity and produced around 552 
tons of CO₂, equivalent to the annual emissions of about 
110 petrol-powered cars or the lifetime emissions of five 
average passenger vehicles (Saenko, 2023). In contrast, 
Google has estimated GPT-3’s annual carbon footprint at 
a much lower 8.4 tons of CO₂ (Net Zero Business, 2024), 
illustrating how reported impacts can vary depending on 
methodology and underlying assumptions. The environ-
mental burden is expected to increase further with newer, 
larger models, and carbon intensity ultimately depends 
on the energy mix of the grid powering the data centres 
where training and usage occurs.

More broadly, data centres currently account for an esti-
mated 2.5% to 3.7% of global greenhouse gas emissions, 
surpassing even the aviation industry, which contributes 
around 2.4% of global CO₂ emissions, a figure that has 
remained relatively stable since 1992 (Lavi, 2025). These 
comparisons highlight the growing environmental foot-
print of GenAI and the urgent need for sustainable strate-
gies in AI development and deployment.

The carbon footprint of a GenAI prompt is significantly 
higher than a search-engine query. The equivalent of each 
query was estimated at 4.32 g of CO₂. A Google search is 
0.2 g per query (Net Zero Business, 2024). According to this 
calculator, 16 queries equal the emissions generated by 
boiling a kettle. If each unique visit results in an average of 
10 queries, that amounts to 15 trillion queries per month. 
However, Google has recently implemented AI overviews 
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powered by their GenAI model Gemini, which cannot be 
turned off. A single Google search with AI integrated in 
it will consume 10 times more energy (3 KWh) than the 
traditional Google search (Kerr, 2024). There exists a com-
plex way of managing not to see it, but the operation is 
still conducted in the background, so you would not be 
avoiding the impact. A second workaround is to use anoth-
er web browser other than Chrome, like Safari or Firefox. 
But this only works on your computer, rather than your 
mobile phone. It is also important to point out that model 
size matters. Larger AI models with more parameters gen-
erally have a larger carbon footprint.

Factors Contributing to High Emissions

•	 Hardware production: The manufacturing process of 
specialised chips needed for AI training can be ener-
gy-intensive and generate significant emissions.

•	 Data centre cooling: Maintaining optimal temper-
atures in data centres requires significant energy 
consumption.

•	 Power grid reliance on fossil fuels: If the electricity 
powering the data centres comes from fossil fuels, it 
contributes to higher carbon emissions.

Potential Mitigation Strategies
•	 Improving energy efficiency: Developing more effi-

cient AI algorithms and hardware.

•	 Renewable energy sources: Utilising renewable ener-
gy sources to power data centres.
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•	 Model optimisation: Reducing the size of AI models 
while maintaining performance.

•	 Carbon offsetting: Investing in carbon credits to offset 
emissions from AI operations.

Water Consumption
Water consumption is another significant environmental 
concern associated with GenAI. According to recent stud-
ies, GenAI, particularly LLMs like those behind ChatGPT, 
can consume a large amount of water due to the energy 
needed to power data centres used to train and run them, 
with estimates suggesting that AI could use between 4.2 
and 6.6 billion cubic meters of water annually by 2027, 
equivalent to the water consumption of a country like 
Denmark (Ren, 2023). This water is primarily used for 
cooling systems in data centres, with up to 12 litres of wa-
ter potentially being used per kWh of energy consumed 
(Ren, 2023). Data centres’ server rooms must be kept cool, 
typically between 10–27 degrees Celsius, to prevent equip-
ment malfunctioning. Moreover, data centres must use 
clean freshwater sources to manage the heat generated by 
processing large amounts of data and to avoid the corro-
sion and bacteria growth associated with seawater. Fresh-
water is also necessary for humidity control in the rooms.

Training large models contributes heavily to this excessive 
demand for water. For instance, training GPT-3 has been 
estimated to consume as much water as the production of 
370 BMWs or 320 Teslas (McLean, 2023). Microsoft’s global 
water use increased by 34% between 2021 and 2022, reach-
ing nearly 1.7 billion gallons, the equivalent of more than 
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2,500 Olympic-sized swimming pools (O’Brien & Finger-
hut, 2023). Even everyday use carries a notable footprint, 
with a single series of 5 to 50 ChatGPT prompts requiring 
approximately 500 millilitres of water, roughly the volume 
of a standard 16-ounce bottle (O’Brien & Fingerhut, 2023).

These pressures are amplified when data centres are lo-
cated in regions already experiencing water scarcity, 
where heavy industrial water use can further strain local 
supplies. As the adoption of AI technologies continues to 
expand, so too does their water footprint, raising urgent 
questions about the long-term sustainability of GenAI in a 
world facing increasing water insecurity.

Potential Mitigation Strategies

•	 Data centre location: Choosing locations with abun-
dant water resources can mitigate the impact on local 
water supplies.

•	 Water efficiency technologies: Implementing ad-
vanced cooling technologies and water recycling 
systems in data centres can help reduce water 
consumption.

•	 Transparency and reporting: Technology companies 
are increasingly being called upon to be transparent 
about their water usage and take steps to minimise 
their environmental impact.

E-Waste and Resource Extraction
GenAI operation also requires more hardware than oth-
er types of computing. And it cycles through that hard-
ware faster, meaning the replacement cycle is also more 
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intensive than in other types of computing. So, more 
e-waste is also a byproduct of GenAI. According to Ren 
(2024), Gen AI, particularly LLMs, could potentially gen-
erate between 1.2 and 5 million metric tons of e-waste by 
2030, representing a significant increase in e-waste due to 
the growing demand for powerful computing hardware 
needed to run these AI models. This could equate to up to 
2.5 million tons of e-waste annually if no waste reduction 
measures are implemented. Furthermore, the necessary 
rare earth metal extraction involved in building these de-
vices causes ecosystem destruction and generally entails 
exploitative forms of labour.

Potential Mitigation Strategies

•	 Extending the lifespan of hardware.

•	 Improved recycling practices.

•	 Designing more energy-efficient AI chips to reduce 
e-waste generation.

Classroom Applications: Strategies and 
Classroom Tasks

The sustainable integration of GenAI into ELT requires 
well-designed strategic interventions that enhance learn-
ing while minimising environmental impact. When used 
responsibly, GenAI can support teachers, especially those 
without prior training in sustainability, by helping them 
create effective lesson plans that link language learning 
with sustainability education.
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One advantage of GenAI is its ability to generate contextu-
alised content. Drawing on culturally relevant case stud-
ies, GenAI can produce accessible texts on topics such as 
renewable energy or sustainable agriculture, complete 
with comprehension questions and vocabulary activities. 
Furthermore, GenAI can recommend resources tailored 
to learners’ proficiency levels, making complex issues like 
climate change or biodiversity loss more understandable 
for diverse groups of students.

Digital literacy is now an essential competency in the 
GenAI era. Educators can use AI-enhanced tools to de-
velop students’ digital skills while simultaneously raising 
awareness of environmental issues. For example, AI-pow-
ered tools can measure a user’s digital carbon footprint, 
helping learners understand the environmental impact of 
their online activities.

GenAI can also facilitate innovative, project-based learn-
ing linked to the SDGs. Students might use GenAI to brain-
storm solutions to local environmental challenges, design 
community recycling campaigns, or propose green infra-
structure projects for local planners. Such tasks support 
both language development and citizenship education.

However, the most important classroom strategy is per-
haps learning to prompt effectively. Prompt engineering 
is becoming an essential skill across education, work, 
and creative industries. GenAI output is only as good as 
the input it receives; well-crafted prompts lead to accurate 
and relevant responses, while poorly constructed ones of-
ten yield generic or misleading information. Ineffective 
prompting also increases environmental impact through 
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repeated re-prompting, making efficient prompting a 
matter not only of academic precision but also of sustain-
ability. Teaching students how to prompt well simultane-
ously improves their questioning skills, an ability central 
to critical thinking and research.

Ethics must also be embedded into GenAI use. Effective 
prompting includes awareness of bias, misinformation, 
and potential harm. Students who understand how GenAI 
operates are better equipped to produce inclusive, accu-
rate, and ethically sound outputs.

Prompt-focused classroom tasks can support these goals. 
For example, students could be given a vague prompt such 
as “Tell me about climate change” and asked to predict 
how GenAI might respond. They then refine the prompt 
step by step, discussing how added details change expect-
ed outcomes. Once the final version is ready, students test 
it with a single prompt, thus reducing unnecessary AI use 
and conserving energy.

Ethics-focused prompting tasks may include scenario 
analysis, such as: “GenAI can optimise energy use, but 
data centres require massive electricity. Should compa-
nies prioritise AI efficiency over sustainability? How can 
they reduce AI’s carbon footprint?” Students explore po-
tential risks, benefits, and solutions, then share strategies 
for reducing environmental impact, such as limiting un-
necessary online activity or adopting more sustainable 
digital habits. Another valuable activity is having students 
critically evaluate GenAI-generated content, identifying 
bias, inaccuracies, or ethical issues to better understand 
its limitations.
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Teachers play a central role in ensuring GenAI is used re-
sponsibly. They must help learners understand the tech-
nology’s potential and limitations while modelling respon-
sible digital citizenship themselves, including limiting 
unnecessary GenAI use.

At the institutional level, schools should be aware of Ge-
nAI’s environmental footprint when selecting tools and 
should prioritise providers committed to renewable en-
ergy. Academic leaders need to embed sustainable GenAI 
practices into curricula by developing frameworks for 
digital sustainability, training teachers in responsible use, 
and monitoring implementation in alignment with green 
technology initiatives.

Policymakers also have a responsibility to integrate sus-
tainability into digital education policy. This includes 
ensuring equitable access to GenAI tools, supporting re-
search into low-energy GenAI models, and collaborating 
globally to establish shared standards for sustainable AI. 
By fostering ethical awareness, advancing the SDGs, and 
embedding lifelong learning skills, sustainable GenAI in-
tegration empowers students to address global challenges, 
thus ensuring that GenAI supports both educational ad-
vancement and environmental responsibility.

Conclusion
While contemplating the rapid strides AI is taking and 
its rising prominence in ELT (Edmett et al., 2024), one 
has to recognise the dual challenge: how to capture the 
transformational potential of GenAI while reducing its 
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environmental impact. This chapter has discussed how 
GenAI can play a key role in the revolution of language 
education by making learning personalised, increasing 
accessibility, and providing teachers with new tools. At 
the same time, however, the environmental footprint of 
GenAI, in particular energy and water consumption and 
electronic waste, should not go unnoticed.

Balance holds the key. While GenAI brings a great oppor-
tunity to improve learning experiences and open up more 
access to education, the development and application of 
GenAI in ELT should be done sustainably. The accelerating 
pace of change in this era presents significant ethical chal-
lenges and requires thoughtful decision-making from both 
educators and policymakers. At this stage of our adoption 
of GenAI, solutions that promote a low carbon footprint are 
essential, ensuring that its integration remains environ-
mentally sustainable and does not harm the planet.

Directions for further work emerge across several di-
mensions. One of the most critical is the development of 
eco-friendly GenAI tools that support more sustainable 
educational practices. Prioritising energy-efficient algo-
rithms and hardware is essential for reducing the environ-
mental footprint associated with GenAI. Moreover, decen-
tralising AI systems to improve energy efficiency, along 
with developing and adopting smaller, less resource-in-
tensive models, represents another important avenue for 
mitigating the environmental challenges linked to current 
technologies.

Added to that, teacher training programmes must invest 
in addressing educators’ concerns about sustainability 
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and ethical issues surrounding GenAI use. Teachers play 
a central role in shaping future generations, and the next 
wave of learners will inevitably encounter GenAI as part 
of their education. It is therefore essential that teachers 
develop a clear understanding of both the potential bene-
fits of GenAI and the risks associated with its application. 
Professional development that foregrounds sustainability, 
ethics, and the environmental implications of technolo-
gy will help ensure that GenAI is integrated into ELT in a 
thoughtful, informed, and responsible manner.

On the other hand, the call to action is unmistakable: edu-
cators must promote the integration of sustainability prin-
ciples into GenAI solutions so that the tools used in the 
classroom are not only effective but also environmental-
ly responsible. School leadership should institutionalise 
policies that ensure GenAI is deployed ethically and with 
minimal ecological impact, embedding responsible tech-
nology use into the culture and practices of the institution.

This journey toward a more integrated and ethical use of 
AI in ELT is only just beginning. We have the opportunity 
to harness the enormous potential of GenAI in ways that 
benefit learners while safeguarding the environment for 
future generations. This should serve as a collective call 
to responsibility: as educators, we must ensure that the 
tools entering our classrooms contribute meaningfully to 
sustainability, equity, and civic responsibility. Responsible 
practice is essential for shaping a future in which GenAI 
and sustainability coexist, supporting both high-quality 
education and the well-being of our planet.
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Abstract

This chapter examines the integration of sustainability 
within English Language Teaching (ELT) initial teacher 
training (ITT) and identifies significant gaps in current 
provision. Drawing on survey data and desk research, the 
chapter reveals that most ELT ITT programmes include 
little or no sustainability content, despite growing global 
expectations for education to address environmental and 
social challenges. Where sustainability is incorporated, 
the focus is often limited to adapting coursebooks or ad-
dressing broad social issues, with less attention paid to 
institutional sustainability or climate action. The chapter 
demonstrates that practical engagement with sustainabili-
ty can enhance student teachers’ motivation, language de-
velopment, and confidence. However, challenges persist, 
including limited time, insufficient institutional support, 
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and a lack of expertise. The chapter concludes with policy, 
curriculum, and advocacy recommendations for embed-
ding sustainability more systematically across ELT ITT.

Introduction
Initial teacher training (ITT) in English Language Teach-
ing (ELT) varies widely across global contexts, yet it gener-
ally falls into three broad categories. The first comprises 
short, intensive courses – traditionally delivered face-
to-face but now increasingly available online – such as 
the four-week Cambridge CELTA and the Trinity College 
CertTESOL. Both qualifications are widely recognised 
and provide accredited pathways into the profession. The 
second category includes undergraduate university pro-
grammes in English or related language disciplines, which 
incorporate ELT pedagogy into three- or four-year degrees. 
These programmes typically supply the majority of teach-
ers working within state-sector education systems. The 
third category consists of the numerous unaccredited ITT 
courses offered online or occasionally face-to-face. While 
these programmes may not hold formal recognition, they 
nevertheless provide access to employment opportunities 
in many parts of the world.

As these diverse entry points into the profession indicate, 
newly qualified teachers emerge with varied levels of ex-
perience and pedagogic knowledge. However, given the 
increasingly urgent need to embed sustainability within 
education, it is reasonable to consider what baseline un-
derstanding early-career ELT teachers should possess re-
garding sustainability and its role in language teaching. 
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While further development can occur through ongoing 
continuing professional development (CPD), establishing 
core expectations at the initial training stage is essential.

The foundational knowledge required of new teachers 
can be organised into two interrelated themes. The first 
focuses on the environmental impact of the ELT profes-
sion itself, including the ways in which institutions, teach-
ing practices, and learning materials contribute to or 
mitigate environmental harm. The second centres on the 
educational dimension: how sustainability can be inte-
grated meaningfully into classroom practice and learning 
processes.

Within the first theme, new teachers should understand 
how institutional environments influence sustainability, 
such as the energy consumption of school buildings and 
students’ modes of travel. They should also be aware of 
broader institutional commitments to equity, inclusion, 
student well-being, and the provision of sustainable food 
options where applicable. Additionally, teachers need in-
sight into the environmental cost of teaching processes, 
including heavy reliance on printed materials, the ex-
panding role of classroom technologies, particularly AI, 
and the environmental footprint of coursebook produc-
tion and distribution.

The second theme highlights pedagogical considerations. 
Teachers should be able to identify any sustainability-re-
lated content already present in their coursebooks, such 
as references to the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) or related learning objectives. They also need an 
understanding of how linguistic content – grammar, 

Integrating Sustainable Thinking and 
Practices Into Initial ELT Teacher Training
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phonology, and functional language – can be harnessed 
to support meaningful engagement with sustainability 
issues. Beyond language structures, teachers should rec-
ognise how skills such as critical thinking, digital and in-
formation literacy, and collaborative problem-solving can 
be developed through sustainability-focused tasks. Even 
small modifications to existing coursebook units, such as 
reframing a lesson about fashion to explore the environ-
mental cost of fast fashion, can provide accessible entry 
points. Furthermore, new teachers should appreciate how 
both in-class and out-of-class project work can empower 
learners to explore sustainability topics in depth. Finally, 
they should understand how sustainability themes such as 
poverty reduction, gender equity, or health and sanitation 
are addressed across the wider institutional curriculum, 
and how these can be meaningfully integrated into their 
own classrooms.

These areas form a foundational knowledge base for inte-
grating sustainable thinking and practices into initial ELT 
teacher training, ensuring that new teachers enter the 
profession prepared not only to teach language, but also to 
contribute to the broader educational mission of building 
a more just and sustainable world.

Research Undertaken
The aim of this research was to investigate the extent to 
which sustainability is currently incorporated into pre-ser-
vice ELT teacher training, with particular attention to how 
student teachers are supported in understanding the re-
lationship between sustainability and ELT. As outlined 
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earlier, initial ELT training typically falls into two broad 
categories. The first includes short, intensive pre-service 
qualifications designed primarily for recent graduates 
entering the profession. The second category comprises 
longer, three- or four-year bachelor’s degrees in English, 
often with integrated teacher-training components, as 
well as postgraduate teacher-training programmes under-
taken by graduates of English or related disciplines.

To gain a clearer picture of the current provision of sus-
tainability-related content within these forms of initial 
training, an online survey was developed and distributed 
across relevant social media platforms. The survey re-
mained open from 23 January to 19 March 2025 and gener-
ated a total of 29 responses. These findings provide insight 
into how sustainability is being addressed within existing 
ELT pre-service contexts.

In addition to the survey, desk research was conducted to 
situate the findings within the broader landscape of sus-
tainability education. This review examined resources 
from England, Scotland, Pakistan, and Libya, alongside 
materials produced by international organisations, in or-
der to offer comparative perspectives on current practices 
and emerging trends. The key findings from both the sur-
vey and the literature review are summarised below and 
form the foundation for the discussion that follows.

Respondents’ Backgrounds
To contextualise the survey findings, the respondents’ 
professional roles and institutional settings are illustrated 
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in the figures below. Figure 1 details their job titles, and 
Figure 2 categorises the institutions they represent.

Figure 1: 

Respondents’ Job Titles

Figure 2: 

Respondents’ Institutional Settings

Table 1 provides an overview of the principal course types 
delivered by the respondents.
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Table 1: 

Main Categories of Courses Taught by Respondents

Cambridge CELTA 31%

Trinity CertTESOL 14%

Undergraduate degree in education with some 
initial ELT teacher training

14%

Undergraduate degree in English with some 
initial ELT teacher training

24%

Postgraduate degree in education with some 
initial ELT teacher training

28%

 Current Provision of Sustainability Topics 
in ELT ITT

This section examines the extent to which sustainabili-
ty-related themes are currently incorporated into ELT ITT. 
Survey responses reveal significant variation in provision, 
with a majority of programmes including little or no ded-
icated sustainability content. Where such content is pres-
ent, it spans a range of environmental and social themes. 
This overview is complemented by data on future plans 
for integration and by insights from a Libyan case study 
illustrating how pre-service teachers engage with sustain-
ability-focused pedagogies.

59% of respondents reported that there was no sustaina-
bility content integrated into their ELT ITT provision. Of 
those reporting that there was sustainability content, the 
specific types of content were as outlined in Table 2 below.
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Table 2: 

Sustainability Themes Being Integrated into ELT ITT Provision

Sustainability theme Percentage of 
respondents 
reporting the 
integration of 
this theme

The environmental impact of the 
ELT community and ways to begin to 
mitigate it

42%

The ‘greening’ of schools and 
classrooms

17%

Ways of integrating climate topics into 
classes by adapting coursebooks

75%

Ways of integrating climate topics into 
classes by creating materials

67%

Ways of integrating climate topics into 
classes through in/out of class projects

33%

Ways of exploring broad sustainability 
topics in class such as gender equity, 
educational access, or social justice as 
well as climate issues

83%

The issues around students taking 
direct climate action

17%

Figure 3 shows that known plans to introduce sustainabil-
ity topics into ELT ITT were only reported by around 28% 
of respondents, who had previously reported no provision 
being in place.



107Integrating Sustainable Thinking and Practices Into Initial ELT Teacher Training

Figure 3: 

Plans to Introduce Sustainability Topics into ELT ITT Courses

The case study from Libya in Table 3 offers valuable in-
sights into student teachers’ motivation, their reactions 
to integrating sustainability into ELT, and the challenges 
they experienced throughout the project. It highlights not 
only their initial apprehensions and emerging confidence, 
but also the ways in which practical, hands-on engage-
ment helped shape their attitudes toward environmental 
themes in language teaching.
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Table 3: 

The Benefits of Integrating Sustainability into ELT ITT: A Lib-
yan Case Study (Suwaed, 2024)

Background

This project was conducted with 31 third-year pre-service 
teachers enrolled in a College of Arts teacher education 
programme at Sabratha University, Libya. In the Libyan 
context, sustainability topics are only minimally incor-
porated into both pre-service and in-service teacher edu-
cation, as well as into wider ELT classroom practice. This 
lack of integration provided a compelling rationale for 
exploring how sustainability themes might be introduced 
and how student teachers might respond.

Approach

To provide hands-on experience with sustainability-re-
lated teaching, participants took part in a microteaching 
activity designed to familiarise them with practical ways 
of embedding sustainability into ELT. The project centred 
on two core tasks. First, student teachers were asked to 
design and deliver an environmentally focused lesson, 
including creating lesson plans and accompanying mate-
rials. Second, they engaged in sustainability-related activi-
ties outside the classroom, such as tree planting and litter 
collection, to raise awareness and reinforce the real-world 
relevance of environmental stewardship. Data were col-
lected through student-teacher reflection sheets and a fol-
low-up focus group discussion.
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Teacher Reactions

Overall, the project generated high levels of engagement 
among the student teachers, although some expressed 
concerns about teaching environmental topics. Several 
participants who were already doing some teaching inde-
pendently reported that they had begun incorporating cli-
mate-related themes into their classes. Examples included 
storytelling activities on endangered species for young 
learners and leading tree-planting initiatives in school gar-
dens. The project also fostered active collaboration among 
participants, particularly in the development of teaching 
resources.

Benefits of the Project

Participants reported a range of benefits. Many noted im-
provements in their English language proficiency, particu-
larly in vocabulary development, as a result of preparing 
sustainability-focused lessons. They also described gain-
ing new knowledge about sustainability and a clearer un-
derstanding of local and global environmental initiatives. 
Because the project required independent work, teachers 
reported an increased sense of autonomy and responsibil-
ity toward environmental protection. Importantly, many 
expressed the intention to integrate climate-related topics 
into their future teaching once qualified.

Challenges

Despite these positive outcomes, several challenges 
emerged. Some teachers felt that sustainability was an 
unconventional and unfamiliar topic, and one that would 
require substantial additional effort. Others expressed 
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uncertainty about their own content knowledge and vo-
cabulary related to environmental issues. A number of 
participants also felt that their level of English was not 
strong enough to engage confidently with the topic.

Current Approaches to Integrating 
Sustainability Content into Non-ELT ITT

To contextualise the situation in ELT, it is useful to consid-
er how sustainability is currently embedded in ITT more 
broadly. Internationally, the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Europe (UNECE, 2016) reports substantial 
progress in education for sustainable development (ESD): 
“Most member States report that ESD is now part of initial 
training (33 member States—87 per cent) and in-service 
training (34 member States—89 per cent)” (p. 91). Howev-
er, national approaches vary considerably.

The United Kingdom – England
Within the United Kingdom’s devolved system, England, 
Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland each operate dis-
tinct education structures. In England, notable advances 
in integrating sustainability into ITT have been led by the 
University of Reading, which has undertaken significant 
work across teacher education programmes. In 2021, 
Reading’s Institute of Education helped establish the Na-
tional Climate Education Action Plan, in which external 
partners collaborated to develop, pilot, and embed a Cli-
mate and Sustainability Education (CASE) framework 
across all disciplines (Advance HE, 2025). A central rec-
ommendation from the Action Plan states: “All teacher 
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trainers and initial teacher trainees should be able to ac-
cess training that empowers them to effectively incorpo-
rate climate education within their teaching across all lev-
els and subjects” (University of Reading, n.d.).

The CASE framework emphasises local action, contextu-
alisation, and reflective practice. At the time of writing, it 
was being implemented across 18 ITT programmes with-
in the Institute of Education (Advance HE, 2025). Impor-
tantly, the UK’s Department for Education has supported 
the wider rollout of the framework by encouraging its li-
censing across English ITT providers, and it has also been 
adopted by institutions internationally.

The framework is structured around three key develop-
mental areas for trainee teachers (Majid, 2022):

1.	 Their positionality as educators addressing climate 
issues;

2.	 Their approach to teaching climate change;

3.	 Their knowledge and understanding of climate and 
sustainability content.

Specific areas of study within Reading’s ITT curriculum 
include:

•	 Impacts of climate change;

•	 Accessibility and age appropriateness of sustainability 
education;

•	 Climate justice;

•	 The impact of climate issues on teachers themselves;

•	 Linking theory to community and individual action.
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While broader sustainability themes are acknowledged, 
the framework places a particular emphasis on climate-re-
lated issues.

The United Kingdom – Scotland
Scotland provides a strong institutionalised example of 
sustainability integration in teacher training. For over a 
decade, Learning for Sustainability (LfS) has been embed-
ded within Scottish teaching standards for both ITT and 
CPD.

The General Teaching Council for Scotland (GTCS) em-
beds sustainability directly into its regulatory teaching 
standards, stating that these standards are underpinned 
by three interdependent themes: professional values, 
Learning for Sustainability, and leadership. LfS is posi-
tioned as central to teacher professionalism, supporting 
educators in preparing young people with the skills need-
ed for learning, life, and work. GTCS (2021) emphasises 
that sustainability requires: “understanding and valuing 
environment, culture and heritage, developing a sense 
of place and belonging to the local, national and global 
community. It also means having a deep connection to the 
natural world and understanding the significance of the 
choices we make – now and in the future” (p. 3). Crucially, 
sustainability is framed as a whole-school commitment, 
embedded across all stakeholder roles and across the pro-
fessional expectations for every teacher in Scotland.
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Pakistan
In stark contrast, research by Kalsoom et al. (2019) indi-
cates limited integration of sustainability in Pakistan’s ITT 
curriculum. Only around 5% of the Bachelor of Education 
programme is dedicated to sustainability-related content, 
and national teaching standards include very little focus 
on the area. Recent educational reforms have also not 
strengthened sustainability education. Additionally, lev-
els of “sustainability consciousness” – a combination of 
knowledge, attitudes, and behaviours linked to sustaina-
bility – among Pakistani pre-service teachers remain low. 
This reflects a substantial gap between policy aspirations 
and the preparedness of new teachers to address sustaina-
bility issues in their future classrooms.

Barriers and Challenges to Integrating 
Sustainability in ELT ITT

The survey results highlight several significant barriers 
that limit the integration of sustainability topics within 
ELT ITT. As shown in Table 4, the most frequently cited 
obstacle is time constraints (72%), indicating that many 
programmes already feel pressured by existing curricu-
lum demands and struggle to incorporate additional con-
tent. Closely related to this is the issue of curriculum or 
syllabus restrictions (48%), suggesting that sustainability 
is often not embedded within programme structures or 
assessment frameworks, leaving teacher educators little 
flexibility to introduce new themes.
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A further challenge relates to institutional capacity. Over 
one-third of respondents (34%) reported a lack of institu-
tional knowledge about sustainability issues, and nearly 
one quarter (24%) noted a lack of staff with appropriate 
skills. This highlights a systemic issue: institutions can-
not meaningfully integrate sustainability into ITT unless 
teacher educators themselves have the training, confi-
dence, and resources to teach it effectively.

Institutional culture also plays a role. Over one-fifth of 
respondents (21%) pointed to insufficient support from 
institutional leaders, which may undermine efforts to pri-
oritise sustainability or invest in relevant professional de-
velopment. Additionally, 38% of respondents felt that sus-
tainability topics are not viewed as relevant to ELT teacher 
training, reflecting persistent misconceptions about the 
relationship between language teaching and broader glob-
al competencies.

Finally, a smaller but notable proportion (17%) indicated 
that sustainability themes are sometimes perceived as ‘po-
litical’, which may lead to reluctance or caution in certain 
educational contexts, especially in settings where political 
sensitivities influence curriculum decisions.

These barriers illustrate that the challenge is not simply 
one of adding new content; it involves shifting institution-
al priorities, expanding staff expertise, and reframing sus-
tainability as a legitimate and essential component of ELT 
teacher education.
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Table 4: 

Barriers and Challenges

Perceived barrier or challenge Percentage of 
respondents 
reporting 

Lack of support from institutional leaders 21%

Lack of institutional knowledge of the issues 34%

Lack of staff with the appropriate skills 24%

Curriculum/syllabus restraints 48%

Time restraints 72%

These topics are not seen as relevant to 
ELT teacher training

38%

These topics are seen as ‘political’ 17%

Conclusions
Findings from this study indicate that ELT ITT continues 
to lag behind mainstream education in its integration of 
sustainability topics. Although comparisons across sec-
tors are not straightforward, the contrast remains clear: 
while sustainability education is increasingly embedded 
across general ITT frameworks, 60% of respondents in the 
ELT ITT cohort reported that their programmes include 
no sustainability content at all, and fewer than 30% indi-
cated that plans were in place to introduce such content.

Among institutions that do embed sustainability, en-
gagement is uneven. Topics such as the ‘greening’ of in-
stitutions and direct climate action appear to be the least 
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frequently addressed, suggesting a gap between broader 
sustainability ambitions and the specific practices pro-
moted within ELT teacher education.

Nevertheless, evidence from both survey respondents and 
the Libyan case study suggests that when student teachers 
are exposed to sustainability-related learning, they report 
a range of benefits. These include improved English lan-
guage and vocabulary skills, enhanced subject knowledge, 
increased collaboration with colleagues, and an intention 
to integrate sustainability themes into their future teach-
ing. This indicates that properly designed sustainability 
inputs can have a significant pedagogical and motivational 
impact.

At the same time, teacher anxiety surrounding sustaina-
bility remains a considerable barrier. The most common 
sources of concern include:

•	 a perceived need for further training;

•	 insufficient knowledge of sustainability themes;

•	 a lack of appropriate teaching materials.

Structural constraints also play a substantial role. Re-
spondents identified limited time for content creation 
and materials adaptation as a major obstacle, alongside 
pre-existing syllabi that are either overloaded or insuffi-
ciently flexible to accommodate sustainability themes. 
Finally, concerns about the relevance of sustainability – 
both within ELT and within the wider institution – contin-
ue to inhibit deeper engagement.



117Integrating Sustainable Thinking and Practices Into Initial ELT Teacher Training

These findings suggest that meaningful progress will re-
quire not only additional training and resources but also 
system-level alignment, regulatory support, and sustained 
advocacy. 

Recommendations
The following recommendations outline practical steps 
for strengthening the integration of sustainability within 
ELT ITT.

Policy-Level Considerations
•	 Secure cross-sector and cross-stakeholder agreement 

on the importance of embedding sustainability within 
ELT ITT. A shared understanding across institutions 
and stakeholders is essential for long-term progress.

•	 Identify and empower key stakeholders – including 
ministries of education, teacher associations, school 
networks, NGOs, activist groups, and international or-
ganisations such as the British Council – to lead and 
sustain integration efforts.

•	 Embed sustainability within national ITT frameworks 
and teacher validation processes wherever possible, 
particularly for state-run systems. Regulatory integra-
tion ensures continuity and institutional commitment.

•	 Align ELT ITT with broader national and regional 
sustainability goals, even when direct alignment is 
not possible for short, intensive programmes such 
as CELTA or Trinity CertTESOL. Accreditation bodies 
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should be encouraged to consider how sustainability 
principles can be incorporated into supporting mate-
rials and guidance.

Learning Outcomes and Course Content
•	 Establish clear sustainability-related learning out-

comes for ELT ITT, developed in consultation with 
relevant stakeholders. These outcomes should be sen-
sitive to local needs and contexts, acknowledging po-
tential cultural sensitivities, especially around climate 
activism or critiques of hydrocarbon industries.

•	 Require accreditation bodies for international one-
month courses (e.g., CELTA, Trinity CertTESOL) to 
take responsibility for integrating appropriate sustain-
ability outcomes into their frameworks.

Advocacy
•	 Promote sustainability inclusion in ELT ITT where 

government or regulatory structures have not yet 
mandated it. Advocacy from institutions and profes-
sionals can drive change from the ground up.

•	 Raise awareness among student teachers of the im-
portance and relevance of sustainability topics in ELT, 
in order to strengthen motivation and engagement.

•	 Address concerns about time and workload by empha-
sising practical strategies, accessible materials, and 
small classroom adaptations that do not require major 
course redesign.
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•	 Encourage publishers to integrate sustainability into 
ELT materials, ensuring that teachers have access to 
high-quality, pedagogically sound resources that sup-
port the inclusion of sustainability across levels and 
contexts.
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Abstract

The chapter explores the potential of stereotype literacy as 
a transformative tool to promote sustainability and social 
inclusion in English language classrooms. It emphasises 
the social dimension of sustainability in relation to the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goal 10, which aims to reduce 
inequality within and among countries. Stereotype liter-
acy equips learners with the ability to recognise, analyse, 
and challenge stereotypes which may perpetuate social in-
equalities, helping learners become agents of positive so-
cial change in increasingly diverse societies. The chapter 
presents a three-stage approach to developing stereotype 
literacy in the classroom. The first stage focuses on under-
standing stereotypes, the second on deconstructing them, 
and the third on critically producing alternative narratives. 
Classroom-tested activities which aim to create more equi-
table and inclusive learning environments, aligning with 
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sustainability principles, are proposed for each phase. The 
chapter demonstrates how stereotype literacy can address 
the current challenges of social inequality and foster a 
mindset among learners that is open to diversity and that 
safeguards the needs of future generations.

Keywords: Stereotype Literacy; Deconstructing Stereo-
types; Social Sustainability; Inclusive Education; Reduc-
ing Inequalities

Introduction
The World Commission on Environment and Develop-
ment (1987) defines sustainability as “meeting the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.” However, sustain-
ability goes beyond conserving the environment. Buller 
and Waters (2024) describe sustainability as a holistic ap-
proach that takes into consideration not only the planet 
but also the well-being of its people. Its three key pillars, 
the environment, society, and the economy, often referred 
to as the 3Ps (Planet, People, and Profits), are in fact inter-
dependent (Wahyuni et al., 2023). Despite this, the impor-
tance of the social factor is often undermined as emphasis 
is put on environmental aspects such as the climate crisis. 
The chapter aims to focus on this social aspect and ex-
plore how English language teaching (ELT) can empower 
learners to create a more sustainable world by addressing 
the UN’s sustainable development goal (SDG) 10. 

The UN’s SDGs are a set of 17 objectives targeted towards 
pressing challenges such as poverty, inequality, climate 
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change, and environmental degradation, while promoting 
peace and sustainability by 2030. SDG10 aims at “reduc-
ing inequalities and ensuring no one is left behind” (UN, 
2025). However, it does not stop at economic inequalities 
between and within nations: it also aims at reducing social 
injustices and inequalities suffered by vulnerable commu-
nities. One of SDG10’s objectives is to foster the social, eco-
nomic and political inclusion of all individuals, no matter 
their age, sex, race, ethnicity, religion, or economic status. 
A way of achieving this is by encouraging students to re-
flect on their social contexts and helping them transform 
into active world citizens geared towards making positive 
change for more equitable societies. This can be done 
through stereotype literacy. 

A stereotype is often regarded as a schema, or a precon-
ceived idea based on generalisations, that can be ex-
pressed in different ways depending on the context or the 
individual using it (Valade, 2019). Amossy (1991) defines 
stereotypes as a key component of social representation, 
arguing that they are collective beliefs or images that 
groups hold about other groups. A positive function of ste-
reotypes is that they simplify complex social realities, cat-
egorising people based on perceived characteristics and 
inferences (Greenberg et al., 2020). However, stereotypes 
can be harmful, especially in a world in which misinfor-
mation is widespread, borders are closing to migrants, and 
xenophobia is increasing (Vasquez et al., 2019). Stereotype 
literacy is the ability to recognise and critically engage 
with stereotypes in various forms of social interaction. 
Shaped by the lived experiences of students and teachers, 
it adopts a holistic view of education which views students 
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not only as foreign language learners but as agents of so-
cial change. 

This chapter highlights the benefits of stereotype literacy 
in the classroom. It begins with an overview of stereotypes’ 
effects on social sustainability and existing efforts in ELT 
to address stereotypes. It then examines the link between 
stereotypes and their potential to develop students’ criti-
cal literacy and transform their cultural perspectives for 
more equitable and sustainable environments. The chap-
ter proposes a three-stage approach, including examples 
of interactive, reflective, and creative tasks, to support 
teachers in developing stereotype literacy in their con-
texts. Finally, it outlines how this approach can contribute 
to building more inclusive societies, targeting SDG 10.

Literature Review

Stereotypes’ Impact on Social Sustainability
Stereotypes, described by Barbéris (1994) as “familiar 
tunes”, are different in nature than a prejudice. Prejudic-
es are usually unfounded positive or negative opinions 
about someone or something which are often shaped by 
societal influences or personal experiences. On the oth-
er hand, stereotypes are more systematic since they re-
volve around repeated patterns (Valade, 2019). These rep-
resentations are often simplified and inaccurate; however, 
they also serve as cognitive shortcuts that help individ-
uals navigate social interactions (Amossy, 1991). In fact, 
Valade (2019) claims that, “Although they are stigmatized, 
stereotypes are necessary for social life and any cognitive 
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undertaking” (p. x). However, stereotypes can also perpet-
uate biases and influence how people view and treat oth-
ers. This may shape social dynamics and reinforce preju-
dices and inequalities (Légal & Delouvée, 2008). 

The teaching of English, or any subject taught in Eng-
lish, is a highly contextualised and non-neutral activity 
in which certain inequalities may be embedded. This is 
because English is deeply intertwined with social, cultur-
al, historical, economic, and political aspects (Pennycook 
& Coutand-Marin, 2003). According to a Eurostat report 
(2024), inequality harms society by disrupting social unity, 
limiting opportunities, hindering economic activity, and 
undermining democratic participation. Political conflicts 
in recent years, including crises in South American coun-
tries, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, and the Syrian war, 
have led to a spike in migration. The social inclusion of 
migrants is crucial for the future well-being of European 
societies, and this requires creating conditions that sup-
port their active involvement in society, such as active par-
ticipation in education. This has the potential to reduce 
inequalities within and across countries. However, there 
is still a big disparity between EU nationals and non-EU 
migrants. For instance, among the latter there are more 
early school leavers (Eurostat, 2024). This highlights the 
need to move away from foreign language teaching as a 
distinct subject and view it in connection with the world’s 
diversity (Porto, 2013).

Individuals start developing stereotypes, and their as-
sumption of what is right or wrong, from a very young age. 
This leads to the formation of an identity based on what 
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is traditionally and culturally accepted (Whitford, 2024). 
Students from groups subject to negative stereotypes may 
feel anxious about being judged or treated according to 
those stereotypes, or about being the ones who uninten-
tionally reinforce such negative representations. This con-
cern can negatively impact their academic performance 
(Cohn-Vargas, 2015). To counteract this issue, Thomas and 
Stornaiuolo (2016) talk about “restorying the self” (p. 313), 
the process of reconstructing one’s identity in response to 
societal norms or existing stereotypes. In order to do so, 
an individual needs to reject harmful narratives and asser-
tively reshape the narratives that silence and exclude di-
verse perspectives. Certain educators would rather avoid 
addressing stereotypes out of fear that these might be po-
litically charged and therefore trigger unwanted contro-
versies (Lowe, 2014). However, linking literacy practices, 
such as vocabulary, reading, and writing skills, to the so-
cial world creates opportunities to address issues of equi-
ty and inclusion (Whitford, 2024). Stereotype literacy has 
the potential to create an ‘identity safe’ zone in which stu-
dents’ individualities are a valuable resource for learning 
(Cohn-Vargas, 2015).

Stereotypes influence social sustainability by shaping the 
participation of diverse groups in society. When promot-
ing sustainability, the link between the social aspect and 
the environment is often under looked. Consequently, 
efforts for a more inclusive society are undermined and 
social trust may be destroyed (Ghosh et al., 2023). In order 
to challenge this, students should engage in broader sus-
tainability debates and connect education to real-world 
issues. On the other hand, curricula should emphasise 
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skills like critical thinking, creativity, adaptability, and 
collaboration, rather than isolating fact-based subjects, 
to promote social transformation and sustainability-fo-
cused learning (Wahyuni et al., 2023). For instance, in a 
study which examined the integration of SDGs in English 
language and literature classes at university level, Cordo-
va (2024) revealed how SDG-embedded tasks encouraged 
students to take initiative, address problems proactively, 
and foster a sense of ownership of their learning, rather 
than merely focusing on language comprehension. Social 
justice initiatives at all levels of educational practice, from 
personal teaching approaches to institutional policies, can 
challenge the norms of language education, creating more 
equitable communities for all (Aylett, 2024).

Stereotypes Literacy as a Critical Literacy 
Practice
A culture of dialogue in the classroom encourages students 
to establish shared norms while different perspectives are 
expressed openly, with both students and teachers feeling 
that their voices are heard and valued (Ferdman & Gra-
ham, 2024). Stereotype literacy, which is one aspect of crit-
ical literacy, encourages open conversation. The concept 
of critical literacy dates back to Freire (1970/2005) who 
emphasised that in both productive and receptive instanc-
es of language use, an individual needs to reflect on the 
significance of language in day-to-day experiences. This 
critical reading of the language that surrounds us is crucial 
to “unpack myths” and “act upon the world” (Luke, 2014, 
p. 22). Lewison et al. (2002) propose four dimensions of 
critical literacy: disrupting the commonplace (by looking 
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at the world through a different set of lenses); interrogat-
ing multiple viewpoints (trying to make sense of experi-
ences not only from one’s own perspectives but even those 
of others); engaging with sociopolitical and sociolinguistic 
issues of a given context; and taking action to promote so-
cial justice. Although critical literacy is usually associated 
with the fourth stage, all stages are interconnected, and it 
remains an ongoing process of development.

Critical literacy promotes social justice and challenges un-
equal power relations, giving voice to those in minorities 
(Zembylas, 2018). Stereotypes are a consequence of unequal 
power, often created by those in power. Therefore, teachers 
should challenge these barriers to social justice which of-
ten exist implicitly in students’ thoughts (Whitford, 2024). 
Indeed, students’ natural sense of fairness and justice may 
conceal underlying biases, and while students may openly 
advocate for fairness and individuality, they may still hold 
subconscious beliefs about how people should behave or 
look (Banaji & Greenwald, 2016). For students to develop 
their critical literacy, they do not need to merely be exposed 
to texts on concepts such as power, inequality, and justice. 
They need to actively design and produce multimodal texts 
themselves so that they reflect on their own position and 
beliefs (Vasquez, 2017). Adopting such practices may trans-
form the world into “a socially constructed text that can be 
read” (Vasquez et al., 2019, p. 307).

Transforming Students’ Cultural Perspectives
Language learning is inherently connected to broad-
er contexts and encompasses more than just linguistic 
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elements. As learners from diverse linguistic and cultur-
al backgrounds come together in a shared learning en-
vironment, learners need to develop the ability to navi-
gate between different cultural perspectives and gain an 
awareness of cultural diversity, transforming their own 
cultural understanding (Byram, 1997). Stereotype literacy 
may help individuals recognise, question, and move be-
yond oversimplified or biased views of other cultures in an 
iterative process of constructing and deconstructing one’s 
perceptions (Wang, 2008). In doing so, students devel-
op their criticality, which is composed of four elements: 
critical skills, reflexivity, refashioning of traditions, and 
transformatory critique (Byram, 2012). Criticality has the 
potential to transform our classrooms into more equitable 
environments. For instance, in South Africa, Janks (2009) 
raised students’ awareness of how language was used to 
oppress and exclude, transforming them into citizens 
who challenged apartheid. In the United Kingdom, Marsh 
(2016) used tablets with students aged five or less for them 
to create their own virtual world and critically reflect on 
their choices and the reasons behind including or exclud-
ing certain elements of society. During Rodriguez Martin-
ez’s (2017) read-alouds, students had to critically reflect on 
well-known fairytales and make connections to their own 
contexts, leading to interesting discussions on inequality 
and other social issues in Colombia. Such opportunities 
led to the development of the individual as a member of 
society whose conceptualisation of the world is constantly 
being evaluated and transformed (Byram, 2012). 

It is our duty to “recalibrate education so that it serves, rath-
er than undermines, the future” (Sterling, 2021). Teachers 
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may wish to do so by adopting a framework or model of 
instruction. Kellner and Share (2019) propose a critical 
media literacy (CML) framework for students to examine 
the structures, ideologies, and power dynamics in media 
that ultimately shape culture and society. The framework 
involves questioning how media messages perpetuate or 
challenge oppression, discrimination, and inequality, so 
that individuals become conscious consumers and crea-
tors of media. Muhammad (2020) proposes five pursuits of 
education: identity, skills, intellectualism, criticality, and 
joy. Her equity framework for culturally and historically 
responsive teaching challenges marginalisation and defi-
cit discourse regarding minority communities to honour 
and build learners’ humanity, as they learn to understand 
themselves and others (Reed Marshall & Bouffard, 2021). 
Promoting greater equality between and within countries 
requires a shift in the classroom from viewing culture as a 
static collection of facts to embracing its multifaceted na-
ture (Porto, 2013). Stereotype literacy can foster a deeper 
understanding of the complexities of the cultural interac-
tion that happens in the diverse world we live in.

Stereotype Literacy in Action: A Three-
Stage Approach

Stereotype literacy facilitates the development of key 
skills and values such as cultural awareness and criticality 
(Houghton et al., 2013). These are the foundation for more 
inclusive classrooms and ultimately more sustainable soci-
eties. Given the multiple benefits of integrating stereotype 
literacy into the ELT classroom, we should be shifting the 
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attention from why to the practical how. However, teach-
ers might face significant challenges when trying to incor-
porate stereotype literacy into their teaching practices, 
especially due to the salience of deeply ingrained stereo-
types shaped by family, media, and experiences. Teachers 
also struggle with limited teaching resources, as textbooks 
tend to reproduce rather than challenge prevailing stere-
otypes (Global Education Monitoring Report Team et al., 
2021). To address some of these challenges, we propose 
a structured, three-phase approach to support teachers’ 
endeavours to develop stereotype literacy. This is based 
on classroom-tested activities informed by CML (Kellner 
& Share, 2019) and Muhammad’s (2020) equity framework 
for culturally and historically responsive teaching.

Phase 1: Understanding Stereotypes
This rudimentary phase focuses on developing awareness 
of stereotypes and is the stage where teachers prioritise 
tasks that help learners understand how stereotypes con-
tribute to inequality, “a major driver for societal problems 
and individual dissatisfaction” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 29). 
Through a series of activities, students can explore some 
aspects related to the core nature of stereotypes: under-
standing what stereotypes are, recognising their wide va-
riety, examining the way they function, and acknowledg-
ing the effects they have on society.

 Fact-Checking the Definition

Teachers can share a definition of stereotypes which con-
tains deliberate inaccuracies, such as “Stereotypes are 
widely held, simplified, and fixed beliefs about a group of 
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people that are always accurate and based on facts.” This 
definition can be easily adapted to include various terms 
such as ‘bias’, ‘prejudice’, and ‘implicit stereotype,’ depend-
ing on learners’ levels and age. Students can discuss the 
definition in pairs and then collaboratively refine it to pro-
vide a more accurate definition. Support language frames 
can be provided to guide learners’ discussion (see Figure 1). 
Encouraging learners to question the given definition also 
means enhancing their critical thinking skills, including 
being analytical, evaluating information, and fact-check-
ing. Through discussions that challenge one-sided, nar-
row or inaccurate perspectives, learners will be advocat-
ing for a more inclusive and equitable society.

Figure 1: 

Fact-Checking the Definition of Stereotypes

Using Reflective Prompts

At this stage, it is also essential to make students aware 
of the dual nature of stereotypes. According to cognitive 
psychology, stereotypes serve as “energy-saving devices” 
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and mental shortcuts that simplify and organise social in-
formation (Macrae et al., 1994). However, they contribute 
massively to discrimination and inequality by reducing 
and distorting the richness of individuality and cultural di-
versity (Whitford, 2024). Thus, a stereotype literate person 
needs to understand both their positive cognitive role and 
their harmful effects on identity and society. To address 
this, teachers can prepare some reflective prompts that 
enable learners to become aware of their automatic think-
ing, generalisations, and implicit bias related to profes-
sional roles, gender, culture, and so on. These can include:

•	 When I think of a scientist/CEO/nurse/teacher, I auto-
matically imagine someone who looks like…

•	 People usually say that all boys/girls are good at…

•	 When I travel and meet new people, they often assume 
things about me based on my nationality, such as…

•	 I think stereotypes come from…

Sorting Stereotypes Into Categories

A simple exercise like sorting stereotypes into different 
categories can enable learners to understand the wide va-
riety of stereotypes and become aware that “stereotyping 
is a natural cognitive process of categorization” (Houghton 
et al., 2013, p. 1). Through this task, learners can also prac-
tise specific language structures to justify their choices. 
Teachers can provide jumbled lists of various stereotypes 
belonging to different categories, including but not limit-
ed to gender (e.g., Ballet is for girls), culture (e.g., Italians 
are talkative), race (e.g., African-Americans are gangsters), 
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and religion (e.g., Muslims are terrorists). Students’ mis-
sion is to sort them into categories, whereas fast finishers 
can also create a new category and provide at least one ex-
ample for it. However, it is important to encourage learn-
ers to share the reasoning behind their choices. To max-
imise the cognitive benefits of such an activity, teachers 
might also wish to use the odd one out variation. Moreover, 
for lower-level students, providing language support and 
sentence stems is essential (see Figure 2). This task should 
end with a reflective discussion on why the stereotypes in 
each category are harmful or misleading.

Figure 2: 

Odd One Out Variation for Stereotype Categories

Stereotypes can be deeply ingrained, and many of them 
often “rest on shaky foundations, widely shared but rarely 
questioned” (Grant, 2021, p. 138). This core stage of stereo-
type literacy aligns well with Muhammad’s (2020) pursuits 
of education, especially the pursuit of identity. Exploring 



135Restorying the Self: Building Social Sustainability through Stereotype Literacy

their own biases might result in students experiencing 
‘aha moments’ that can lead to changes in their identity. 
During the planning stage, educators might want to keep 
a driving question in mind, such as “How can I design my 
task so that students learn something about themselves 
and/or others?”. This makes learners aware of their own 
assumptions, even if they believe they are not prone to ste-
reotyping. Going through Phase 1 of stereotype literacy is 
essential, and if it is treated in a superficial way, learners 
may lack the essential base on which stereotype literacy 
can be developed. Without a solid understanding of ste-
reotypes and their impact, students will struggle in later 
stages to contribute to a “vision of a just and equal world” 
(UNESCO, 2017).

Phase 2: Deconstructing Stereotypes
During this phase, teachers need to create opportunities 
for learners to be exposed to a wide range of materials so 
they can identify and critically analyse stereotypes. For 
instance, they can break down age-appropriate stereo-
types found in commercials, books, and films. These may 
range from cultural stereotypes in food ads to stereotyp-
ical characters in fairy tales or their favourite animated 
films. Learners can also analyse travel guides from their 
own culture or target culture. In this case, stereotypes can 
play a positive educational role, that of “analytical devices 
to understand a given culture”; however, students can also 
evaluate how often do stereotypes distort cultural realities 
(Borghetti, 2013, p. 120). Another way to deconstruct ste-
reotypes is by critically examining coursebooks and oth-
er multimodal texts to explore which voices, stories, and 
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perspectives are represented and which are omitted. This 
can be done by adopting a CML framework and posing a 
series of questions, which can be modified depending on 
students’ age and level (Kellner & Share, 2019):

•	 Who are all the people who made choices that helped 
create this text?

•	 How was this text created and distributed?

•	 How could this text be understood differently?

•	 What values and cultures are presented in the text?

•	 Which points of view and ideologies are missing in the 
text?

•	 Why was the text created?

•	 Whom does the text benefit or disadvantage?

In this phase, teachers should go beyond surface-level as-
sumptions which can be easily spotted and provide learn-
ers with opportunities to understand and deconstruct the 
nature of deep-down stereotypes while encouraging them 
to reflect on their own implicit biases (Grant, 2021; Whit-
ford, 2024).

Phase 3: Flipping the Stereotypical Script
The final phase of our stereotype literacy approach un-
derlies transformative potential because here learners be-
come true agents of social change (Vasquez, 2017). Once 
learners attain a good level of awareness and understand-
ing, the next step is to create alternative media respons-
es to existing stereotypes in the form of essays, poems, 
and other multimodal compositions. This action-oriented 
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stage prompts learners “to plan, implement, and eval-
uate strategies to reduce inequalities” (UNESCO, 2017). 
One way to do so in the classroom is by rewriting narra-
tives or fairy tales without stereotypical roles such as ‘the 
handsome white prince’ and ‘the poor and ignorant black 
man’. Another possibility is to generate alternative media 
through original multimodal tasks, such as developing 
counter ads.

The Unstereotyping Glasses: Counter Ads

Since this is the production phase, classroom members 
are encouraged to put on these metaphorical ‘unstere-
otyping glasses’ which give them a different perspective 
of the world, allowing them to see what’s beneath deep-
ly-ingrained beliefs and to produce ads which challenge 
existing stereotypes in the media. While students will 
have already been exposed to stereotypical commercials 
during the second phase, in this final stage they are giv-
en the opportunity to make positive change by creating 
more equitable and inclusive ads. First, the key parts of 
an advertisement are elicited from learners: the problem, 
solution, and call to action. Teachers can also conduct a 
short class discussion on key persuasion strategies used 
in commercials, such as emotional appeal, exaggeration, 
and impactful catchy slogans. Working in groups, learners 
use a storyboard to identify a stereotype they want to ad-
dress (the problem), how this can be addressed (the solu-
tion), and how others can be encouraged to address it (the 
call to action). They can be given the freedom to choose 
the medium they want for their advert; for instance, it can 
take the form of a poster, short video, or meme. To ensure 
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adequate language choices, teachers can share support 
phrases, such as ‘Are you tired of seeing stereotypes every-
where you look?’, ‘Are you ready to truly see the world?’, 
and ‘Wear these glasses to see beyond labels!’ (see Figure 
3). Once their multimodal compositions are ready, learn-
ers are encouraged to share them not only within but even 
beyond the classroom walls; for instance, via the school’s 
website. Creating such counter-stereotypical narratives 
can reduce unconscious bias by up to 40% and is more 
attention-grabbing than actual stereotypical narratives 
(Uhls, 2018).

Figure 3: 

Sample Counter Ad Storyboard

Language classes are spaces where students frequently 
engage with various cultural products. Incorporating ste-
reotype literacy within English language lessons yields 
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significant implications for language learners, particular-
ly in developing criticality. Learners “may have difficulty 
resisting the lure of stereotypes, as stereotypes are human 
normal cognitive processes reinforced by social factors” 
(Borghetti, 2013, p. 131). Moreover, the root of bias lies 
in decision-making processes that are fast, unconscious, 
and intuitive (Kahneman, 2012). Stereotype literacy aims 
to build more inclusive classrooms, and ultimately more 
sustainable societies, by enabling students to understand 
the implications behind common stereotypes, decon-
struct them, and create content which is more equitable 
and just.

Conclusion
In education, there may often be a tendency to prioritise 
knowledge acquisition, skill development, test prepara-
tion, and college readiness over fostering student identi-
ty and criticality (Reed Marshall & Bouffard, 2021). This 
narrow focus undermines the principles of sustainabili-
ty, which encourage students to address present social 
challenges as global citizens while ensuring the well-be-
ing of future generations. Fostering stereotype literacy is 
not merely an educational pursuit but a societal necessity 
that addresses inequalities and fosters more inclusive and 
diverse societies. Educators should nurture skills which 
are vital for social sustainability, among which there is 
the ability to challenge social constructs such as stereo-
types and to transform cultural perspectives. The pro-
posed three-phase framework – developing an awareness 
of prevailing stereotypes, critically deconstructing them, 
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and producing alternative narratives – provides educators 
with a clear roadmap for embedding stereotype literacy in 
their classrooms. As professionals, we need to move be-
yond traditional approaches to language teaching and em-
brace methods that empower learners to become agents 
of change for a more sustainable world. After all, as Freire 
(1970/2005) aptly says, “Knowledge emerges only through 
invention and reinvention; the restless, impatient, contin-
uing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the world, 
with the world, and with each other” (p. 72).
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Abstract

We know play is important, in fact, it is so important the 
United Nations has included the “right to engage in play” 
in its Convention on the Rights of the Child, and psycholo-
gists have linked a lack of play in childhood to mental dis-
orders later in life. Play is also one of the ways to address 
children’s intrinsic motivation to learn, and we know both 
the quality of their learning as well as that of their work 
increases if they are more intrinsically motivated. This is 
important in education in general, but especially when 
addressing a topic as vital to our students as sustainabil-
ity. This chapter examines research on motivation and 
connects it to how ELT teachers can engage the intrinsic 
motivation of their students through play. For each aspect 
of motivation identified and discussed, examples will be 
provided to illustrate how it can be applied when teach-
ing English through the topic of climate. At the end of the 
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chapter, examples will be given of how to combine these 
aspects into multiple activities.

Keywords: Motivation; Game Didactics; Play; Classroom 
Activities

The Importance of Play
Play is important; in fact, it is a right to be able to engage 
in play when you are a child (UN, 1989), listed in between 
the other essential rights to have adequate living stand-
ards and the right to not be exploited or forced into child 
labour. Psychologists have argued for a while now that 
lack of play results in disorders, and studies show that 
play increases growth, learning, and development. For in-
stance, Barros et al. (2009) show that simply having recess 
and time to play improves children’s behaviour in class, let 
alone what happens when play is included in classroom 
activities. In this case it is not play, but game didactics that 
are being referred to. Adding game elements to classroom 
activities heightens student motivation and learning. His-
torically we have always learned through experience and 
play, and this is still very much the case (Koops, 2017). The 
difference between play and game didactics has in that 
sense nothing to do with learning, but with who decides 
what is learned. When children play, they learn, but they 
have the freedom to decide what and how. When game 
didactics are applied in class it is teachers who turn the 
scheduled learning goals into games, making sure that the 
play and learning aspects are directed to what students 
need to learn.
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What needs to be included in our classroom activities to 
have these game-like effects? According to Myers (2009), a 
goal, obstacles that we need to overcome in order to win, 
and limiting rules that set us a challenge are vital; all of 
this needs to take place in a reality that does not directly 
affect our own reality. The obstacles one needs to over-
come can be in the form of other players, but this can also 
be a chance element, something that is out of a player’s 
own control. Especially for educational games, it is impor-
tant that students learn from playing a game, but that their 
success is not necessarily tied to their skills. Take a gram-
mar game, for example. In one version of the game the 
students actively play with grammar and have fun, as the 
classroom reality is far away. In another version, there are 
no chance elements and the outcomes and winning de-
pend completely on the student’s grammar. Losing to your 
classmates would mean you are the worst at grammar or 
you will get a lower grade, which would be demotivating.

The motivation with which something is done affects how 
it is done, and also how it is experienced. When talking 
about motivation the names that come to mind are Deci 
and Ryan (1980), who since their original study have done 
multiple studies that all show the same thing: intrinsic mo-
tivation is more significant than extrinsic motivation, with 
motivation coming from having autonomy, addressing a 
level of competency, and relating to others. Moller and 
Sheldon (2020) show that this applies to all sorts of settings 
in their study on intrinsic motivation in sports. One could 
assume that if you are so good at a sport that it pays for 
your education and you get to perform on a high level, you 
will like that sport. After all, you score high on competency 

Enhancing Student Motivation while Discussing 
Sustainability in the ELT Classroom



 Sustainability in English Language Teaching148

and are part of a team of people that are performing at the 
same level. However, their study shows that students who 
had gotten into university on an athletic scholarship not 
only liked that specific sport less, but they liked it less for 
years after their studies. Why? Extrinsic motivation. The 
students in their study simply had to play in order to fol-
low an education and lost the sense of autonomy and the 
benefits of play and intrinsic motivation. They were not 
playing to challenge themselves in what Myers (2009) de-
scribes as a reality separate from their own; rather, their 
success in the game directly influenced their chances of 
receiving a good education and, consequently, securing a 
better-paying job later in life.  They were playing for their 
future and lost the sense of play. 

Playing with Sustainability
But should sustainability be fun? Before we dive deep-
er into the mechanics of motivation, a valid question is 
whether we should turn sustainability topics into a game 
in the first place. Is this how we want to motivate our stu-
dents to engage with sustainability? The answer is simple: 
yes. Studies that have been done on climate communica-
tion are quite clear: the doomsday scenario does not work. 
In fact, one can argue that the framing of climate commu-
nication focusing on the end of the world or on personal 
losses has created a paradox. Stoknes (2014) discusses this 
phenomenon of everyone knowing the world is ending, 
but because it is so big, no one wants to talk about it. One 
of the most popular solutions is to make communication 
about climate change more positive and to propose or 
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support action. Stoknes (2014) adds that we should also 
make it easier to act sustainably, that we need to include 
more storytelling that focuses on hope and inspiration, 
and also, that we need a new way of measuring and com-
municating progress. The latter is very much promoted by 
Hannah Ritchie (2024) in her book Not the End of the World. 
She states that though current generations are doing sig-
nificantly better than previous ones, communication still 
focuses on losses instead of progress. For example, agri-
culture and mining are still responsible for a decrease in 
natural environments, but less than before and in other 
areas there is an increase in replanting natural environ-
ments. How come newspaper headlines focus on the idea 
that we are killing ourselves by losing ‘the lungs’ of our 
planet, instead of talking about the progress that is being 
made? Why are new inventions not mentioned? This is a 
paradox that needs to be broken in order to make sustain-
ability accessible to the masses. In order to do that positive 
communication and clear statistics that show true pricing 
and true impact are needed.

Another aspect to keep in mind is the school environ-
ment. An educational facility has the obligation to edu-
cate. Some of the biggest challenges future generations 
will have to deal with are linked to the environment and 
climate change, and teachers have a moral obligation to 
prepare our students for that future. At the same time, a 
word such as ecorexia, the overwhelming feeling of not 
being able to do enough to save the planet, has been add-
ed to several dictionaries already. There is a paradox at 
play. UNICEF (2020, 2022) conducts yearly studies on the 
mental health of students and includes education in these 
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reports. Although figures vary by region and year, between 
40% and 70% of students report feeling unmotivated by 
their education, with many even stating that schooling 
contributes to a decline in their mental health. This shows 
that both education as well as sustainability often fail to 
motivate students, even though it is vital that they are mo-
tivated for both. If anything, this emphasises the impor-
tance of motivation and engaging in play in the classroom, 
both in general and especially when discussing the topic 
of sustainability. 

Returning to the question at the start of this section, 
should sustainability be made fun? Yes, keeping it posi-
tive, inspiring and easier to act with will actually enhance 
engagement with this topic. This is important in everyday 
life and for everyone, but studies show it is especially im-
portant for our students. 

The Role of Autonomy 
So, we have established that play and motivation are im-
portant, and so is sustainability, but what do we do with 
this and how do we motivate our students for sustainabil-
ity and education in general? First, there is autonomy. Au-
tonomy means having the right to make your own choices 
or decide for yourself. In education this means that stu-
dents take ownership of their own products and learning 
and, to a certain extent, can decide what and how they 
want to learn. Ownership of learning is very important to 
address a student’s intrinsic motivation to learn (Deci & 
Ryan, 1980). As a teacher this means one can acknowledge 
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students’ perspectives and preferences, provide students 
with meaningful choices, or even more, give them a role 
in decision making. In terms of giving students a role in 
decision making, Evans and Boucher (2015) have estab-
lished that a choice has to be relevant and competence-en-
hancing. To what extent we can allow a student autonomy 
depends on our teaching context, but wherever possible 
it is advisable to allow students the right to choose on as-
pects that matter to them or the task. Irrelevant choices 
might actually affect the students’ motivation negatively.

Classroom activities that heighten a sense of autonomy 
are first of all class discussions and topic introductions in 
which students are invited to share their opinion and dis-
cuss how they feel about the topic. What would they want 
to learn about climate change? What do they feel has the 
biggest impact? There is a reason that most course books 
when introducing a new topic start with discussion ques-
tions; they’re a great way to get students involved in the 
topic and to have them express their views and preferenc-
es. Ideally, a teacher can use this input later to really adjust 
the assignments, but even if not, asking for their input and 
referring back to it is important for a sense of autonomy.

Giving students choices is another way to heighten their 
sense of autonomy, and one that might make the teach-
ing job easier too. Teachers make innumerable decisions 
every day and in every class. Why not have some of these 
decisions made by students? How they want to do the as-
signment or plan their time, whether they want to write 
out an assignment by hand or type it on a computer: these 
are all choices that students will feel better about making 
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themselves. If any choice comes with implications, make 
students aware of those and they can make an informed 
decision as a group. Even if we cannot offer them a voice 
in the decision-making process, offering them individual 
choices within assignments is always an option. A letter of 
complaint to a polluting company, for example. As teach-
ers of English, we might need a letter to give students feed-
back on language and style, but it usually does not matter 
which company they write to. Why not have students pick 
their own polluting company, or have them choose from a 
list of pre-selected ones? In this way we still decide on the 
parameters of the assignment, but within those borders 
students will perceive a right to make meaningful choices 
and have a sense of autonomy that will make them more 
motivated to complete the assignment. 

The Role of Competence
Competence is another determining factor for intrinsic 
motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1980). To feel motivated to do 
anything, one first needs to feel as if this is possible. This 
applies both to the level with which we perceive success 
when we do something, and to the results we receive. 
Competence ties in with our need to feel effective inter-
acting with our environment; in other words, do we make 
progress and do we make a difference? If we have to work 
on a new language ourselves and we are constantly con-
fronted with the fact that we are not competent and are 
indeed failing, this will not motivate us to keep learning 
and to keep making an effort. The opposite applies too. If 
we are learning a new language but already know some of 
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the basics, having to do the easiest assignments will not 
motivate us because we do not feel as if doing this contrib-
utes to our learning and level of competence. The same 
is true for assignments. If we are asked to do an assign-
ment, but the assignment does not contribute to a grade 
and is not seen by anyone, not even the teacher, what do 
we do it for? In fact, studies show that most of a student’s 
perceived competence is based on evaluation (Elliot et al., 
2000), and that competence rises with positive feedback. 

Assignments that will address students’ sense of compe-
tence are, for example, open assignments that allow them 
to work on their own level. Restrictive assignments, such 
as filling in the gaps or answering questions about a text, 
leave little room to bring in one’s own vocabulary or adapt 
to one’s level. Instead, have students read a text and write 
a summary or make their own reading comprehension 
questions that they can test on their classmates. Not only 
will students learn more from creating a reading test and 
approaching it twice; they can do the assignment on their 
own level. Writing is usually an activity that allows stu-
dents to bring their active vocabulary to the table and offer 
them a chance to work on their individual levels.

Another important aspect of writing to keep in mind is 
that competence also has to do with the need to interact 
with the environment. In other words, real world assign-
ments that allow students to feel like they are being heard 
can have a motivating effect. Have students write a letter 
to a polluting company, or the government, and actually 
encourage them to post these letters. Not only will this 
motivate students to focus more acutely on quality, but the 
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fact that their letter will be read and potentially answered 
will motivate them with respect to the topic as well. Any 
response to this letter will also count as feedback that 
can heighten a student’s competence (Elliot et al., 2000), 
though more likely based on content than language. 

The Role of Relatedness 
Relatedness has to do with our feeling of connecting to 
others while we are in the activity we are doing (Deci & 
Ryan, 1980). We are, of course, always connected to others, 
but imagine doing an individual sport such as swimming. 
There might be people by the poolside, there will be peo-
ple you interact with about your sport, and of course dur-
ing tournaments you will swim against others. But at what 
point are you really connecting with them? Even during 
a race, it is usual for both swimmers to stick to their own 
lanes and not interact. Now imagine water polo. There are 
still people by the poolside, but you are also now a part of 
a team that you are constantly communicating with and 
with whom you share a common goal. Even your oppo-
nents will be interacting with you, trying to take the ball 
or overtake you. During a game of water polo, you are 
connecting with others and that activates our sense of 
relatedness.

Connectedness in our assignments or classrooms is easy 
to emphasise or create. Have students work together. 
Even if the nature of an activity is individualistic, such as 
reading or studying vocabulary, it is still possible to add 
an interactive element. Have students study together, for 
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example. Exchanging notes or giving each other feedback 
is adding a sense of relatedness to an individual assign-
ment. Discussing reading texts or questions is another 
way to add connectedness to an activity, even if this is held 
after the main activity itself. Another form of connected-
ness to consider using is competition; however, this might 
not work well for everybody as some are keener on collab-
orative play (Koops, 2017). 

What cannot be missed is that when discussing connect-
edness and the ‘other’, this does not just mean classmates. 
Though direct and interactive connectedness might be 
strongest, sustainability is a global issue that concerns 
everybody. So, when Deci and Ryan (1980) first identified 
relatedness and the importance of connecting to others in 
activities, this does not exclude anyone outside the class-
room. This ties in with what Stoknes (2014) said on the 
importance of positive storytelling. We need to put faces 
on experiences for them to matter to us, and our students 
need to connect not just to the natural phenomena relat-
ing to climate change, but to the people that it affects. 

The Role of Play
Play is vital in the classroom and as discussed at the start 
of this chapter, play has a few characteristics that are im-
portant to keep in mind. These include a goal and limit-
ing rules, obstacles to overcome, and that play does not 
affect our actual reality. Every educational activity tends 
to have a goal and limiting rules. Other elements are easy 
to add and we can even take those from existing games 
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or game-like activities. Think of a game that all students 
know and like to play, and rework (aspects of) this into 
an educational activity. It is important to keep in mind 
the difference between gamification (i.e., turning an en-
tire activity into a game) and game didactics (i.e., applying 
game elements to classroom situations). Creating games 
can be time consuming, especially if you are just starting, 
but it is well worth it and they can often be reused. Adding 
game elements to classroom activities is easier. Think of 
a competitive or chance element, or slightly changing the 
setting of the assignment so there is a clear different real-
ity in which the future of our planet depends on good use 
of grammar or doing a vocabulary builder assignment.

Examples of this in the classroom are adding a chance ele-
ment to presentations and having students’ order of pres-
entations or topics being decided by a small lottery. There 
are websites that offer visually appealing name pickers 
and wheels of fortune that students can spin themselves. 
Another option is adding a price for whichever aspect of 
your assignment you want to highlight; the fastest student 
or the one making the fewest errors will get a small treat 
or bonus. Even working with levels can enhance the game 
element. After all, we measure our success in a lot of on-
line games in terms of how many levels we have reached 
and completed, receiving rewards and bonuses as we go.

Challenge 1
It is ideal to combine all four roles and create activities that 
will actively get our students involved with the climate and 
climate change. One way you could do this is by combining 
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an element of language learning with an aspect of climate 
information. Did you know, for example, that Bolsen et al. 
(2019) discovered that the source of a text on climate com-
munication affects how we read it and to what extent we 
believe it? This could make a good starting point for a mini 
study. Tell students about climate communication, discuss 
what it does to them, and have them research and read 
about the climate. What do they notice about language 
use? Which words convey negativity and how could they 
be replaced? Now ask them what progress or aspects of 
climate change they would like to write about. Give them 
limiting rules and some obstacles. For instance, they have 
to use reported speech, certain tenses, and at least three 
different sources. Have all final texts presented in class, 
and have students or parents vote anonymously on which 
text they find the most appealing. Assignments like these 
are easily adapted for younger learners by focusing on ap-
propriate news sources. They can even be adjusted to aca-
demic contexts by having students first research the field 
of climate communication.

Challenge 2
As discussed previously, it is important in both climate 
communication as well as in creating a level of compe-
tence that students focus on what they can do about the 
issue themselves. Ask students to first discuss the climate 
and what they feel matters, then add elements to this list 
yourself. Then have them come up with solutions that they 
themselves could enact, and solutions the school or educa-
tional facility could engage in to fight climate change and 
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make us look after our planet. Have them write out these 
suggestions and make them present them, either verbally, 
graphically, or in writing, to school management. Man-
agement, or the teacher, will choose the most practical 
ideas and these will be implemented. One can even add 
the need we have to measure and evaluate climate actions 
and have students come up with a way to measure success 
and reflect critically on our environmental actions. The 
beauty of competence and making sure that students do 
real world activities is that whatever is done in the class-
room, will have an effect outside of it too. Whatever activ-
ities they come up with will be seen and hopefully inspire 
other students or school staff. 

Challenge 3
In most cases giving students autonomy can take some of 
the pressure off us teachers. Instead of coming up with a 
game ourselves, why not have students do it themselves? 
Discuss with them the need for positive storytelling and 
hearing examples of progress and hope, or have them re-
search such positive narratives. Next, have them focus on 
an aspect of climate change they themselves care about; 
whether that is air quality, biodiversity, or plastic waste, 
have them create a positive game based on it. Instead of 
a card game on animals going extinct, have them make 
one on animals that almost went extinct but that we have 
been able to rescue. Or do a ‘who am I’ game involving 
climate advocates and activists, or a boardgame on happy 
climate stories or tips on how to avoid using plastic. Stu-
dents will experience a lot of autonomy, connectedness 
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and competence while creating these games, and they 
will think about the issues at hand while making them. Of 
course, it is important that all games are played in a way 
that makes sure that there is positive climate communica-
tion in our classroom. 

Conclusion
Play is fundamental to learning and is recognised as a uni-
versal right. When intentionally facilitated by educators, 
play promotes well-being and supports more effective and 
efficient learning by activating learners’ intrinsic motiva-
tion. For play to serve this function, it must meet students’ 
needs for autonomy, competence, relatedness, and play-
ful engagement. While intrinsic motivation is important 
across educational contexts, it is particularly salient when 
addressing sustainability, a topic of immense significance 
for all learners, yet one that remains overshadowed by 
negative associations. Emphasising these negative aspects 
does little to empower or inspire students. Accordingly, 
this chapter has sought to demonstrate the value of inte-
grating play into sustainability-focused learning experi-
ences in the English language classroom.
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Abstract

Due to the general lack of training opportunities from 
Ministries of Education across Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), 
many teachers of English rely on external experts for 
training and financial support for travel to events, strug-
gle with adapting resources, and lack autonomy in their 
professional development – a model that is unsustaina-
ble. Recognising this, this chapter highlights the need for 
sustainable approaches to address the huge inequities in 
access to quality training in SSA. Empowering teachers 
to cascade training and knowledge to others is crucial, 
alongside reducing reliance on costly face-to-face train-
ing by transitioning to diverse forms of online training. 
Decentralising professional development through com-
munities of practice (CoPs) and mentoring local teachers 
to lead sessions is also essential. Initiatives by the British 
Council SSA, TeachingEnglish resources, and Africa ELTA, 
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exemplify these goals through courses, funding for pro-
jects, and decentralised practices. This chapter explores 
teacher association projects, Telegram and WhatsApp 
CoPs, mentoring courses, and webinar faculties, high-
lighting their challenges and successes.

Keywords: cascading, decentring, mentoring, training, 
Sub-Saharan Africa

Introduction
Do English Language Teaching (ELT) professionals in 
Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) need to be trained by outsiders? 
Do Ministries of Education provide enough support? Or 
can teachers – with the help and support of English Lan-
guage Teacher Associations (ELTAs) and related organisa-
tions – manage and deliver training themselves in sustain-
able ways? In this chapter, we plan to review and discuss 
several on-going initiatives that are moving in a more sus-
tainable direction.

Many organisations and individuals have been inspired to 
research this area as part of plans to achieve the UN (n.d.) 
Sustainable Development Goal 4: Quality Education – to 
ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and pro-
mote lifelong learning opportunities for all. This is clearly 
an enormous challenge in SSA. UNESCO’s (2025) Institute 
for Statistics (UIS) observes that the region experiences 
the greatest levels of educational exclusion worldwide. 
More than 20% of children aged roughly 6 to 11 are not 
attending school, and this figure rises to around one-third 
for adolescents aged 12 to 14. UIS data show that nearly 
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60% of those aged 15 to 17 are out of school. Without swift 
and targeted interventions, these numbers are expected to 
increase, as the region’s school-age population continues 
to grow and places additional pressure on already strained 
education systems. Teacher training and professional de-
velopment are often limited or under-resourced, and the 
digital divide remains particularly stark, with high inter-
net costs and low connectivity. Recent cuts to internation-
al aid are likely to further reduce available funding.

From a postcolonial perspective, responsibility for train-
ing English teachers has traditionally been assumed by 
English-speaking countries, particularly through major 
ELT industries in the UK and the US – for example, com-
mercial publishers, the British Council, and the American 
Embassy. However, the distinction between native and 
non-native varieties of English has increasingly blurred, 
and there is now much greater acceptance of Englishes 
beyond British and American norms, with many contexts 
shifting toward English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) as the 
primary target.

Historically, native-speaker trainers were often flown long 
distances to deliver training based on methodologies, 
materials, and assumptions developed in very different 
educational environments – approaches that were not al-
ways appropriate or relevant. Class size is a clear example: 
while European classrooms may average 20–30 learners, 
classes in parts of SSA can reach 50–60 students or more. 
Investing instead in the development of local trainers 
and drawing on their contextual knowledge and lived ex-
perience has far greater potential for long-term impact. 
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Furthermore, the shift to online delivery during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, which reduced international travel and 
associated costs, demonstrated the feasibility of more sus-
tainable models of teacher development.

One notable initiative in this area is ‘Decentring ELT,’ an 
initiative launched in 2018 by the A. S. Hornby Education-
al Trust. Its aim is to empower teachers worldwide to draw 
on their own knowledge, experience, and local expertise 
rather than relying on external ‘experts,’ often from the 
UK or the US. The British Council has collaborated closely 
with the Trust in developing resources, delivering training 
events, and funding projects that align with these princi-
ples of sustainable, locally grounded continuing profes-
sional development (CPD).

In the remainder of this chapter, we examine the success-
es and challenges emerging from work undertaken with 
teacher associations, the British Council, the A. S. Hornby 
Educational Trust, and Africa ELTA – the award-winning 
network of English language teachers across the conti-
nent. These examples highlight both the potential and 
the complexities involved in fostering sustainable, con-
text-sensitive teacher development.

Background, Definitions and Literature 
Review

The Cambridge English Dictionary offers two definitions of 
sustainability: “the quality of being able to continue over 
a period of time” and “the quality of causing little or no 
damage to the environment and therefore able to continue 
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for a long time.” In this discussion, both dimensions are 
relevant. A key question, then, is how sustainability can 
be meaningfully measured. One recent and highly rele-
vant study addresses this issue in an area that remains un-
der-researched: the carbon footprint of teacher training 
in Rwanda (D’Rozario et al., 2024). Surprisingly, the study 
found that the online components of the programme gen-
erated more carbon emissions than the face-to-face train-
ing. This was largely due to the purchase of new software 
required for the project, illustrating that assumptions 
about the lower environmental impact of online learning 
need closer scrutiny. The authors make several recom-
mendations, including prioritising the use of existing dig-
ital tools, maintaining hardware carefully, re-using equip-
ment whenever possible, and incorporating the carbon 
footprint of devices and infrastructure into programme 
evaluations – factors often overlooked in sustainability 
assessments.

Cascading, Communities of Practice (CoPs), decentring, 
and mentoring – where do these practices come from? 
And how do they relate to making the training of English 
teachers more sustainable?

Cascading, the practice of training a small group of people 
who then go on to train others in successive waves, has its 
roots in large organisations – such as Adult Education in 
the UK – that have been required to train increasing num-
bers of teachers with limited funding. This model has of-
ten been viewed as suitable for SSA and other developing 
contexts, and has been widely used in the British Coun-
cil’s (2018) Train the Trainer programmes. However, a key 
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challenge with cascading is the risk of dilution: as training 
is passed from one group to the next, essential content, 
quality, or methodology may be lost or altered.

To counter this, an effective strategy is to support cascad-
ing with CoPs, which offer ongoing support, opportunities 
for clarification, and collaborative development, helping 
ensure that the original training is reinforced, adapted 
appropriately, and sustained over time. CoPs were first 
named and described by Lave and Wenger (1991) while 
studying apprenticeship as a learning model. Wenger-
Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2015) define CoPs as “groups 
of people who share a concern or a passion for something 
they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regu-
larly” (p. 2). These groups can of course be online, usually 
on WhatsApp or Telegram.

Decentring can be effectively connected to both cascad-
ing models of teacher development and CoPs, helping to 
ensure that teachers’ cultural and contextual realities are 
fully respected and represented. Grounded in critical ped-
agogy and postcolonial theory, the concept of decentring 
draws heavily on the work of Paulo Freire (1970/2005), who 
emphasised dialogue, local agency, and the dismantling of 
top-down, externally imposed educational models. The 
A.S. Hornby Educational Trust has placed decentring at 
the heart of its practices, events, and funding initiatives. 
This approach represents a deliberate shift away from Eu-
rocentric or Western-dominant methodologies and train-
ing paradigms toward the valuing of local expertise, lived 
experience, and community-driven practices. Through 
the Trust’s Decentring conferences and webinar series, 
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teachers worldwide have showcased small-scale, contex-
tually responsive projects that demonstrate how locally 
grounded knowledge can enrich and transform ELT prac-
tice (Padwad & Smith, 2023).

Local practices, contexts, and ideas can serve as power-
ful sources of inspiration for others. This is evident in the 
Hornby/British Council publication on creating change 
through English language teaching (Ruas, 2020), which 
documents teachers’ efforts to address pressing commu-
nity issues. For example, one teacher in Cabo Verde de-
veloped lessons to tackle teenage pregnancy, while others 
in Cameroon focused on drugs awareness and disease 
prevention. Similar work includes integrating climate ac-
tion into English lessons in Kenya and supporting learn-
ers in areas affected by conflict in Sudan and Mali. Such 
initiatives demonstrate how addressing local challeng-
es through English teaching can contribute to long-term 
sustainability in teacher development. When teachers see 
themselves as capable of identifying relevant issues and 
designing context-appropriate solutions, they gain a sense 
of agency and ownership. This, in turn, strengthens the 
sustainability of training programmes by grounding them 
in local realities and empowering teachers to use English 
as a tool for meaningful social impact.

Mentoring, closely connected to cascading models of pro-
fessional development, plays a crucial role when introduc-
ing teachers to new practices such as classroom research, 
conference presenting, and blogging. Typically, a more 
experienced mentor supports one or more mentees over 
a sustained period, helping them build confidence and 
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gradually develop independence. This approach has been 
implemented successfully in several contexts. For exam-
ple, the British Council’s STEM (Supporting Teachers’ Eng-
lish through Mentoring) project in Rwanda used mentor-
ing to develop teachers’ linguistic and pedagogical skills. 
Similarly, Africa ELTA, initially in collaboration with EVE 
(Equal Voices in ELT), has run mentoring programmes de-
signed to support more women teachers in preparing and 
delivering conference presentations. Over the past four 
years, these women have, in turn, mentored many others 
across SSA, and the organisation has now recognised the 
importance of extending the model by encouraging these 
women to mentor male teachers as well. Additionally, 
IATEFL’s Research SIG (RESIG) has been particularly ac-
tive in supporting teachers to engage with action research. 
As demonstrated by Ekembe (2024), structured mentoring 
can be pivotal in helping teachers begin their research 
journeys and build sustainable habits of inquiry.

Another important area is digital upskilling, essential for 
helping teachers bridge the digital divide (Lightfoot, n.d.). 
Strengthening teachers’ digital competence is crucial for 
expanding their access to online resources, enabling par-
ticipation in virtual training opportunities, and improv-
ing overall efficiency in their professional practice. This 
priority has been central to the recent round of British 
Council–funded Teacher Association projects across SSA, 
in which trainers travelled to remote regions to provide 
digital skills training and support teachers in accessing 
TeachingEnglish materials. Looking ahead, attention is 
increasingly turning to artificial intelligence and its poten-
tial to support teaching and learning (Edmett et al., 2024). 
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However, meaningful engagement with AI requires far 
more than simply introducing new tools: teachers need re-
liable access to devices and data, as well as training that is 
grounded in decentred, context-sensitive approaches such 
as cascading models and mentoring within CoPs. Without 
targeted investment in these areas, the digital divide risks 
widening further, limiting teachers’ ability to benefit from 
emerging technologies.

Practical Initiatives
There are many practical ways that we have direct expe-
rience of. It seems logical to divide these into different 
sections: digital solutions; bottom-up empowerment and 
support; and funding and enabling. 

Digital Solutions
One of the most successful and sustainable digital solu-
tions for teacher development is the shift from face-to-face 
training to online delivery. Moving training online signif-
icantly reduces travel and accommodation costs for both 
course providers and participants, eliminates the need for 
physical venues, and allows for more frequent and flexi-
ble professional development sessions. The ELTAN webi-
nar faculty offers an excellent example of a self-sustaining 
model of online training.

Established by Abel Ochika, the faculty was created to en-
sure quality control within the English Language Teachers 
Association of Nigeria’s (ELTAN) expanding professional 
development programme. Inspired by the preparatory 
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sessions the earliest presenters completed with a con-
sultant, ELTAN introduced a formal rehearsal system. 
Every webinar presenter now participates in a mandato-
ry dry run, guided by faculty members, many of whom 
were themselves recruited after demonstrating strong 
presentation skills during these rehearsals. A dedicated 
WhatsApp group allows faculty members to share feed-
back, updates, and useful tips, while also coordinating the 
moderation and facilitation of webinars in line with EL-
TAN’s standards.

Access to high-quality resources is also essential for teach-
ers’ professional growth. However, while the British Coun-
cil’s global TeachingEnglish website provides extensive 
materials, its broad focus can be overwhelming or less 
relevant for teachers in SSA who often work with limited 
resources. To address this gap, the Africa TeachingEnglish 
website was launched in 2021. The site serves as a reposi-
tory of African-centred content – lesson plans, classroom 
materials, resource books, research reports, and case 
studies – many produced through teacher association in-
itiatives in partnership with the British Council’s English 
Connects programme. Its consistently high traffic reflects 
the success of sustained efforts to populate the platform 
with relevant, contextualised resources.

Another British Council initiative, Explore TeachingEng-
lish, supports teachers in navigating both the global and 
African TeachingEnglish websites. Many teachers are un-
familiar with using smartphones to access online materi-
als, so free four-week training courses delivered through 
Telegram and WhatsApp provide daily tasks that help 
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participants learn how to search, select, and adapt digi-
tal resources for their own lessons. These courses have 
reached up to 350 teachers at a time, demonstrating the 
scalability and effectiveness of mobile-based professional 
development.

Social media has also proven to be a powerful tool for 
connecting teachers across the region. The SSA Teachers’ 
CoP on Telegram functions as a dynamic space for ongo-
ing professional dialogue. Here, experts lead text-based 
discussions on topics aligned with the English Connects 
programme, enabling teachers to share experiences, 
strategies, and challenges in a supportive environment. 
The CoP has become a hub for some of the most intrin-
sically motivated educators in SSA, offering opportunities 
for both synchronous engagement around webinars and 
asynchronous participation before and after events. Its 
text-only format ensures accessibility for new and existing 
members alike, fostering an inclusive community rooted 
in collaboration and shared learning.

Bottom-Up Empowerment and Support 
While online solutions offer significant benefits, they 
cannot meet every professional development need. Many 
teachers require personalised support, which is more ef-
fectively delivered through initiatives such as country-wide 
CoPs. The latter, whether meeting face-to-face or through 
WhatsApp groups, enable trainers to cascade learning 
from workshops, monitor how teachers are applying new 
practices, and provide tailored support for ongoing de-
velopment. Two ELTAs, ATER in Rwanda and SEELPA in 
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Ethiopia, centred their 2024–2025 British Council–funded 
projects on establishing and strengthening CoPs. Their 
approach involved training CoP leaders first and then en-
suring sustained, context-sensitive support. This model 
enhances sustainability because assistance reaches the 
teachers who need it most, and responsive guidance is 
built into the structure.

The British Council has increasingly prioritised sustaina-
bility in its SSA ELTA project grants, encouraging ELTAs 
to create self-perpetuating systems that remain active af-
ter funding ends. Several ELTAs, including CAMELTA in 
Cameroon, have used their grants to send trainers to re-
mote, underserved regions to deliver face-to-face digital 
upskilling workshops. Training has often been aligned 
with TeachingEnglish pathways – theme-based, now quar-
terly collections of courses and resources including free 
online courses, webinars, articles, lesson plans, and more 
for teachers and teacher educators. Teachers were guid-
ed step-by-step through registering for courses, accessing 
materials, and using them effectively in their own class-
rooms. Small stipends for mobile data enabled partici-
pation, and post-training support was provided through 
WhatsApp groups. Similar initiatives by ELTAN (Nigeria), 
SEELPA, and WVAAE (Ethiopia) have seen high engage-
ment; in some remote Ethiopian regions, teachers trained 
by WVAAE completed more than ten online courses each.

Working closely with the British Council, the A.S. Horn-
by Educational Trust also funds decentring-oriented ELTA 
projects. Recent grants have supported small-scale, locally 
driven initiatives in the DRC, Nigeria, Cameroon, Zambia, 
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Rwanda, Malawi, Mozambique, and beyond. ELTAs receive 
guidance in designing sustainable, collaborative projects 
and share their outcomes through reports, webinars, con-
ference presentations, and publications. The Trust priori-
tises projects that address local challenges with locally de-
veloped solutions. One example is the ELTA-GB project in 
Guinea-Bissau, which established face-to-face CoPs to ex-
plore implementation of a new syllabus (Padwad & Smith, 
2023). The Trust also funds selected teachers to study for 
an MA in ELT in the UK, after which they return home to 
implement similar capacity-building initiatives.

The authors have worked with a range of mentoring pro-
grammes in the region, including Africa ELTA’s (n.d.) 
mentoring for female conference presenters, small-scale 
action research, and the development of Open Educa-
tional Resources (OERs). Other notable initiatives include 
the mentoring of women teachers through ATES in Sen-
egal and teacher-research mentoring projects in Came-
roon, organised in collaboration with IATEFL RESIG and 
CAMELTA. These programmes demonstrate how target-
ed mentoring can empower teachers, strengthen profes-
sional communities, and sustain long-term development 
across SSA.

Funding and Enabling
A third essential form of support for sustainable teacher 
development is funding and enabling, both of which re-
main highly valued and necessary. While ELTA members, 
mentors, and trainers contribute voluntarily to the ini-
tiatives described above, it is unrealistic to expect them 
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to shoulder financial responsibility for projects on their 
own. Thoughtfully managed funding can significantly en-
hance the sustainability and long-term impact of profes-
sional development programmes.

The U.S. Regional English Language Officers (RELOs) pro-
vide a strong example of such enabling support. Operat-
ing American Corners, American Centers, and Binational 
Centers across nearly every African country, they offer 
physical spaces equipped with computers and Wi-Fi that 
local trainers can reserve for training events. These cen-
tres are often staffed by English Language Fellows, who 
also contribute through courses, teacher support, and 
resource sharing. In addition, the OPEN (Online Profes-
sional English Network) programme offers free webinars 
and MOOCs accessible to teachers remotely. RELOs also 
provide financial support to ELTAs for training events and 
projects, promote awareness of American culture, and 
coordinate regional upskilling initiatives such as the 2024 
ELTA leadership course. Furthermore, they fund exchange 
programmes, including the Fulbright Teacher Exchanges, 
which broaden teachers’ professional horizons.

Funding and expert guidance for small-scale action or 
exploratory research have increasingly become power-
ful mechanisms for teacher engagement and capacity 
building. Programmes run by IATEFL Research SIG and 
Africa ELTA have supported teachers in developing basic 
research skills, addressing local challenges, and dissem-
inating their findings through publications, webinars, 
and social media. One British Council–supported initi-
ative in 2022 involved teachers from Sudan, Nigeria, and 
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Ethiopia investigating issues such as strategies to increase 
girls’ participation in class and ways to improve learner 
motivation.

The British Council’s PRELIM (Partnered Remote Lan-
guage Improvement) series further illustrates successful 
funding-supported collaboration. Across three project cy-
cles, UK institutions partnered with several SSA ELTAs to 
improve teachers’ language proficiency, provide pedagog-
ical training, and co-create locally relevant teaching mate-
rials. Examples include Grade 7 lesson plans for Mozam-
bique (MELTA) and a set of freely available lesson plans 
for Grades 7–9 developed with ELTAN.

Finally, the 2024–2025 Sub-Saharan Africa British Council 
ELTA projects, supporting 11 ELTAs, represent a compre-
hensive model of sustained, well-guided development. 
Led by Julia Stanton (English Connects Lead, SSA) and 
Steve Diop (Open Learning Manager, SSA), these projects 
were supported from the proposal stage through imple-
mentation, with additional guidance from British Council 
SSA consultants. A clear emphasis was placed on sustain-
ability, underpinned by a wide range of high-quality re-
sources and institutional support, an approach that offers 
a strong model for future initiatives.

Implications for the Future
Sustainable teacher development remains a critical issue 
in SSA, where educators face numerous challenges in ac-
cessing CPD. The responses from the dataset elicited via a 
Google Form shared on the English Connects WhatsApp 
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CoP for teacher educators and Telegram CoP for teachers 
reveal key themes related to sustainability, effectiveness, 
and accessibility of teacher development programmes, as 
well as the structural and systemic barriers encountered 
by educators.

The survey included responses from educators in Nigeria, 
Kenya, Egypt, Ethiopia, Cameroon, Ghana, Guinea-Bis-
sau, and Morocco. They provide valuable insights into the 
challenges and opportunities for sustainable teacher de-
velopment across SSA.

What Constitutes Sustainable Teacher 
Development?
Our respondents broadly define sustainable teacher de-
velopment as a continuous and long-term process that en-
sures teachers remain professionally equipped. Many em-
phasise that sustainability requires structured, recurring 
opportunities rather than one-off training sessions. To 
them, the notion of sustainability is tied to programmes 
that provide ongoing engagement, follow-up mechanisms, 
and opportunities for collaboration. Several respondents 
cite the British Council’s and U.S. Embassy-sponsored 
workshops, online courses, and peer-learning networks 
as effective development programmes.

Importance of External Expertise and 
Resources
In SSA, access to quality resources and training often var-
ies, hence the traditional reliance on external trainers. 
The first poll indicates that 90% of respondents consider 
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external expert training “very important” to their profes-
sional development. This may be because 83% of the re-
spondents consider “lack of resources” as a primary bar-
rier to taking charge of their development. These findings 
suggest the need for affordable, scalable, and context-spe-
cific interventions, such as partnerships with internation-
al organisations like the British Council, US RELO, IATEFL 
and TESOL International to provide localised training and 
materials. A blend of both external and local training may 
well be the answer. 

Confidence in Adapting and Using Teaching 
Resources
Our data also reveals that 61% of respondents “feel con-
fident” in adapting teaching resources to meet their stu-
dents’ needs, while others seek occasional guidance. This 
reflects a foundational skill set among educators but also 
highlights the need for periodic support to ensure effec-
tive resource utilisation. Sustainable strategies could in-
clude structured mentorship programmes and online 
platforms offering adaptable materials and tutorials. 
Many educational contexts are switching from analogue 
systems to more digitised systems; hence, educators need 
to be equipped with the tacit knowledge of maximising ac-
cessible technology for their classroom experiences.

Comfort with Professional Development
While 88% of the teacher educators reported feeling “very 
comfortable” with taking charge of their professional de-
velopment, some teachers (especially inexperienced) are 



 Sustainability in English Language Teaching180

“not comfortable” with managing their development. Sus-
tainable strategies must, therefore, be adaptable, consid-
ering the varied confidence levels and access to support 
across SSA. As much as possible, advocacy to government 
officials and education-based initiatives should be made to 
encourage support to teachers who really want to improve 
themselves but do not have the resources.

Barriers to Self-Directed Development
The data reveals significant barriers to educators inde-
pendently managing their professional growth. Alongside 
a lack of resources, “lack of guidance” and “lack of time” 
also rank highly. This indicates systemic issues, such as 
overloaded schedules and insufficient institutional sup-
port. Addressing these barriers requires strategies like 
flexible, microlearning opportunities, which allow educa-
tors to engage in development activities at their conven-
ience. A recurring challenge highlighted in the respons-
es is the financial burden of professional development. 
Many teachers lack the necessary funding to enrol in CPD 
programmes, attend conferences, or acquire relevant 
teaching materials. Time constraints, logistical barriers, 
and uneven opportunities across regions further limit ac-
cess. In underserved areas, limited internet connectivity 
and lack of government support hinder participation in 
online CPD programs. Additionally, some respondents in-
dicate that development programmes often favour certain 
groups, leaving out a significant portion of educators who 
may benefit.
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The respondents suggest several strategies to improve CPD 
accessibility in more remote communities. Peer-learn-
ing models, where trained teachers cascade knowledge 
to their colleagues, are considered effective. Structured 
mentorship programmes and professional learning com-
munities provide opportunities for teachers to engage in 
continuous improvement. The responses highlight that 
fostering a culture of knowledge-sharing and mentorship 
strengthens teacher efficacy and professional resilience. 
Some also propose increasing interactive online training 
to accommodate those who cannot travel for in-person 
workshops, together with financial support for broadband 
data. Respondents emphasise that CPD should integrate 
localised content to ensure contextual relevance. Fol-
low-up mechanisms, such as mentorship and evaluation 
systems, are necessary to measure programme impact 
and improve implementation.

Implications for Policy and Institutional 
Support
The discussion around who should fund CPD is crucial. 
While some respondents believe institutions or govern-
ments should bear all the costs, others express the need 
for shared responsibility. Governments and institutions 
could subsidise essential training, while educators take 
ownership of specific skill-building activities. Policies 
that integrate CPD into school schedules and budgets can 
reduce dependency on external funding and encourage 
long-term investment in professional growth.
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Recommendations
Sustainable professional development in SSA hinges on 
addressing systemic barriers such as resource scarci-
ty, lack of guidance, and time constraints. By leveraging 
technology, fostering partnerships, and implementing 
context-sensitive policies, educators can be empowered to 
take charge of their growth. These strategies will not only 
enhance teaching quality but also contribute to the broad-
er goal of educational excellence in the region. Here are 
some recommendations for sustainable practices in ELT 
in SSA:

•	 Collaborative Partnerships: Encourage continuous 
partnership with organisations like the British Coun-
cil, US RELO, TESOL International, A. S. Hornby Edu-
cational Trust and IATEFL to create resource hubs and 
training tailored to the SSA’s needs.

•	 Microlearning Models: Develop bite-sized, flexible 
learning modules that accommodate educators’ time 
and budget constraints.

•	 Blended Learning: Combine online and in-person train-
ing to maximise accessibility and cost-effectiveness.

•	 Institutional Policies: Advocate for mandatory, budg-
eted CPD programmes within schools and educational 
systems.

•	 Localised Mentorship: Establish peer-to-peer mentor-
ship networks to provide ongoing guidance and sup-
port. This is needed especially for the on-going train-
ing and support of new ELTA committee members to 
take over the momentum created.
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•	 Exchange programmes: Improve on existing exchange 
programmes (for teachers and students) within SSA 
and more educationally advanced contexts.

Conclusion
Sustainability in professional development for teachers 
in SSA requires long-term well-structured planning, effec-
tive monitoring, and stable funding. All this relies on the 
sustained motivation of teachers and other volunteers to 
devote time and effort in spite of very low salaries, often 
teaching with few resources, where data and electricity is 
often not the norm. Whatever else can be done to main-
tain the motivation and generally excellent engagement 
and interest of ELT teachers in SSA is to be highly rec-
ommended. Although many teachers in SSA suggest that 
sustainable teacher development depends on government 
policies that prioritise teacher education as an ongoing in-
vestment rather than an occasional intervention, teachers 
themselves, and all stakeholders must work in-sync to pri-
oritise quality education for their students. While several 
initiatives show promise, barriers such as financial limi-
tations, logistical challenges, and unequal access must be 
addressed by a commitment to collaborative learning, dig-
ital integration, and long-term strategic planning to make 
teacher development in SSA more sustainable, equitable, 
and effective.
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Abstract

This chapter explores innovative strategies for integrating 
the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
into English Language Teaching (ELT) classrooms and cur-
ricula. Framed by the United Nations’ definition of sustain-
ability, it highlights speech analysis as a dynamic tool to 
connect language learning with critical global issues. The 
chapter offers adaptable approaches, teacher-guided or 
student-led, to weave SDG themes into lessons, fostering 
critical thinking, effective communication, and real-world 
application. By blending theory with practice, this chapter 
offers educators tools to contextualise global challenges, 
fostering learners’ engagement with global issues and pre-
paring them to address pressing risks and contribute to a 
sustainable future beyond the English classroom.

Keywords: Sustainable Development Goals; ELT; Sustaina-
bility; Speech Analysis; Practical Activities
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Introduction
Imagine stepping into a classroom where language learn-
ing goes beyond grammar and vocabulary and becomes 
a means to make a real difference in the world. Where 
every lesson connects learners to global topics, inspiring 
them to think critically and communicate passionately 
about the issues that shape their future. This is the pow-
er of integrating the UN’s (2015) Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) into English Language Teaching (ELT) – an 
approach that transforms the classroom into a meaningful 
learning space and prepares students for a resilient future.

Sustainability extends beyond environmental concerns to 
include economic stability, social equity, and the well-be-
ing of our future generations. The UN defines sustaina-
bility as “meeting the needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs” (World Commission on Environment and 
Development, 1987). This aligns with what we aim to do 
as educators: to empower, enlighten, and equip the next 
generation with the tools and skills they need to thrive in 
an increasingly complex and uncertain future.

In recent years, a growing sense of unease about an “uncer-
tain future” has spread worldwide, driven by compound-
ing global crises. As societies grapple with instability, the 
need for education that fosters critical thinking, ethical re-
sponsibility, and global citizenship has never been great-
er. The World Economic Forum’s Global Risks Report (2025) 
identifies the most pressing risks we will face in both the 
short and long term, dividing the risks into 2-year and 10-
year subsets. Educators should be aware of these risks to 
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better prepare students, equipping them with the insight 
to navigate future challenges and the skills to participate 
responsibly in shaping a sustainable future.

According to the report, the most urgent risks the world 
will face in the next two years include the spread of mis-
information and disinformation, extreme weather events, 
armed conflict, societal division, and cyber threats (World 
Economic Forum, 2025). These challenges are already in-
fluencing students’ perceptions, behaviours, and futures. 
They also present critical opportunities for us as educators 
to integrate discussions on media literacy, digital ethics, 
climate resilience, conflict resolution, and global cooper-
ation. Addressing these topics can empower students to 
think critically and engage responsibly with these issues. 
While these 2-year risks demand urgent responses, they 
also foreshadow deeper, more systemic crises looming in 
the coming decade.

Over the next ten years, the top global risks are project-
ed to shift almost entirely toward environmental concerns, 
with extreme weather events, biodiversity loss, critical 
change to Earth’s systems, and natural resource shortages 
dominating the list (World Economic Forum, 2025). The 
transition in priority from immediate geopolitical and 
technological threats to climate-related existential risks 
underscores a sobering reality: without intervention, en-
vironmental degradation will become the defining crisis 
of the 21st century. This crisis transcends borders, affect-
ing all nations, economies, and societies, making it imper-
ative that global education frameworks prepare learners 
not only to understand these risks but to take whatever 
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action possible toward sustainable solutions. It is an SOS 
from Planet Earth and we as educators need to heed the 
call.

Amid these global challenges, the UN introduced the SDGs 
in 2015, a set of 17 global objectives designed to address 
poverty, climate change, and social inequalities by 2030. 
More than just policy targets, the SDGs serve as a frame-
work for ethical decision-making, problem-solving, and 
global collaboration. As English remains the world’s lin-
gua franca, it serves as a powerful vehicle for cross-cul-
tural dialogue and international cooperation, making ELT 
a dynamic space for such discourse. By integrating the 
SDGs into ELT, educators equip students with the linguis-
tic tools, ethical grounding, and analytical skills necessary 
to engage with and contribute to solving the world’s most 
pressing challenges.

To translate these broad objectives into meaningful class-
room experiences, ELT serves as a platform for powerful 
discussions and real-world engagement. Drawing from 
strategies that I have implemented successfully in my 
classrooms, this chapter demonstrates how SDG-themed 
speech analysis can expose students to authentic language 
while amplifying the voices of inspiring change-makers. 
This approach sparks curiosity, deepens empathy, and 
empowers students to become informed global citizens. 
After all, what better way to teach a language than to give 
students the language to change the world?
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My Personal SDG Journey
My introduction to the UN SDGs came while taking my 
Model UN students on a field trip to the UN Headquarters 
in New York City in 2016, just one year after their launch. 
The students and I toured the building, sat in on live ne-
gotiations with headphones on, listening to professional 
translations, soaking in the weight of international diplo-
macy in action.

After lunch in the UN cafeteria, we were unexpectedly 
ushered into a small screening room and shown a promo-
tional video on the 17 SDGs. At the time, the message felt 
like polished advocacy: important, yet distant. I struggled 
to see how these broad, ambitious goals related to my role 
as an educator, especially as they initially seemed more 
political than pedagogical.

It was not until I studied Global Education Theory, par-
ticularly Fernando Reimers’ (2009, 2020) work, that I re-
alised the SDGs were not just aspirational targets – they 
were a framework that could be adapted across disci-
plines, subjects, and educational settings. The SDGs offer 
a flexible instructional framework that can be adapted to 
diverse teaching styles, learner needs, and curriculum 
goals. Teachers can introduce them through structured, 
teacher-guided lessons or use them as launchpads for stu-
dent-led, project-based learning. They can be leveraged 
for quick background-building activities or expanded into 
comprehensive, interdisciplinary units that connect sub-
jects like math, science, history, psychology, and language 
arts. Educators can zoom out for a broad, global perspec-
tive or zoom in to make learning personally relevant – an 
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approach often referred to as ‘glocalisation’ (Robertson, 
1995), which examines global challenges through a local 
lens to promote meaningful community action.

In ELT settings, the SDGs align naturally with established 
frameworks such as Content and Language Integrated 
Learning (CLIL) and Sheltered Instruction Observation 
Protocol (SIOP) models (Short & Echevarria, 1999), en-
riching instruction through listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing activities centred on meaningful global topics. 
With 17 goals covering diverse themes, students can ex-
plore issues that resonate with their lives, communities, 
and personal passions, fostering deeper engagement and 
service learning. No matter how they are incorporated, 
the SDGs provide a pathway for students to think critically 
about global challenges, recognise their role within inter-
connected systems, and feel empowered to contribute to 
solutions, both locally and globally.

That same week, I printed and laminated all 17 SDG icons 
and created a vibrant ‘SDG wall’ in my classroom – a visual 
reference that became central to engaging students with 
sustainability throughout the year (see Figure 1). What be-
gan as a vague awareness quickly evolved into a guiding 
structure that anchored my ELT curriculum. The SDG wall 
consisted of free printable communications materials 
from the UN (n.d.) website. My students have used this re-
source in different ways. For instance, they have analysed 
a presidential campaign speech and matched quotes to ap-
propriate SDGs.
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Figure 1: 

SDG Wall in My Classroom

Grounding Principles
Thinking ‘glocally’ was the catalyst I needed to begin incor-
porating the SDGs into my classroom. Teaching is not just 
about delivering content, but about preparing students for 
the world they will inherit. Language classrooms, in par-
ticular, serve as spaces where students develop not only 
linguistic skills but also the ability to think critically, en-
gage across cultures, and respond to pressing issues.
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According to Boix Mansilla and Jackson (2023), global 
competence is built upon four key domains: 

•	 explore issues at local, global, and intercultural levels;

•	 recognise and value diverse perspectives and ways of 
understanding the world;

•	 participate in respectful, meaningful, and effective in-
tercultural communication;

•	 contribute to shared well-being and support actions 
that promote sustainable development.

In the ELT classroom, this translates to examining glob-
al issues, understanding how cultural and societal per-
spectives shape them, articulating ideas clearly through 
speech and writing, and applying students’ knowledge to 
create meaningful change.

Speech analysis and sustainability discussions in ELT are 
grounded in global education theory. As Reimers (2017) 
argues, global education requires students to develop 
the skills necessary to address complex, interconnected 
challenges:

To be a competent global citizen is to understand the 
forces bringing the world together at accelerating spe-
ed, and to have the capabilities to operate effectively 
across the boundaries of a single nation-state, to add-
ress the challenges they create, or to seize the opportu-
nities they afford. (p. 3)

Viewed through this lens, ELT becomes a conduit for glob-
al education, enabling students to examine social justice, 
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human rights, and sustainability issues both locally and 
globally through meaningful language use. Integrating 
the SDGs into ELT transforms the classroom into a space 
where language serves as a bridge between knowledge 
and action.

Research further underscores the practical benefits of in-
tegrating the SDGs into language teaching. Cordova (2024) 
found that when ESL teacher-interns implemented SDG-
based lessons in state university laboratory school class-
rooms, both educators and students benefited. Students 
who engaged in SDG-centred lessons not only built con-
tent knowledge but also developed problem-solving skills, 
took ownership of real-world challenges, and moved from 
passive learning to active participation in addressing so-
cietal issues. Additionally, pre-service teachers designed 
contextualised and interdisciplinary learning activities 
that encouraged students to apply knowledge in mean-
ingful ways and develop a participatory mindset toward 
global challenges (Cordova, 2024). This research reinforc-
es the idea that integrating SDGs into ELT fosters not just 
linguistic competence but also social responsibility and 
civic engagement, improving both teaching and learning.

However, scholars also point out that SDG topic selection 
in ELT remains inconsistent. Bekteshi and Xhaferi (2020) 
found that more social topics like gender equality and 
education frequently surface in ELT curricula, whereas 
critical themes such as climate action and responsible 
consumption are often underrepresented, likely due to 
their perceived complexity or ties to scientific discourse. 
Taking that a step further, Kapranov (2022) critiques ELT 
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materials for presenting sustainability topics in a super-
ficial manner, focusing on abstract concepts such as ‘life-
long learning’ and ‘digital sustainability’ versus actionable 
goals – failing to provide deep engagement with real global 
issues. These findings highlight the need for a more inten-
tional and interdisciplinary approach to SDG integration 
in ELT, ensuring that sustainability topics are not merely 
referenced but deeply explored through critical discus-
sions, language-based inquiry, and meaningful classroom 
activities.

 Speech Analysis as a Pedagogical 
Approach (Why Speech Analysis in ELT 

Works)
Luckily, speakers like Greta Thunberg, Severn Cullis-Su-
zuki, Malala Yousafzai, and António Guterres have deliv-
ered impassioned speeches on topics ranging from climate 
action and social justice to education and international co-
operation – all which are readily accessible online. Speech 
analysis architects a strong pedagogical bridge between 
ELT and sustainability education. These speeches serve as 
rich linguistic resources, providing powerful examples of 
persuasive techniques, rhetorical strategies, and impact-
ful storytelling, while also challenging students to reflect 
on sustainability, ethics, and advocacy. Beyond linguistic 
benefits, speech analysis fosters student motivation and 
self-efficacy in ELT classrooms.

In her research, Kwee (2021) observed that students par-
ticipating in SDG-themed discussions and speech analysis 
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developed greater confidence and agency when express-
ing their views on global issues. By engaging with activist 
speeches, students shift from passive language learners to 
active participants in meaningful discussions. This impact 
is echoed in the testimony of an educator from the study, 
who shared,

Teaching English is challenging. Students felt that 
spelling and learning vocabulary are boring…Some of 
them don’t know phonics…It’s really hard. While teac-
hing gender equality [SDG#5], I showed them videos of 
Emma Watson and Malala…We read an excerpt from 
Aung Saan Suu Kyi’s Freedom from Fear. That’s the 
first time I saw them search the meaning of the words 
from the dictionary. Somehow we are also in a patriar-
chal society. Somehow we are also facing social injusti-
ce. Perhaps they can connect with their powerlessness 
and their plight. (Karen, as cited in Kwee, 2021)

This study illustrates that exposure to real-world speech-
es enhances students’ engagement by connecting class-
room learning to students’ lived experiences and culti-
vating language acquisition and critical consciousness 
simultaneously. 

 Practical Applications
The first time I introduced Cullis-Suzuki’s (1992) iconic 
speech at the United Nations Conference on Environment 
and Development (UNCED) to my students, I watched 
as they leaned in, transfixed by the powerful words of a 
12-year-old speaking truth to world leaders. Some of them 
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had never seen a young person command a global stage 
like that before. As Cullis-Suzuki stood before the UN, her 
voice unwavering, she spoke of climate change, deforest-
ation, poverty, and the need for urgent action, and in do-
ing so, she seamlessly connected to multiple SDGs without 
ever naming them outright.

After watching, I asked my students: “Which SDGs do you 
think Severn Cullis-Suzuki is talking about?” Hands shot 
up. “She’s talking about SDG 13: Climate Action!” one stu-
dent said, referencing her plea for adults to stop destroy-
ing the environment. “I think she’s talking about SDG 1: No 
Poverty,” another noted, pointing to Cullis-Suzuki’s words 
about children starving around the world while wealthi-
er nations waste resources. “She mentions SDG 15: Life 
on Land,” a third student added, recalling Cullis-Suzuki’s 
concern over the rapid loss of biodiversity. Students were 
engaged, analysing what they had just seen in real time.

To deepen the experience, I passed out transcripts of the 
speech, along with highlighters to the class and asked stu-
dents to highlight quotes that directly related to an SDG 
as we listened again. It became a treasure hunt for them. 
Their enthusiasm grew when I handed out post-it notes 
and had them write their favourite quote from the speech 
and paste it to the corresponding SDG on our classroom 
SDG wall.  This was the moment I realised that speech 
analysis could be one of the most powerful tools for con-
necting language learning with real-world global issues. 
Below is a step-by-step approach to bringing this practice 
into the ELT classroom.
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Step-by-Step Implementation
The following step-by-step approach outlines how speech 
analysis can be effectively integrated into ELT classrooms 
to enhance language development, critical thinking, and 
global citizenship. Each step builds on the previous one, 
scaffolding students’ progress from understanding and 
analysing speeches to creating their own powerful mes-
sage. Keep in mind students’ proficiency levels and adapt 
as necessary.

Step 1: Selecting a Speech

Choose authentic, impactful speeches that align with SDG 
themes. Provide students with transcripts and/or video/
audio versions for multimodal learning. Many of these 
speeches are available on YouTube. A recommended re-
source is the ‘English Speeches’ channel, which provides 
high-quality subtitled content. These are some examples:

•	 Severn Cullis-Suzuki’s 1992 UNCED Speech (SDG 15: 
Life on Land, among many others)

•	 Greta Thunberg’s 2019 UN Climate Action Speech (SDG 
13: Climate Action)

•	 Malala Yousafzai’s 2013 UN Speech on Girls’ Education 
(SDG 4: Quality Education)

•	 António Guterres’ 2019 UN Address on Global Sustain-
ability (SDG 17: Partnerships for the Goals)
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Step 2: Pre-Speech Activities (Building Context & 
Comprehension)

Begin by introducing the speaker and the broader con-
text. Explain who the speaker is, why they are delivering 
the speech, and the specific issue they aim to address. 
Depending on learners’ prior knowledge, it may be nec-
essary to devote one or more lessons to building essential 
background understanding of the topic.

Next, prompt predictive engagement by asking questions 
such as: “What do you think this speech will be about?” 
and “Why might this issue be important on a global scale?” 
This encourages learners to activate prior knowledge and 
anticipate key themes.

Before listening or reading, provide a brief vocabulary and 
rhetorical preview. Highlight important terms, expres-
sions, and rhetorical devices that students will encounter, 
ensuring they are prepared to understand and analyse the 
speech effectively.

Step 3: Guided Listening & Initial Reactions

Play the speech once without interruption and ask stu-
dents to note their initial impressions. During a second 
listening, provide a guided worksheet or a transcript to 
support deeper analysis. This should prompt students to:

•	 Connect the content to relevant SDGs and identify the 
speech’s key messages and themes.

•	 Highlight persuasive techniques such as repetition, 
rhetorical questions, and emotional appeals.
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•	 Observe the speaker’s tone and delivery style, not-
ing how these contribute to the overall impact of the 
speech.

Step 4 (Optional): Rhetorical & Linguistic Analysis

For more advanced classes, the activity can be extended 
through deeper linguistic analysis that encourages critical 
engagement with the speech. Students may focus on:

•	 Structure: Examine how the speaker introduces their 
argument, develops key points, and brings the speech 
to a close.

•	 Persuasive techniques: Identify instances of ethos 
(credibility), pathos (emotional appeal), and logos (log-
ical reasoning).

•	 Figurative language: Highlight the use of metaphors, 
similes, and analogies and discuss their effect.

•	 Repetition and parallelism: Analyse how these stylis-
tic features help reinforce the speech’s central ideas.

Step  5: Small Group or Whole Class Discussion & 
Interpretation

Students then work collaboratively to:

•	 Compare their findings and annotations.

•	 Discuss how the speaker’s language choices shape the 
overall impact of the speech.

•	 Connect the speech’s themes to relevant SDGs and re-
late these ideas to their own experiences and contexts.
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Step 6: (Optional): Comparative Speech Study

Once students have a strong grasp of analysing individual 
speeches, comparative speech analysis offers an opportu-
nity to enhance critical thinking. Consider repeating the 
activity again with Severn Cullis-Suzuki’s speech from the 
2012 Climate Summit, delivered 20 years later. Compare 
and contrast the similarities and differences in her tone, 
rhetoric, and main points. There is a great deal of benefit 
in analysing two speeches from the same speaker 20 years 
apart. You may even wish to focus on tenses with your 
language learners, or to make a visual timeline of climate 
activism in the span of the two speeches. The possibilities 
are endless.

Ste p 7: Personal Reflection & Written Analysis

Encourage learners to reflect on these questions:

•	 What message stood out most and why?

•	 How does the speech connect to an SDG or many?

•	 If it relates to multiple SDGs how would you rank their 
importance?

•	 How effective was the speaker’s use of language?

Ste p 8: Student Speech Creation & Delivery

Using insights from their analyses, students craft their own 
speeches on a sustainability-related issue. You can decide 
to use Severn’s as a template or give students the freedom 
to focus on other SDGs. Depending on students’ proficien-
cy level you can offer scaffolds such as word banks and 
sentence starters and frames. Guide students to:
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•	 Choose a focus.

•	 Incorporate persuasive techniques and rhetorical devices.

•	 Deliver their speech with effective tone, body lan-
guage, and emphasis.

Ste p 9: Peer Feedback & Class Discussion

Students present their speeches and provide constructive 
peer feedback. Facilitate a discussion on how language 
can drive action and awareness.

L esson Extensions That Encourage 
Students to Take Action

Building upon speech analysis, lesson extensions such as 
debates, collaborative discussion, and role-playing sim-
ulations provide students with dynamic opportunities to 
apply their linguistic and analytical skills to real-world 
sustainability challenges. These activities move students 
toward more collaborative participation. Through these 
activities students engage in thoughtful conversations, 
challenge diverse perspectives, and feel empowered to 
take action alongside one another. 

One effective extension involves structured debates, 
where students take a stance on an SDG-related issue and 
defend their arguments with evidence. For example, fol-
lowing the analysis of Severn Cullis-Suzuki’s speech, stu-
dents might debate the question: “Should governments 
enforce strict environmental regulations, even if it im-
pacts economic growth?” Working in teams, students are 
assigned opposing positions, where they must articulate 
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their viewpoints, support claims with evidence, anticipate 
counterarguments, and engage in respectful dialogue. The 
debate process not only refines their rhetorical skills but 
also fosters teamwork, unity, and critical reasoning. Other 
relevant topics could include:

•	 Is banning deforestation the most effective way to 
combat climate change?

•	 Should single-use plastics be banned worldwide?

•	 Should wealthier nations bear more responsibility in 
addressing global climate issues?

By using speech analysis as a foundation, these debates 
guide students to approach sustainability issues with lin-
guistic precision and informed reasoning.

Another way to extend speech analysis lessons is through 
collaborative discussions such as Think-Pair-Share, which 
allows students to examine case studies on sustainabili-
ty challenges and collectively propose solutions. For in-
stance, after analysing a speech related to deforestation or 
biodiversity loss, students can individually reflect on the 
speaker’s main arguments before pairing up to discuss po-
tential solutions or actions individuals and governments 
could take. These smaller discussions prepare students to 
engage in a larger whole-class conversation, where they 
must present their insights, listen to diverse perspectives, 
and refine their arguments in real time. Think-Pair-Share 
fosters student-centred learning by ensuring that every 
student has a voice in the discussion, regardless of their 
confidence level in English. Other potential case studies 
might explore issues such as urban food insecurity, the 
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ethical responsibility of multinational corporations, or 
the long-term effects of climate migration.

To deepen engagement, role-playing simulations allow 
students to take on the perspectives of policymakers, sci-
entists, activists, or business leaders, engaging in nego-
tiations and discussions related to sustainability. A pow-
erful example is a mock United Nations climate summit, 
where students represent various nations and negotiate 
policies based on economic and environmental priorities. 
Some students, representing those nations most affect-
ed by climate change, may push for urgent international 
agreements, while others representing major industrial 
economies may argue for a more gradual transition. These 
role-playing exercises encourage empathetic engage-
ment, as students must advocate for viewpoints they may 
not personally agree with, challenging them to analyse the 
complexities of real-world decision-making.

Another variation of this exercise involves students engag-
ing in role-play as corporate leaders debating the balance 
between profitability and sustainability. One particularly 
effective tool for promoting critical thinking and collab-
oration is the Thingamabob Simulation, a free role-play 
activity developed by the Zinn Education Project (2025). 
In this simulation, students represent various stakehold-
ers such as business leaders, environmental advocates, 
and government officials while negotiating solutions to 
economic and environmental challenges. By engaging in 
this simulation, students practise argumentation, persua-
sion, and ethical decision-making while grappling with 
real-world dilemmas. These real-world simulations not 
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only build language fluency and negotiation skills but also 
allow students to experience how policy and economic 
forces interact in shaping sustainability outcomes.

These dynamic activities and extensions build language 
fluency, negotiation skills, and awareness of how policy 
requires persuasion and precise language. By defending 
policies, debating dilemmas, or representing stakehold-
ers, students recognise that their voices matter – and that 
language is a powerful instrument for civic participation 
and global impact.

 Scaffolding Speech Analysis for Higher-
Order Thinking with Bloom’s Taxonomy

Let us move together from the base to the peak of Bloom et 
al.’s (1956) taxonomy, using SDG-themed speech analysis 
as our guide (see Figure 2). From identifying SDG themes 
to analysing, evaluating, and creating original speeches, 
each stage builds on the last. Watching students deliver 
impassioned speeches on topics they care deeply about is 
one of the most rewarding aspects of this process.

We begin at the foundational level, where students engage 
in knowledge recall and comprehension by identifying 
and categorising the 17 SDGs and recognising how they 
are thematically embedded within a speech. For example, 
they might link Cullis-Suzuki’s concerns about deforesta-
tion to SDG 15 (Life on Land), or her emphasis on global 
hunger to SDG 2 (Zero Hunger). This stage builds essential 
background knowledge and ensures students understand 
key concepts. Depending on proficiency level, achieving 
this might be a big win. 
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Figure 2: 

Bloom’s Taxonomy Used to Elevate Learning Utilising Speech Analysis
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critique, weigh
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interpret, operate, schedule, sketch
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classify, describe, discuss, explain, identify, 
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Recall facts and basic concepts
define, duplicate, list, memorize, repeat, 
state

Draw connections among ideas
differentiate, organize, relate, compare, contrast, 
distinguish, examine, experiment, question, test

Bloom’s Taxonomy

Moving up to the application stage, students apply their 
knowledge by comparing and contrasting speeches across 
different contexts. They might analyse Cullis-Suzuki’s cli-
mate speeches from 1992 and 2012 or compare her rheto-
ric with Greta Thunberg’s. This process reveals patterns in 
activist discourse and helps students recognise how mes-
sages and delivery evolve over time.

The analysis stage involves deconstructing rhetorical 
techniques and persuasive strategies. Students assess how 
Cullis-Suzuki appeals to ethos, pathos, logos to convey ur-
gency, while also considering how language choices shape 
the effectiveness of an argument, identifying key phras-
es that evoke emotional responses and encourage action. 
They may also analyse how the language choice and tone 
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differ between Cullis-Suzuki’s speeches from 1992 and 
2012 and consider what factors may have influenced these 
shifts. 

The evaluation stage challenges students to critique ar-
guments, defend positions, and weigh solutions through 
debates and discussions. Students evaluate the validity of 
various viewpoints and consider the complexities of poli-
cymaking. For instance, debating whether governments 
should impose strict environmental regulations compels 
students to evaluate trade-offs between environmental pro-
tection and economic growth. Additionally, students might 
select the SDG goals that they believe are top priority (per-
sonally or at a global level) and defend why using evidence. 

Finally, students reach the creation stage by producing 
original work such as writing speeches, designing advoca-
cy projects, or crafting social media campaigns to address 
an SDG. This synthesis of knowledge and skills culminates 
in authentic, impactful expression. If your school engag-
es with service learning, this is a perfect opportunity to 
extend students’ creations beyond the classroom. Projects 
can be adapted to address local challenges, collaborate 
with community organisations, or raise awareness about 
global issues through school-wide presentations or events.

As educators, our goal is to move students beyond pas-
sive listening toward critical thinking, creation, and ac-
tion. While SDG-themed speech analysis offers a powerful 
framework, it can easily become a passive exercise if not 
paired with opportunities for meaningful engagement. 
The true value lies in guiding students from comprehen-
sion to analysis, evaluation, and creation, empowering 
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them to critique what they hear, formulate their own ide-
as, and produce authentic calls to action. When students 
move from listening to doing, they gain the confidence to 
use their voices, collaborate with others, and contribute to 
a more sustainable and just world. Through this approach, 
students do not just study sustainability, but learn how to 
apply language and skills as a force for meaningful change.

Conclusion
Just as my journey with the SDGs began with a sense of 
detachment that transformed into passionate integration, 
I have witnessed my students’ own journeys evolve from 
passive learning to active participation. By integrating 
SDGs into ELT, we expand language education beyond 
grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation, empowering 
students to think critically, engage thoughtfully, and advo-
cate for change. 

Integrating sustainability themes into ELT transforms 
classrooms into spaces where language bridges knowl-
edge and action. Through SDG-related speech analysis and 
practical lesson extensions, educators can guide students 
toward critical inquiry, civic responsibility, collaboration, 
and meaningful engagement. 

Looking ahead, educators must continue innovating their 
approaches to SDG integration within ELT. Future re-
search could explore interdisciplinary collaborations that 
merge language learning with science, technology, and so-
cial studies to deepen students’ understanding of sustain-
ability. Additionally, making use of digital tools such as 
AI-driven speech analysis, collaborative online platforms, 
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and virtual exchange programmes can expand access to 
authentic materials, broaden connections, and foster 
meaningful cross-cultural dialogue.

As Captain Jean-Luc Picard observed in Star Trek: The Next 
Generation (Menosky & Kolbe, 1991), “The Tamarian was 
willing to risk all of us, just for the hope of communica-
tion…connection. Now the door is open between our peo-
ples.” This sentiment underscores the power of striving 
for understanding and connection, even amidst challeng-
es – a skill essential to confronting the global risks we col-
lectively face. In the same spirit, Dr. Martin Luther King 
Jr., in his 1967 Christmas Sermon on Peace, reminded us 
that “we are caught in an inescapable network of mutuali-
ty, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one 
directly, affects all indirectly.”  Where Dr. King envisions 
humanity as threads woven in a “garment of destiny,” 
Picard highlights how language and communication serve 
as the needle stitching collaboration and progress. This in-
terconnectedness reveals that every action toward a goal, 
no matter how small, contributes to the broader tapestry 
of progress. Just as language opens doors to understand-
ing and collaboration, so too does every effort to educate 
and empower students ripple outward, strengthening the 
fabric of education.

More than ever, the world needs individuals who can lis-
ten, articulate, negotiate, and advocate for a sustainable 
future. Just as Cullis-Suzuki’s words resonated decades af-
ter she spoke them, our students’ voices have the power 
to shape the future. It is our job as educators to help them 
find and amplify those voices.
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Abstract

By integrating Positive Education principles into school 
curricula, we can aim to empower students to become 
active contributors to sustainable well-being. This chap-
ter delves into the potential of character strengths devel-
opment in shaping environmentally conscious attitudes 
and behaviours, and discusses practical strategies for pro-
moting a sustainable well-being ethos. In this process of 
mindset formation, the Character Strengths classification 
developed by Peterson and Seligman (2004) serves as a 
valuable measure, reference point, and essential frame-
work for implementing positive education interventions 
in classroom settings. This chapter explores the intersec-
tion of individual well-being and environmental sustaina-
bility, examining how educational frameworks can foster 
a mindset that aligns personal happiness with collective 
responsibility for the planet. Ultimately, this research 
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seeks to illuminate pathways for cultivating a more eq-
uitable and environmentally conscious future through 
Positive Education interventions, based on the Character 
Strengths framework.

Keywords: Sustainable Well-Being; Positive Education; 
Character Strengths

The Need for Common Ground between 
Positive Psychology and Sustainability

‘Well-being’ encompasses many meanings, referring to 
collective and individual attitudes, mindsets and actions. 
According to Oades and Mossman (2017), the definition 
of well-being is seen differently from the perspective of 
health practitioners, economists, philosophers, psycholo-
gists or sociologists, leading to diverse perspectives, defi-
nitions and ideas. By reading the definition of well-being 
included in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 3 and its 
targets (United Nations, 2015), we can see that the concept 
is connected to areas like global maternal mortality, pre-
ventable deaths, epidemics, access to clean water, etc. It 
seems that the definition of well-being for SDG 3 is related 
to a collective improvement of life conditions worldwide 
rather than to individual states of happiness, beneficial 
atomic habits or people’s positive mindsets, as positive 
psychology theories propose. In other words, there seems 
to be a gap between the definition of well-being as de-
fined by positive psychology literature and the definition 
of well-being proposed by the sustainability development 
goals for 2030.
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For positive psychologists, and more specifically for one of 
its founders, Martin Seligman (2011), well-being is a con-
struct consisting of several measurable elements, which 
contribute to its nature but none of them defines it. The 
five measurable elements of well-being are: positive emo-
tions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and achieve-
ment (Seligman, 2011). Ryff and Keyes (1995) define the 
characteristics of people with well-being as self-accept-
ance, positive relationships with other people, mastering 
of the surrounding context for their needs and desires, au-
tonomy, purpose and growth.

As Ronen and Kerret (2020) affirm, there seems to be a 
need to integrate “positive psychology and environmental 
sustainability using cognitive-behavioural therapy princi-
ples and offering a new language of sustainable wellbeing 
literacy” (p. 2). The discipline of Positive Psychology and 
the practice of sustainability can find a common connec-
tion under the term ‘sustainable well-being’ as was pro-
posed by Ronen and Kerret (2020) and as depicted in Figure 
1. It is noteworthy that their definition seems to coincide 
with the World Health Organization’s (2025) definition of 
‘mental health,’ which describes it as a state of emotional 
well-being in which individuals recognise their strengths, 
effectively handle typical life challenges, and function ef-
ficiently and productively, while also making positive con-
tributions to their communities and the natural environ-
ment. The need for a global point of reference regarding 
sustainability and well-being seems to have been covered 
by these definitions.
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Figure 1: 

Sustainable Well-Being (Ronen & Kerret, 2020)

Misconceptions Regarding Sustainability in 
Connection to Well-Being

A well-worded definition is not always a guarantee for 
implementation, but it can serve as a target and point of 
reference for some action towards a thorough and effec-
tive training of people for understanding and practising 
sustainable well-being. In terms of practice, it looks as 
though the cultivation of a sustainable well-being mindset 
seems to be impeded by several problems or misconcep-
tions in everyday life, making the need for positive psy-
chology practices perhaps more imperative than ever.

Some of the “misconceptions” of sustainability in connec-
tion to well-being are the following:
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•	 People in today’s societies tend to equate happiness 
with the high consumption of goods. As Kasser (2006) 
points out, individuals tend to confuse the “path to the 
goods life” as the “goods life”.

•	 The lifestyles and consumption patterns of the wealth-
iest nations are contributing to environmental degra-
dation, which disproportionately affects poorer coun-
tries (Sachs, 2012).

•	 The Happy Planet Index (HPI) reveals that numerous 
affluent countries are placing significant strain on 
natural resources and consuming a disproportionate 
share of these resources (Abdallah et al., 2009).

•	 The increasing prevalence of obesity in wealthy na-
tions may give another indication that a prevalent mis-
conception, among those populations, is that well-be-
ing is associated with the extreme, mindless and 
unhindered consumption of any type of food (Sachs, 
2012).

Positive Education as the Right Channel to 
Sustainable Well-Being

Even if we assume that none of the above misconceptions 
are true, we still need to cultivate educated, trained and 
knowledgeable individuals on sustainable well-being. 
For this purpose, we will have to start with promoting the 
basic ideas of sustainable well-being through the right 
channels. As Ronen and Kerret (2020) maintain, at an op-
erational level, it would be great to target children and ad-
olescents through the school education system. Students 
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can develop and control their own agency of self-care and 
they can become the future influencers of global well-be-
ing. Schools can also play a significant role both in defin-
ing and achieving well-being goals (Ronen & Kerret, 2020).

If schools and institutionalised education can be the chan-
nel, the place and the framework for sustainable well-be-
ing to blossom, positive education can be the curriculum 
and the programme to follow to achieve the systematic 
development of well-being practices. Seligman (2011) de-
fines Positive Education as education that encompasses 
both conventional academic abilities and skills that pro-
mote well-being. Positive Education is the common zone 
in which Positive Psychology practices and institutional-
ised education merge to enrich well-being and enhance 
the unique opportunities and challenges of focusing on 
the strengths of individuals in educational environments 
(Norrish, 2015). Kokolas and Bruce (2023) go one step fur-
ther by stating that Positive Education is an approach and 
a value system that inspires not just optimism but also a 
sense of purpose and motivation which are “the founda-
tion for lifelong learning” (p. 3). The notion underpinning 
all of the above definitions is that instead of trying to cure 
people and students after hardships and weaknesses visit 
them, it is better to try to procure their well-being before 
they are struck by adversity (Norrish, 2015).

The idea of procuring before instead of curing afterwards 
is very much aligned with the idea of happiness before 
success, as expressed by Lyubomirsky et al. (2005). It re-
flects on the medium of instruction that we will use to 
achieve the teaching of sustainable well-being via positive 
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education programmes. In other words, the students who 
will become evangelists and promoters of sustainabili-
ty need to first be happy about sustainability themselves 
and then be successfully trained to spread the word and 
practise sustainable techniques in their communities. 
Students need to experience the concept of positive affect 
because positive emotions motivate people to pursue suc-
cess by focusing on their goals and engaging in behaviours 
that lead to positive outcomes (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).

Character Strengths: The Core of Positive 
Education

Professor Nansook Park defines the discovery, devel-
opment, and practice of Character Strengths projects in 
schools as the core of Positive Education (as cited in Nor-
rish, 2015). However, the development of students’ char-
acter seems to have been largely neglected by scholars in 
the 20th century (Park & Peterson, 2009). On the contrary, 
the trait of ‘good character’ is what we all look for in lead-
ers, parents, teachers, students and the people around us, 
maybe because good character can serve as a guarantee 
for a healthy and beneficial relationship. In a school con-
text, when we talk about nurturing conscious individuals 
with a capacity for critical thinking and agency, we need 
to ensure that before action there is “a virtuous character 
to will the good” (Baumrid, 1998, p. 13). We need to ensure 
prompt action is taken by individuals with good character. 
And maybe the students with good character will be the 
first ones to care more about sustainability.
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In 2004, Peterson and Seligman assembled a team of 55 
distinguished scientists and scholars. After three years 
of extensive research, historical reviews, and analysis of 
the best insights on character from various disciplines 
– including ethics, psychology, and theology – spanning 
over 2,500 years, they developed a classification system 
comprising six virtues and 24 character strengths. These 
strengths serve as pathways to the six virtues mentioned 
earlier (Niemec, 2017).

The classification stands as follows: 

•	 Virtue of Wisdom – Creativity, Curiosity, Judgement, 
Love of Learning, Perspective

•	 Virtue of Courage – Bravery, Perseverance, Honesty, 
Zest

•	 Virtue of Humanity – Love, Kindness, Social 
Intelligence

•	 Virtue of Justice – Teamwork, Fairness, Leadership

•	 Virtue of Temperance – Forgiveness, Humility, Pru-
dence, Self-Regulation

•	 Virtue of Transcendence – Appreciation of Beauty 
and Excellence, Gratitude, Hope, Humor, Spirituality 
(Niemiec & McGrath, 2019, pp. 26–27)

Seeking the connection between Character Strengths and 
Sustainable Well-Being, we can assume the Character 
Strengths act as a medium of instruction in Positive Ed-
ucation programmes; they can bring forward more op-
portunities for upskilling the well-being of students and 
teachers hopefully leading them to more environmentally 
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friendly, sustainable attitudes. This hypothesis is strongly 
supported by the VIA Institute of Character, which defines 
Character Strengths as a starting point for self-reflection 
on our identity, a scheme for helping people to produce 
positive outcomes for themselves and others and most im-
portant of all, as solid contexts for promoting individual 
contributions to the collective good (Niemec, 2017). 

Is Sustainable Well-Being a Virtuous 
Behaviour? 

It is understandable that before using character strengths 
as routes to virtuous living, we may have to first define 
sustainable well-being as virtuous behaviour. There have 
been several successful attempts to frame this definition. 
According to Corral-Verdugo (2012), sustainable behav-
iour is a “positive behaviour originated by positive dispo-
sitional factors and maintained by psychological benefits” 
(p. 1). Hilbig et al. (2013) define it as an act related to ten-
dencies of having a disposition towards moral virtue and 
pro-social orientation, while Kaiser and Byrka (2011) have 
found that pro-environmental action is highly connected 
to pro-social behaviour and actions. All the above descrip-
tions seem to consider sustainable behaviour as a rather 
virtuous behaviour (Corral-Verdugo et al., 2015). 

Access to Virtues through Character 
Strengths

Virtues help us grow and co-exist positively with other 
people, raise the level of our psychological well-being, 
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and help us adapt to the environment around us (Peter-
son & Seligman, 2004). On the other hand, adapting to the 
environment around us, also presupposes virtuous behav-
iours, especially if we are to ensure its preservation (Cor-
ral-Verdugo, 2012). Thus, the pathways to environmental-
ly virtuous behaviours could be discovered through the 
scheme of Character Strengths (Niemec, 2017), which con-
tribute to many Positive Education programmes around 
the world. Virtuous behaviours are inherent in a way of 
living that challenges the primary factors contributing to 
environmental harm, particularly consumerism and in-
equality. This implies that individuals committed to sus-
tainability must utilise their personal character strengths 
to fulfil objectives related to environmental conservation. 
In other words, the personal strengths of each individual 
can support and instigate pro-environmental, virtuous be-
haviours (Corral-Verdugo, 2012).

The following overview attempts to identify character 
strengths that seem to be more related to the development 
of environmentally sustainable behaviours. Each strength 
is defined and a connection to environmentally sustain-
able behaviours is made, followed by a suggested class-
room activity related to English language teaching cur-
ricula. The overview can serve as a suggested manual for 
English teachers who would like to apply positive educa-
tion techniques related to Character Strengths to develop 
more environmentally sustainable attitudes in the future. 
The activities are adaptable according to the language lev-
el of the students and sometimes they may simply require 
activities outside the limits of the classroom.
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Virtue of Wisdom

Character Strength of Creativity

Definition

Doing and conceptualising things in novel and productive 
ways (Niemiec, 2017).

Connection to Sustainable Behaviour   

The beginning of pro-environmental competency (Frai-
jo-Sing et al., 2013).

ELT Activity Related to the Character Strength of Creativity 
(B1/B2 Level)

Divide students into teams and assign each team a specific 
environmental problem (e.g., water pollution, water con-
servation, plastic waste, high gas emissions). Each group 
is given a specific time to brainstorm novel, creative solu-
tions to their assigned problems. They create a poster or 
a presentation where they outline the issue, describe the 
solution proposed, and explain how this solution can con-
tribute to sustainable behaviour.

Character Strength of Curiosity

Definition

To explore and discover, and “to take an interest in on-
going experience for its own sake” (Niemiec & McGrath, 
2019, p. 49).
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Connection to Sustainable Behaviour   

Curiosity can become an intrinsic factor in generating and 
sustaining motivation for pro-environmental behaviour 
(He et al., 2010).

ELT Activity Related to the Character Strength of Curiosity 
(B1/ B2 Level)

•	 Give the class a text either from your textbook or any 
other source that contains facts/data/information/triv-
ia that your students may not know about an environ-
mental problem.

•	 Encourage them to spot the information they did not 
know or the things mentioned in the text that they 
would be curious to learn more about. Ask them to 
form specific questions to request more information 
about the things they are curious to learn more about 
regarding the specific problem.

•	 Ask them to mingle and for 10 minutes ask as many of 
their classmates as possible their questions and gather 
as much information as possible about the topic.

•	 Write the problem mentioned in the text on the board 
and ask students to provide you with possible solu-
tions, ideally generated from the information gath-
ered after interviewing each other. Write the solutions 
on the board.

•	 Encourage students to write an essay or a paragraph 
on the problem and solutions they see on the board. 
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Virtue of Courage

Character Strength of Bravery

Definition

Not feeling disheartened in front of threat, seeing difficul-
ty or pain as challenges, speaking up and supporting what 
is right, taking action on convictions even if unpopular 
(Niemiec & McGrath, 2019).

Connection to Sustainable Behaviour   

Sustainable attitudes and behaviours require effort and an 
ability to overcome obstacles (Karlin, et al., 2014). 

ELT Activity Related to the Character Strength of Bravery 
(B1/ B2 Level)

•	 Prepare some scenario cards with certain situations 
featuring a challenging situation related to sustaina-
bility, that requires acts of bravery. As challenging sit-
uations, you can use the following scenarios:

•	 Littering in Front of Your Eyes: You are with your 
friends when you witness a young person throwing 
trash on the ground. Your friends are laughing and 
saying nothing. How do you respond to them? Do you 
say anything to the person littering and, if yes, what 
exactly would say to them? 

•	 A Call to Action for Recycling: You notice that your 
school has no recycling bins and all the students throw 
recyclable materials into trash bins. You want to raise 
the issue with the school administration. Write an 
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essay or report denoting the problem, providing ex-
amples and specific data, and urging the school for 
a call to action. Do not forget to add recommended 
solutions. 

•	 Community Clean-Up: A local eco-group is organising 
a beach cleanup event, but very few people have reg-
istered to attend. You believe this is an important ac-
tivity for the local community and want to encourage 
higher attendance. Prepare a promo poster with the 
main reasons why your fellow citizens should support 
this sustainable initiative. 

Virtue of Humanity

Character Strength of Social Intelligence

Definition

Being aware of human feelings both in others and oneself.  
Knowing how to fit in different social situations. Knowing 
what makes other people tick (Niemiec, 2017).

Connection to Sustainable Behaviour     

Necessary factor in pro-environmental competency (PEC). 
Pro-environmental competency is defined as the skills 
that fulfil pro-ecological requirements. These specific re-
quirements are norms set by social groups to guarantee 
the protection of environmental resources (Fraijo-Sing et 
al., 2013). 
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ELT Activity Related to the Character Strength of Social 
Intelligence (B1/ B2 Level)

Organising a Community Project on Sustainability

Students need to become sufficiently prepared to engage 
in conversations with fellow citizens to inform them and 
convince them to join an initiative on collecting litter from 
a specific area in their city.

•	 Direct questions can be prepared that can spark a 
conversation with the citizens. For example, “Are you 
aware that [name of the city area] is full of litter? Do 
you know that nobody from the municipality or any 
other authority has taken the initiative to clean this 
waste? Would you help us, the students, clean this area 
on [date] at [time]?” Ask the students to brainstorm 
more questions.

•	 Students develop an argument on how important it is 
to contribute and participate in collective initiatives 
that promote sustainable attitudes. For example, they 
consider the power of collaboration since the protec-
tion of the environment cannot be done only by one 
individual. The building of communal resilience with 
the formation of ecosystems which can stand as build-
ing blocks against pollution and the drive for policy 
change as collective initiatives by civilians may sensi-
tise the authorities to seek proactive solutions to the 
problems affecting the environment. Ask students to 
brainstorm more arguments.

•	 Ask students to prepare the content for a poster and a 
leaflet that will contain all the details for the littering 
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project (date, time, etc.), a motivational slogan calling 
for participation, and a paraphrase of the arguments 
developed in this activity.

Once the above part is prepared, students can practise 
this activity in action by contacting civilians, engaging in 
pro-environmental conversations, and inviting people to 
this cleanup activity. The actual engagement in real-life 
conversations can provide a more realistic out of class-
room extension for the activity and generate more moti-
vation for students.

Virtue of Justice

Character Strength of Leadership

Definition

Encouraging groups to get things done, while maintaining 
good relations within the group. Organising and carrying 
out group activities (Niemiec, 2017).

Connection to Sustainable Behaviour     

The fundamental element of environmental activism 
(Werder, 2006). 

ELT Activity Related to the Character Strength of Leadership 
(B1/ B2 Level)

Organising a Sustainable Pitch Initiative 

The main objective of the activity is for students to cre-
ate a pitch for a three- to five-minute presentation for a 
sustainable, clear and measurable goal. Students need to 
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form teams, collaborate and commonly decide on the top-
ic, respecting the principles of leadership. 

•	 Divide the students into groups of 3 or 4. 

•	 Ask them to brainstorm on some hot environmental 
issues that they would like to pitch about.

•	 Ask them to decide on specific actions to be taken 
and ensure that there is a reasonable timeline for 
implementation.

•	 Coach them that all the ideas of the team should be 
heard and if there are any disagreements, they should 
be resolved peacefully and respectfully.   

•	 The whole team prepares a 3- to 4-minute presenta-
tion on the topic.

•	 Each team presents its pitch in front of the entire class.

•	 After each presentation, there should be time for 
questions and constructive feedback from classmates. 
Feedback should ideally focus on how clear the plan 
was, how feasible was the implementation of the plan, 
and how effective was the group’s competence to pro-
mote their pitch.  

•	 After each presentation, allow time for questions and 
constructive feedback from the audience. Focus feed-
back on the clarity of the plan, the feasibility of the 
activities, and the group’s ability to promote their ini-
tiative effectively.
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Con clusion
This chapter has emphasised the critical intersection 
of individual well-being and sustainable behaviour. By 
addressing different misconceptions that equate happi-
ness to individual pleasures and limitless consumption, 
the chapter tried to demonstrate that individual happi-
ness and collective environmental responsibility should 
go hand-in-hand. Positive Psychology can act as a help-
ful framework of action for cultivating and promoting 
more collectively sustainable behaviours. If we want the 
change to start early and start nurturing virtuous actors 
for sustainable well-being, then we should be integrat-
ing more Positive Education practices into our schools. A 
pivotal and fundamental ingredient of Positive Education 
programmes is the cultivation of a Character Strengths 
framework. The nurturing of Character Strengths can be 
a promising pathway in developing more environmentally 
sustainable attitudes and behaviours, and contributing to 
a more sustainable future for all.
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Abstract

This chapter explores the representation of sexuality in 
English language teaching (ELT) materials, emphasising 
its significance for promoting social inclusion and equity, 
as aligned with Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 10.2. 
By critically analysing coursebooks and other teaching re-
sources, the chapter highlights how diverse sexual identi-
ties are often marginalised or omitted, reinforcing heter-
onormative perspectives. It argues for the integration of 
inclusive content that reflects a broad spectrum of sexual 
orientations and identities, fostering a more accepting 
and equitable learning environment. The chapter pro-
vides practical strategies for teachers to adapt materials 
and create inclusive classrooms that support all learners, 
thereby contributing to reducing inequalities. By address-
ing sexuality in ELT, educators can play a pivotal role in 
cultivating learners’ critical awareness of social diversity, 
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promoting greater societal acceptance and inclusion, and 
supporting the broader goals of sustainable development 
by ensuring no one is left behind.

Keywords: Inclusive Language Teaching; Sexuality; Equity

Introduction
Calls for equity, representation, and human dignity in ed-
ucation have gained considerable traction in recent years 
(Pérez Berbain et al., 2021; Smith, 2024), catalysed by glob-
al frameworks such as the United Nations’ Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs). Among them, SDG 10’s second 
target is particularly salient to this chapter’s focus. It calls 
for the promotion of the social, economic, and political in-
clusion of all people, regardless of identity or status (UN, 
n.d.), reinforcing the principle that education must active-
ly empower rather than merely make accommodations 
for diversity (Bollas, 2021). These principles are directly 
relevant to the educational domain, where the redistribu-
tion of representational power (who and what is seen in 
the curriculum) can play a vital role in reducing social in-
equality. In English Language Teaching (ELT), the urgency 
is compounded by the fact that learners are not merely ac-
quiring linguistic forms but engaging with cultural narra-
tives embedded in materials that subtly construct, affirm, 
or exclude aspects of identity.

Despite an increasingly global recognition of the need for 
inclusive and socially just education (UNESCO, 2017), ELT 
materials often fall short of reflecting the pluralistic real-
ities of contemporary learners (Selvi & Kocaman, 2021). 
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While there have been measurable gains in how race, na-
tionality, and gender are represented, LGBTQ+ identities 
remain conspicuously underrepresented or tokenised. 
This sustained omission reflects not simply an oversight 
but a systemic pattern of exclusion rooted in market-driv-
en publishing practices and institutional silences. It rein-
forces a version of language education that privileges dom-
inant sociological norms and sidelines those perceived as 
controversial or culturally sensitive. If ELT is to align with 
a more expansive and socially sustainable vision of edu-
cation, it must move beyond traditional framings of sus-
tainability as environmental and economic, and embrace 
the cultural and representational dimensions. This chap-
ter explores how the marginalisation of LGBTQ+ identities 
in ELT materials stands in contrast to the principles of in-
clusion embedded within SDG 10.2, which emphasises the 
need to empower and promote full inclusion. It positions 
the English language classroom as a potential site for equi-
ty-building and cultural transformation, provided educa-
tors and institutions are willing to confront the limitations 
of mainstream materials and practices.

To illuminate these tensions, the discussion first exam-
ines a recent incident in Malta. Although this country is 
frequently commended for its robust legal protections 
of LGBTQ+ rights (Times of Malta, 2024), inconsistencies 
persist within its social and educational contexts. This 
case is not just contextually significant but pedagogically 
instructive: it offers a microcosm of how national policy, 
parental attitudes, and educational practice can clash, 
and how public discourse can both expose and challenge 
exclusionary norms. Following this contextualisation, 
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the chapter interrogates the representational landscape 
of mainstream ELT coursebooks, identifying recurring 
patterns of omission and sanitisation. It argues that the 
scarcity of LGBTQ+ content is symptomatic of a deeper re-
luctance to confront sexuality as a legitimate component 
of cultural literacy. Drawing on research and practition-
er perspectives, the chapter then explores how inclusive 
materials can foster more engaged, critically literate, and 
interculturally competent learners. In the final section, a 
set of classroom activities is presented as a practical inter-
vention, illustrating a way forward for educators to foster 
equity and inclusion in their teaching. These activities are 
designed to support not only vocabulary acquisition and 
discourse skills, but also reflective engagement with is-
sues of gender, family, and identity, components too often 
missing from traditional ELT syllabi.

Contextualising the Problem in Malta
Malta has made considerable progress in LGBTQ+ rights, 
regularly topping the ILGA-Europe (2025) Rainbow In-
dex for its legislative protections and anti-discrimination 
policies. The LGBTIQ+ Equality Strategy & Action Plan 
(2023–2027) outlines a vision for a society where all peo-
ple, regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity, 
are assured equal opportunities, dignity, and protection. 
Its Equality Act (2016) explicitly prohibits discrimination 
within educational settings, situating Malta as a legislative 
leader in the European Union (Government of Malta, 2023; 
European Education and Culture Executive Agency, n.d.). 
However, as is often the case, legal progress does not auto-
matically translate into social acceptance or institutional 
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practice. Public attitudes remain uneven, and the class-
room continues to reflect and reproduce broader social 
tensions. In this regard, a 2025 incident at St. Clare Col-
lege Primary School became emblematic of the lingering 
gap between policy and practice. When a family withdrew 
their child from the class of openly gay teacher Stefan 
Vassallo, citing discomfort with their child being taught 
by someone who is ‘not straight’, it laid bare a crack in 
inclusive progress in education (Magri, 2025). The case 
captured national attention, provoking widespread media 
coverage and a wave of public solidarity with the teacher.

Vassallo’s public letter in response to the discrimination 
was both poignant and political. He wrote: 

Teaching children to fear, exclude or dismiss a group 
of people is not protection—it is an attempt to blind 
them to the diversity and complexity of the world 
around them, keeping them in the dark and limiting 
their ability to develop the empathy and respect they 
need to thrive. (Vassallo as cited in Diacono, 2025) 

His words resonated deeply with the Maltese public, and 
in a rare reversal, the parents ultimately rescinded their 
decision and allowed their son to return to the classroom.

This incident is significant for two reasons. First, it reveals 
how strong public sentiment can challenge discriminato-
ry actions, particularly when framed around harm to the 
educational environment. Second, it demonstrates that 
despite strong legislative frameworks, institutional mech-
anisms often lag behind. The incident thus acts as a bell-
wether, signalling a broader disconnect between national 
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aspirations for equity and the lived realities. For ELT prac-
titioners, the relevance is profound. The incident raises 
the question of what learners are implicitly being taught 
about identity, normalcy, and social inclusion through the 
materials and methods used in language classrooms. It 
also provides a natural segue into examining how these 
same silences and exclusions manifest in global ELT 
materials.

The Status Quo in ELT Materials
A critical examination of contemporary ELT coursebooks 
highlights a concerning erasure of LGBTQ+ identities. De-
spite modest advances in racial and gender diversity – typ-
ically expressed through surface-level imagery – sexuality 
remains notably and consistently excluded. Gray (2013) 
argues that most coursebooks operate within a presumed 
heterosexual norm, with representations of romantic or 
familial relationships almost exclusively featuring heter-
osexual pairings. When LGBTQ+ individuals are included, 
they tend to appear in isolated culture notes, detached 
from the main grammar or vocabulary content, reinforc-
ing their perceived marginality. This absence is not merely 
coincidental; it is a strategic form of omission. Gray (2002) 
discusses how materials are often sanitised by publishers 
to maximise global market appeal, particularly in regions 
where LGBTQ+ representation could provoke controversy 
or jeopardise sales. This leads to self-censorship at mul-
tiple levels of the publishing pipeline, from manuscript 
drafting to editorial review, resulting in materials that ap-
pear ‘neutral’ but are, in effect, politically conservative.
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Compounding this issue is teacher uncertainty. Educators 
in many contexts may experience uncertainty when ad-
dressing LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom, often due to a 
lack of formal training, unclear institutional guidance, or 
concerns about social sensitivities. In a study by Ulla and 
Paiz (2023), Thai ELT teachers reported receiving no for-
mal instruction related to gender or sexuality during their 
training yet many expressed a willingness to be inclusive 
within the limits of their institutional context. Systemic 
exclusion has significant pedagogical implications. It not 
only limits the linguistic and cultural scope of learning but 
also sends a powerful message about whose lives and rela-
tionships are deemed worth learning about. For LGBTQ+ 
students, the absence contributes to a sense of invisibility 
and may reinforce internalised stigma. For heterosexual 
students, it perpetuates narrow worldviews and inhibits 
the development of intercultural sensitivity.

Reconceptualising Sustainability in ELT
The persistence of such exclusions reveals a narrow un-
derstanding of sustainability within education. Sustaina-
bility is often framed in ELT materials as an environmen-
tal concern, focused on recycling, green technologies, and 
climate change. While these are vital topics, they repre-
sent only one dimension of the UN’s sustainability agenda. 
SDG 10, and specifically Target 10.2, urges us to consider 
how education can become a vehicle for the active inclu-
sion and empowerment of all learners, particularly those 
whose identities have historically been marginalised (UN, 
n.d.).
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Social sustainability involves creating inclusive institu-
tions and curricula that reflect and affirm diverse lived ex-
periences. As Ulla and Paiz (2023) argue, educators must 
engage critically with questions of identity, power, and 
equity in TESOL practice. This involves not simply slotting 
in diverse voices to meet a quota, but rethinking who is 
represented in ELT materials and how. Such an approach 
would reflect the evolving social landscape in many parts 
of the world, where support for LGBTQ+ rights is growing. 
In Malta, for instance, public backlash against the Vassal-
lo case illustrates that while institutional inertia remains, 
public discourse has shifted. ELT materials, however, have 
not kept pace. They continue to offer an outdated model of 
society, limiting learners’ ability to engage with the com-
plexities of real-world communication. In this light, the 
question is not simply one of inclusion but of educational 
quality and relevance. A socially sustainable ELT curricu-
lum must help learners develop the linguistic resources to 
talk about identity, difference, and social issues. It must 
prepare them to participate in diverse communities, not 
just grammatically but ethically and relationally.

The Cost of Erasure in Education
The exclusion of LGBTQ+ identities from ELT materials 
has wide-reaching consequences, not only for those direct-
ly affected but for the broader educational aims of global 
citizenship, empathy, and intercultural communication. 
For LGBTQ+ students, a lack of representation in class-
room materials often translates into a feeling of invisibili-
ty. As Evans and Fisher (2022) argue, learners’ perceptions 
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of their own identities are deeply intertwined with how 
they engage with language and what is presented in the 
classroom context. When learners never see themselves 
mirrored in dialogues, characters, or reading passages, 
they receive an implicit message that their identities are 
not valid or appropriate for the classroom. This can lead 
to disengagement, lowered self-esteem, and reluctance to 
participate, especially in settings where the classroom is 
one of the few public spaces for self-expression.

Moreover, The Trevor Project (2024) found that inclusive 
school environments significantly reduce rates of depres-
sion, anxiety, and suicidal ideation among LGBTQ+ youth. 
In contrast, silence and erasure increase the likelihood of 
internalised shame and isolation. These findings support 
the argument that representational equity in education 
is not a luxury; it is a protective factor. For heterosexu-
al and cisgender students, their exposure to reductive or 
monolithic models of identity limits their ability to en-
gage meaningfully in intercultural communication. As 
Sauntson (2019) notes, ELT’s stated mission is to prepare 
learners for real-world interaction across cultures and, in 
an increasingly globalised world, this includes interacting 
respectfully with LGBTQ+ individuals and communities. 
Materials that exclude or minimise such identities under-
mine that very goal.

Teachers, too, are affected. The lack of integrated LG-
BTQ+ content, and accompanying pedagogical support, 
creates a professional dilemma. As Paiz (2018) and other 
scholars note, even educators who are personally com-
mitted to inclusion may feel unprepared or unsupported 
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in implementing inclusive practices. This often results in 
well-meaning avoidance, which can reinforce the status 
quo. Without institutional backing or professional devel-
opment, inclusivity remains a personal burden rather 
than a systemic goal. Moreover, these representational 
gaps may become embedded in teacher practice over time.

Commercially produced textbooks often play a founda-
tional role in shaping early-career teachers’ beliefs about 
what counts as appropriate classroom content (Paiz, 2019). 
This tendency is reinforced when educators limit their 
professional self-conception to teaching only the tech-
nical mechanics of English, rather than embracing their 
role in students’ broader socialisation processes. These 
assumptions may habitually persist even after teachers 
stop relying on such materials, leading to the continued 
erasure of LGBTQ+ perspectives in classrooms long after 
the initial training period. This underscores the need not 
only for inclusive materials, but also for teacher training 
and critical engagement with how those materials shape 
pedagogical habits and professional identities.

The Benefits of Inclusive ELT Materials
In contrast to the harms outlined above, inclusive ELT 
practices offer tangible pedagogical, psychological, and 
intercultural benefits. These extend beyond LGBTQ+ 
students, supporting the development of more open, re-
flective, and linguistically competent learners across the 
board.
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Improved Learner Engagement and Critical 
Thinking
Research shows that learners engage more deeply with 
materials that reflect a diverse range of human experienc-
es. Paiz (2019) observes that inclusive dialogues not only 
resonate more personally with students but also open up 
richer spaces for discussion and reflection. Students using 
inclusive materials demonstrate higher levels of engage-
ment, creativity, and emotional intelligence, particularly 
when grappling with real-world dilemmas around identity 
and equity. Similarly, Gray (2021) argues that addressing 
LGBTQ+ erasure through content enables non-LGBTQ+ 
students to relativise their worldview and foster empathy. 
This leads to more nuanced student contributions and 
greater participation (Selvi & Kocaman, 2021). When stu-
dents are encouraged to question assumptions, analyse 
stereotypes, and explore unfamiliar perspectives, they de-
velop transferable skills that extend beyond the language 
classroom.

Strengthened Intercultural Competence
A key aim of ELT is to prepare learners for communica-
tion in global settings. This includes not only language 
proficiency but also the ability to interpret, adapt to, and 
respect cultural differences. Yet, as Bollas (2021) and Sel-
vi and Kocaman (2021) argue, intercultural competence 
cannot be fully realised when coursebooks exclude large 
swaths of the human experience. Inclusive materials sup-
port the development of empathy by presenting learners 
with narratives and characters that challenge monolithic 
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representations of family, gender, and love. As Sauntson 
(2019) maintains, these encounters are essential for pre-
paring students to be global citizens who are capable of 
understanding, not just tolerating, differences.

Enhanced Linguistic Accuracy and Awareness
Inclusion is not only a cultural or ethical concern; it is also 
linguistic. Contemporary English increasingly incorpo-
rates gender-neutral language, neopronouns, and vocab-
ulary related to diverse relationship structures. Yet most 
ELT materials lag behind, continuing to prioritise binary 
pronouns and heteronormative pairings.

Bollas (2021) and Tarrayo and Potestades (2024) note that 
failing to expose learners to real-world linguistic practic-
es, such as singular ‘they’, or terms like ‘partner’, ‘chosen 
family’, and ‘non-binary’, creates a gap between classroom 
English and the English spoken in diverse communities. 
This not only hinders learners’ communicative compe-
tence but also risks embarrassing or offending interloc-
utors due to outdated language use. By including these 
forms in coursebooks, educators provide learners with the 
tools to navigate a changing linguistic landscape. Moreo-
ver, doing so sends a powerful message: that language 
is not static, and that inclusivity is a vital component of 
communicative clarity and social respect. This gap is par-
ticularly striking in an era where learners are exposed 
to inclusive language outside the classroom through so-
cial media, streaming platforms, and global digital dis-
course. As learners increasingly encounter diverse lin-
guistic forms in everyday contexts, whether on TikTok, 
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in YouTube comment threads, or in TV series featuring 
non-binary characters, among many other examples, the 
discrepancy between authentic language and classroom 
models becomes increasingly difficult to justify.

Transformative Pedagogy and Classroom 
Culture
Inclusive materials also open the door to broader peda-
gogical transformation. When classrooms become spaces 
where identity is explored critically and respectfully, they 
also become spaces of healing, connection, and growth 
(Ulla & Paiz, 2023). Lessons that challenge stereotypes or 
introduce underrepresented family structures not only 
build vocabulary but reframe what the classroom is for. 
This vision aligns with Freire’s (1970/2005) principles of 
critical pedagogy, which position education as a tool for 
empowerment and social change. In this model, the lan-
guage classroom becomes a site for exploring who gets 
to speak, who is listened to, and what kinds of lives are 
deemed worth narrating. Including LGBTQ+ narratives is 
not merely representational but a structural shift toward 
equity in knowledge production.

Practical Applications: Inclusive Classroom 
Interventions

As a practical response, the final section of this chap-
ter presents two lesson frameworks piloted with adult 
multilingual learners in a communicative ELT setting. 
These activities are suggestions which seek to bridge the 
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disconnect between legal frameworks advocating equality 
and the actual classroom experience, providing students 
with language tools to articulate and engage with contem-
porary issues related to inclusivity (Bollas, 2021). 

Challenging Stereotypes through Critical 
Thinking
This lesson invites learners to critically examine gender 
and sexuality norms while developing vocabulary and re-
flective discussion skills. It begins with a riddle designed 
to provoke implicit bias, such as the known ‘Surgeon’s Di-
lemma’, in which students are asked to resolve a logical 
puzzle that reveals unconscious assumptions about gen-
der roles. The riddle involves a father and son in a car 
crash, with the father dying and the son needing surgery, 
but the surgeon says, “I can’t operate on this boy, because 
he’s my son.”

This is followed by a vocabulary pre-teaching task and a 
guided critical analysis of media content (such as short 
written texts, advertisements, or videos) that portray or 
challenge stereotypical representations. Finally, students 
undertake a group-based research task exploring indi-
viduals, public figures, or narratives that defy traditional 
expectations around gender or sexuality. This scaffolded 
sequence helps foster lexical acquisition and listening or 
reading comprehension while also promoting deeper crit-
ical engagement with representational justice.

Student reactions often range from surprise to self-reflec-
tion. In one instance, a medical professional in the group 
expressed astonishment at having failed to realise that a 
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potential answer to the riddle was that the surgeon was 
the boy’s mother, despite being a female surgeon herself. 
Such discussions act as a catalyst for broader discussion 
on how internalised hierarchies can shape even our un-
conscious language responses. Students reflected on how 
expectations around who occupies certain social roles – 
doctor, parent, partner – are linguistically and culturally 
constructed, and how language both reflects and repro-
duces these assumptions.

This activity is not intended as an isolated intervention but 
as an example of how critical reflection on how social sus-
tainability and inclusivity can be embedded into everyday 
classroom practice. Its structure is easily adaptable to dif-
ferent topics, language aims, and teaching methodologies. 
In this way, it provides a flexible model for interweaving 
inclusive thinking into the broader curriculum. By nor-
malising such critical discussions rather than reserving 
them for special units, teachers help position equity and 
representation as fundamental dimensions of commu-
nicative competence. Learners are not only engaging with 
grammar or vocabulary, but with the social forces that 
shape language use, identity formation, and real-world 
interaction.

Expanding Family Vocabulary and Identities
This lesson encourages students to explore the linguistic 
and social diversity of family structures, including same-
sex parents, foster families, blended households, and 
chosen families. It begins with a vocabulary-matching 
task designed to activate prior knowledge and introduce 
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inclusive terms. This is followed by a reading of a previ-
ously mentioned real-world news article which details the 
public response to a Maltese teacher who experienced 
discrimination based on his sexual orientation. The arti-
cle serves not only as a reading comprehension task but 
also as a launchpad for a class discussion on how public 
discourse can shape, challenge, or reinforce social norms 
around family and identity. Depending on the proficiency 
level of the class, this reading can be replaced or adapt-
ed, illustrating the flexibility of such a lesson framework 
across contexts.

The lesson then transitions into a student-led reflection 
in which learners are invited to consider how the vocab-
ulary introduced relates to their own lived experiences. 
Many participants identified with terms they had previ-
ously lacked language for, such as adopted siblings, blend-
ed family, or estranged relatives, revealing how lexical 
expansion can enable personal storytelling and foster 
a sense of validation. This shift illustrates how language 
functions not only as a communicative tool but also as a 
mechanism for affirming identity.

As with the previous example, this lesson is not conceived 
to be a discrete unit or one-off intervention. Rather, it re-
flects a broader pedagogical commitment to integrating 
inclusive content into the everyday workings of the cur-
riculum. The foreign language classroom is one of the 
few educational spaces where students regularly discuss 
relationships, family, and personal life as part of commu-
nicative tasks. As such, it holds particular potential for ex-
panding learners’ conceptual frameworks. By embedding 
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inclusive representations into tasks that would otherwise 
default to normative examples – e.g., “my mother and fa-
ther”, “my brother and sister” – teachers can create space 
for more accurate, representative, and empathetic dia-
logue. Importantly, these shifts do not require altering the 
core syllabus, but re-seeing what already exists and mak-
ing conscious choices that reflect the real-life diversity of 
learners.

Sustained Impact Through Everyday 
Pedagogical Choices

While structured lessons on inclusivity can create power-
ful learning experiences, it is equally important to recog-
nise the potential for meaningful change through habitu-
al, embedded choices in our day-to-day teaching. Inclusive 
pedagogy does not require elaborate lesson planning or 
thematic units. In fact, some of the most effective shifts 
happen in small, often overlooked moments, those that, 
over time, accumulate into a classroom culture that re-
flects and respects diversity.

It is also important to acknowledge the realities many lan-
guage teachers face: limited time, high workload, and a lack 
of institutional support. Not every teacher has the space or 
capacity to design entire lessons around themes of diver-
sity. But most have the autonomy to shape how topics are 
introduced, how examples are chosen, and how questions 
are framed. In this sense, inclusive teaching becomes less 
about adding new content and more about re-seeing what is 
already there, and how it might be used differently.
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One such moment might arise during a grammar-focused 
lesson on pronouns. Many traditional grammar tables still 
present only the binary options ‘he’ and ‘she’, leaving lit-
tle room for alternative linguistic forms. Yet, the singular 
‘they’ has been widely used in English for centuries when 
a person’s gender is unknown or irrelevant, a fact long 
documented in the Oxford English Dictionary (n.d., section 
I.2.a). This historical reality, however, is often overlooked 
in coursebooks and pre-service teacher education, where 
linguistic sensitivity is still narrowly defined. Simply draw-
ing attention to this usage, explaining that ‘they’ can func-
tion as a gender-neutral singular pronoun, and modelling 
it naturally in example sentences can gently challenge as-
sumptions while providing all students with a more accu-
rate reflection of authentic English.

A related opportunity arises when teaching possessive 
determiners. Typical examples often default to heteronor-
mative assumptions, such as “John lives with his wife” or 
“Anna called her sister”. These can be reframed to include 
a wider range of identities and relationship types – e.g., 
“Alex lives with their partner”, or “Taylor called their sib-
ling”. These adaptations reinforce the target structure 
while broadening to encompass the broad spectrum of 
social realities, and thereby influencing what is seen as 
acceptable and ‘normal’ in the classroom. When present-
ed matter-of-factly, such choices invite inclusivity not as 
an exception but as a standard practice. This builds an en-
vironment in which all students can see aspects of their 
identity reflected in the language they are learning.
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This does not require a radical departure from the sylla-
bus, but noticing where inclusivity is absent in materials 
and making a conscious decision to fill those gaps, how-
ever briefly. These moments are especially powerful be-
cause they are incidental, they do not present inclusion 
as a special topic or political stance but as a natural part 
of language and communication. Over time, they signal to 
students that all identities are part of the everyday land-
scape of learning. When inclusion becomes something 
that is habitually interwoven into classroom interaction, 
rather than something exceptional or thematic, it be-
comes more sustainable and impactful. Teachers do not 
need to wait for the perfect unit to introduce representa-
tion. They simply need to notice the opportunities that are 
already present and understand the value of taking them.

Conclusion
Inclusive ELT practices are not just about representation 
for representation’s sake (Bollas, 2020, 2021, 2024). They 
are about transforming the classroom into a space where 
all learners feel seen, valued, and equipped to partici-
pate fully in linguistic and social life. As this chapter has 
shown, the marginalisation of LGBTQ+ identities in ELT 
materials is neither accidental nor trivial; it is a structural 
feature of publishing, pedagogy, and market logic. But it 
is also something that educators can begin to challenge.

By embracing a broader understanding of sustainability, 
one that includes SDG 10.2’s call for the redistribution of 
opportunity and voice, ELT can move toward practices 
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that affirm the dignity of all learners. Inclusive materials 
foster not only stronger linguistic skills but also deeper 
intercultural awareness, critical reflection, and emotional 
resilience. The classroom activities presented here are not 
exhaustive solutions, but they demonstrate what is pos-
sible when educators align their practice with principles 
of equity and recognition. Creating socially sustainable 
ELT spaces requires more than policy; it requires a shift in 
everyday practice that recognises representation as cen-
tral to language education.
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Abstract

Water is a gift. It is the source of life and the sustainer of 
all life, and we are encouraged to value its sacredness. Wa-
ter is not a commodity for profit or a resource to be ex-
ploited. ELT practitioners reach a wide audience of vary-
ing ages and access an ideal setting for embedding lessons 
in sustainability around the topic of water. Ideas include 
raising awareness of threats to our water as well as ways 
in which we can as individuals and communities protect 
and conserve water. In order to accomplish the latter, we 
could learn and adapt the teachings of Native Americans. 
Their beliefs about the ‘water-bearers’ or ‘keepers of the 
water’ provide rich literature and messages for protecting 
our waters – freshwater and oceans. It also goes deeper 
to include the heart-based wisdom of women. Just as life 
is created in water within women’s bodies, indigenous 
teachings link this to their role as givers and sustainers of 
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life in the community. Thus, we can adopt and adapt these 
ideas in our ELT classrooms to encourage a greater pres-
ence of women’s voices that is supported by the rest of the 
community.

Keywords: Water; Indigenous; Storytelling; Reciprocity; 
Wisdom

Introduction
Water is the source of life and the sustainer of all life; it 
is everyone’s responsibility to protect it. Indigenous peo-
ple around the world have known this for millennia, and 
although they have been marginalised, their wisdom 
is resurfacing for us to learn from. It is a restoration of 
our relationship with the earth and a “re-story-ation”1 

 for us to write a new story to live by.

For a planet that is mostly covered by water, that which is 
available for us to use is shockingly small. According to 
the charity, WaterAid (2019), “if a bucket contained all the 
world’s water, one teacup of that would be fresh water, and 
just one teaspoon of that would be available for us to use” 
(p. 3). To add to this astonishing fact is that twenty percent 
of all lake water (which forms a major source of surface 
freshwater) is held, rather unattainably, in one lake, Lake 
Baikal, in Siberia, Russia. Plus, freshwater is also stored in 
the ground (soil moisture), atmosphere, and living beings 
(biological water).

1 “Re-story-ation” is a term first used by ecologist Gary Nabhan (1991) for 
the retelling of the land’s stories to build a strong connection with the 
natural world.
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Indigenous people did not need to be told these facts to 
consider water to be sacred and an integral part of all 
life. Some Native American creation stories hold water 
at its foundation, as will be explored later on. They also 
believed that women played a crucial role in protecting 
water, as they are the ‘water-bearers’ or, the more mod-
ern, ‘water warriors’.2 As Earth Mother gives life from 
her waters, (which modern science has since echoed), so 
too human (and indeed mammalian) life comes from the 
water within a woman’s body. Hence, women were given 
the special role of keepers of the water. 

Fast forward to modern day society. We use six times as 
much water as we did a century ago. This is mostly due to 
expanding industry and industrial farming practices, the 
growth of massive data centres for cloud storage and AI, 
as well as overall mismanagement of water. In the UK, for 
example, domestic households make up half of total water 
users. Despite this, it means the average person has the 
power to do something to help save and protect water.

Therefore, lessons in sustainability should include ideas 
on improving our relationship with water. By telling a new 
story based on an old one, then we stand a chance of pro-
tecting our Earth’s water. According to Mitchell (2018), “If 
we hope to survive long enough to solve all the challenges 
that we face, then we have to ensure that the source of our 
lives is protected” (p. 123). In 2002, the Water Song Project 
was launched to encourage women from all around the 

2 Water warriors: Warriors are not soldiers. They serve to protect and when 
called upon to fight, do so with honour and respect. Their actions come 
from a deep place within their hearts, not from obeying militant orders.
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world to become keepers of the water, both in spirit and 
in action. Thus, we can adopt and adapt these tradition-
al ways of sharing through stories and songs in our ELT 
classrooms. It could foster a sense of community, as well 
as a greater presence of women’s voices through conver-
sation and conservation, and awareness and awakening.

Water Scarcity:  
A Critical Challenge for Our Time

Many countries are facing a water crisis, and many more 
have water shortages. According to UNICEF (n.d.), half the 
world’s population could face water scarcity by as early as 
2025 and the issue could lead to the displacement of 700 
million people by 2030. All countries face some level of 
risk, and already China, India, Portugal, Germany, and the 
UK are at risk of water shortages. The threats to water in-
clude pollution, wastage, and shortages (as aquifers and 
other natural sources are depleted due to mismanagement 
and drought). In England, for example, the waterways are 
heavily polluted due to unregulated activity by the water 
companies themselves. 

As we pursue a path of economic growth at the cost of 
the planet’s finite resources, anthropogenic activity will 
continue to add to rising global temperatures and hydro-
climate volatility.3 Through wastage and lack of respect 
for this precious resource, water will continue to become 

3 Hydroclimate volatility broadly refers to unusually rapid and/or high 
magnitude swings between unusually wet and dry conditions (or vice 
versa) relative to what is typical for a given location and season.
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polluted and unsafe for sustaining all life.4 This constant 
taking without a thought for reciprocity will only lead to a 
deepening water crisis.

What follows next is uncomfortable, but understanding 
the threat to our water is the bedrock to sustainable and 
effective action on our part. Extreme weather events have 
accelerated over the last few years. Within the recent 
months, rapidly melting polar sea ice is accelerating the 
albedo effect. A longer-term problem is the slowing of the 
Atlantic Meridional Overturning Current (AMOC), which 
threatens the distribution of global rainfall affecting all 
life. There are also more reports about microplastics in 
the rain, fish, embryos, and the human brain to name a 
few. So, to say there is a water crisis is to put it mildly.

The issue of water then is one of extreme importance. Any 
opportunity to raise awareness of its incredible value to 
life should be taken. Teachers have an extraordinary plat-
form to reach a wider audience, and they (mostly) have 
licence to be as creative as possible.

Such creativity needs inspiration, and as science is turn-
ing increasingly to indigenous wisdom for inspiration and 
guidance, so too should ELT teachers. There are many 
teachings, oral and written, that are available to learn 
from. Of particular note, writers such as Sherri Mitchell 
(Sacred Instructions: Indigenous Wisdom for Living Spir-
it-Based Change, 2018) and Robin Wall Kimmerer (Braiding 

4 Polluted and unsafe water comes from plastic, agricultural and industrial 
waste, as well as flooding and tidal surges affecting the salinity of fresh 
water sources for domestic and agricultural use.
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Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the 
Teachings of Plants, 2020) have used the art of storytelling 
to share the old ways of protecting and caring what we 
have now for generations to come. In other words, their 
ethic of taking only what is necessary while ensuring am-
ple resources remain for grandchildren and generations 
yet unborn represents a fundamentally sustainable way of 
living.

The Native Peoples of North America have beautiful sto-
ries from a past that spans tens of thousands of years. 
Their struggle to keep their culture and way of life since 
the arrival of Europeans has woven itself into their stories. 
They teach us more than just how integral water is to our 
lives, but also resilience and forbearance. Their approach 
has been to continuously choose community over individ-
ual needs, and forgiveness and love as a means to decolo-
nise our thinking away from the blind, capitalist mindset 
marked by overconsumption that has become Western so-
ciety’s norm. 

As economies shrink, governments are increasingly focus-
ing on their growth, thus extracting even more from Earth 
than it can afford to give. In recent times, we have seen 
governments roll back on climate pledges and promising 
to drill for more oil. Yet, the struggle to protect nature has 
been ongoing for decades. In November 2016, a group of 
young men and women from the Standing Rock Sioux Res-
ervation stood up against the construction of the Dakota 
pipelines that threatened the Mississippi River and all the 
lives that depended on it. The Standing Rock’s heartfelt 
protest garnered support from around the world which 
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led to them winning the case against the oil companies. 
Although the following presidency overturned the ruling, 
their steadfast passion for protecting nature remains ex-
emplary, with global supporters joining the ‘water warri-
ors’ to stand in solidarity with Earth Mother. 

In the face of any challenge that threatens our environ-
ment (local or countrywide), people can protect nature 
and share sustainable ideas. They can accomplish this by 
building communities and fostering togetherness. What 
better place to invest in this than in the classroom?

ELT Lessons Inspired by Indigenous Water 
Teachings

Given the creativity of ELT teachers, there are countless ways 
to share ideas on protecting nature and more essentially, wa-
ter. However, the focus here will be on two select stories and 
a song to help students reshape their views on water – not as 
a commodity or resource, but as a gift from Earth Mother.

According to the Indigenous Americans, water is life be-
cause all life came from water and all life depends on water 
to survive. They have passed on this ancestral knowledge 
down the generations through oral tradition or storytell-
ing. Such story-based wisdom constitutes a rich resource 
from which we can deepen and refine our teaching on sus-
tainability and the preciousness of water for all life.
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Indigenous Creation Story: All Life Springs 
from Water and the Birth of Turtle Island

Story Sequencing, Reading and Discussion

Although there are very many versions of the creation sto-
ry across the different peoples of North America, the ide-
as presented here revolve around the water-based stories. 
These stories carry strong messages, and the lesson focus 
is sequencing events and analysing the meanings within 
the narrative.

 The Creation Story of the Indigenous Peoples of the 
Northeastern Woodlands Region

In all the versions of this particular creation story, there 
is Sky Woman who is like Mother Nature. In one of the 
versions, Sky Woman is a celestial being and she wanted 
to know more about the Underwater World. Driven by 
a desire to create, she descended from Sky World to the 
Underwater World. There she met powerful water spir-
its, and they granted her permission to enter. Sky Woman 
set to work to create life. She planted a sacred tree which 
magically bore two fruit (twin brothers) who then created 
Earth and all life to inhabit it. 

In another version, Sky Woman was looking down at the 
Underwater World when she fell through a hole in the sky. 
A flock of waterbirds flew up and rescued her. But they 
could not hold her indefinitely in their wings, so they land-
ed her safely on the back of a giant turtle. When Sky Wom-
an fell, she had with her a small bag of seeds. All the water 
creatures took turns diving to the bottom of the water to 
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bring her precious soil. However, the water was deep, and 
they all tried and failed. After a while, only one water ani-
mal was left – the muskrat. It was the smallest and weakest 
of the animals, but it had decided to try. So, it dived down 
and after a long time, the other animals became worried. 
After a long while the muskrat came to the surface; it had 
in its paw some precious soil. Sky Woman then took the 
soil and with her foot spread it across the shell of the tur-
tle. Then she planted the seeds. Thus, the first plants grew 
in the ground, and the turtle became Turtle Island where 
plants, land animals and humans co-existed in harmony.

Story Sequencing and Reading

In order to help develop literacy and reading, these stories 
could be divided into sentences. Working in small groups, 
students are then tasked with putting them together in the 
right order. Each story should be done separately. After 
this task, they then feed back to the class with each group 
reading out what they produced. At this point, support in 
pronunciation could be addressed, and any unfamiliar 
vocabulary items could be discussed and their meanings 
elicited. This then leads into a discussion about the sto-
ries’ versions.

Discussion

The discussion about the two versions could explore the 
similarities and differences between them. For example, 
one seemed to speak of an intentional descent where-
as the other seemed more accidental. The language and 
choice of verbs around how Sky Woman came down from 
the sky could be noted. 
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Another point for discussion would be the symbolic 
meanings. For instance, the magical fruit/twin brothers 
represent the masculine. The story seeks to show there is 
a balance between the feminine (Earth Mother) and the 
masculine. This presents an opportunity to raise aware-
ness in class that feminine and masculine energies are 
not synonymous with gender, and that different genders 
co-existed peacefully in pre-colonial America.

Alternatively, students could discuss the success of the 
muskrat, the weakest of all the animals who dived to the 
bottom of the water to retrieve soil. Why didn’t the other 
stronger animals succeed? Some example answers could 
include pride, ego, etc., but students are encouraged to 
think why this might be and there is no one correct an-
swer. Another discussion question could be: what is the 
significance of the smallest animal being able to deliver 
in the face of a seemingly impossible situation? A possible 
answer is that no person is too small to make a difference 
when it comes to protecting water.

The idea of reciprocity should be noted as Sky Woman did 
not come empty handed. With her seeds, she was able to 
give back to the water creatures. The idea that we can sim-
ply take from nature is not sustainable – we need to always 
remember to give back so that there will be plenty for fu-
ture generations.

Summary

Both versions identify water as a powerful source of cre-
ation and the beginning of life. They form the foundation 
for the belief that water is sacred. There needs to be a 
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balance between nature and human activities, and that no 
action is too small. Indigenous Peoples understand that 
water needs to be honoured and respected if life is to con-
tinue for generations to come. This belief underlies what 
it means to be sustainable.

The Water Song Project: Water is Life

Singing, Brainstorming, Presenting and (Song) 
Writing

The Water Song Project emerged from the Circle of All 
Nations Gathering in 2002. The song was written by Irene 
Wawatie Jerome, an Anshinabe/Cree, on instruction from 
the Elders present at the Gathering. Its purpose was to 
share the song globally to encourage women from around 
the world to connect with Mother Nature’s greatest gift. By 
singing The Water Song, women would deepen their own 
relationship with water through their daily interactions; 
for example, in the shower or doing the washing.

The Algonquin Grandmothers’ message for women of all 
generations is:

Granddaughter, the water can hear you, the water has 
memory. Water is the life blood of Mother, the Earth. 
Water is the life blood of our own body. To continue to 
pass on the knowledge, it needs to be given unto the ot-
her generations. You are the keeper of the water. (Sing 
the Water Song, 2018, 0:10)

The song translates, “water is the life’s blood of our moth-
er the earth. Water is the life’s blood of our own bodies”.
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Singing: A Warmer and/or Phonics

Although this song is not in English, it is wonderful for 
both understanding and teaching phonetics at lower lev-
els, as well as providing a lovely melody as a sing-along 
exercise to help with the sequencing of sounds. My class 
sang this together and the feeling of togetherness and 
peace was palpable. As a teacher, take the lead and sing 
– they will follow! You can play the song on YouTube for 
learners to listen to. Watching the video is optional but 
sets the context for the following brainstorming activity.

Brainstorming: Problems and Protectors

In the video, grandmothers from different backgrounds 
gather with younger women and girls to share sacred 
teachings and a song. The message from the grandmoth-
ers emphasises the value of our role, especially of girls 
and women as water bearers and protectors. A more sub-
liminal point reminds us of the grace and wisdom of our 
elders in a society that promotes the longevity of youth. 

For the first part of the activity, students need to consid-
er what/who are damaging our water. Question prompts 
could include industrial effluent (e.g., dyes from fast fash-
ion), agricultural run-off (e.g., synthetic nitrogen fertil-
iser), oil spills, desalination (e.g., unregulated knock-on 
effect), and corporate and individual consumption habits 
(e.g., over-use of plastics). Using these prompts, students 
could be tasked to identify any global and local examples.

For the second part of the activity, students need to think 
about how they can protect water from the problems iden-
tified. Ideas could be at an individual, community and 
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national level including more conscious buying of goods 
and services or efforts to reduce pollution of waterways. 
Students should be encouraged to give tangible ideas. For 
example, as fast fashion is one of the biggest polluters of 
water, we should buy pre-loved clothing instead. Or how 
to reduce pollution by adopting more ecological-friend-
ly habits at the beach (no plastic waste, for instance). 
However, ideas should not just be a change of habits, but 
also activities to clean and protect. Community groups to 
clean local waterways is one way of raising awareness and 
protecting water. There are many other ideas, of course, 
which range from contacting your local MP and writing to 
the local newspaper to individual action.

Presenting (and Song/Writing)

Using all the suggestions from the brainstorming activi-
ty, students are then given a chance to present their find-
ings through some form of creative expression. An idea 
could be to use presentation software, where digital skills 
could be embedded. Or they could create through more 
traditional art, paintings, and posters. They would then 
present their findings in groups to the rest of the class as a 
speaking and listening exercise. 

Even better, given the nature of the class, you could get 
them to write a simple (rhyming) song promoting a water 
protection message. It could be short and sweet (and in 
English!), echoing the spirit of The Water Song.

 Summary

The Water Song shared here is one of many across North 
America. With reverence to the original song and in keeping 
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with the ultimate goal of the Algonquin Elders (Circle of All 
Nations Gathering, 2002), students are encouraged to cre-
ate and share their own ‘water songs’. The idea here is to 
build language and community through discussion and art. 
The water songs could be interpreted visually or performa-
tively. Taking action gives us a sense of agency, rather than 
relying solely on an academic approach to protecting water.

Depending on college guidelines, students’ water songs 
could even be videoed and shared to move the awareness 
outside of the classroom to the wider community. Artwork 
and presentations could be shared online. In this way, the 
message of being water protectors reaches a wider audi-
ence, which is rather the point.

A Children’s Story: We are Water Protectors

Exploring Language Features and Writing

We are Water Protectors is a children’s story written by 
Carole Lindstrom (2020); it tells the story of Water5 as the 
first medicine, because it affects and connects us all. The 
premise of the story is about the metaphorical black snake 
that threatens to destroy the Earth and poison all the wa-
ter. But one brave young water protector decides to defend 
Earth’s most sacred resource. The language within this 
story is rich in language features and imagery that could 
be used at all levels. This is an excerpt from the story:

5 ‘Water’ is deliberately capitalised as it is an important character in the 
story, the life-giving entity that is being threatened by the Black Snake.
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The Bl ack Snake.6

My people talk of a Black Snake that will destroy the 
land, spoil the water, poison plants and animals, wre-
ck everything in its path. When my people first spoke 
of the Black Snake, they foretold that it wouldn’t come 
for many, many years. Now the Black Snake is here, 
its venom burns the land, courses through the water 
making it unfit to drink. Take courage. I must keep the 
Black Snake away from my village’s water. I must rally 
my people together to stand for the water, to stand for 
the land, to stand as one against the Black Snake. We 
stand with our songs and our drums we are still here. It 
will not be easy. We fight for those who cannot fight for 
themselves the winged ones, the crawling ones, the 
four-legged, the two-legged, the plants, trees, rivers, 
lakes, the Earth – we are all related. 

Tears like waterfall stream down, tracks down my 
face, tracks down my people’s face. Water has its own 
spirit, Nokomis told me, water is alive. Water remem-
bers our ancestors who came before us she said, we 
stand with our songs and our drums, we  are still here.

On YouTube, there are many examples of the story being 
read aloud for learners to listen to. 

6 The full story is available on YouTube. It was written in acknowledgement 
of Native American Heritage Month. There was no way to contact the aut-
hor, Carole Lindstrom, to whom full credit is given for the story, We are 
Water Protectors.
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Exploring Language Features

The highlighted words and expressions in the above excerpt 
are examples of the use of language features throughout the 
story. In looking at the full version of the story, you will find it 
rich in descriptive writing to explore with students.

The selected language features in the excerpt are, respec-
tively, metaphor, imagery, repetition, simile, and personi-
fication. Students can explore these language features and 
discuss their meaning and use in the story. They can give 
their opinions as to whether they think they are good or 
not. If not, they could try to suggest their own example of 
a language feature as a replacement.

 Writing

Taking this a step further, students are encouraged to use 
(as suggested by the teacher) language features in their 
own writing. The activity would be for them to plan a short 
story together about a young person who rallied others to 
resolve a water problem in their local area. Each person is 
then tasked with writing a portion of the story and must 
choose from a set of pre-taught language features. The 
pieces are put together and read as a whole to the class. 

Summary

Protecting our water, both locally and globally is a mes-
sage that should be shared outside of the classroom. If 
possible, stories could be shared in the school magazine, 
a dedicated blog or even in the local paper to reach more 
people and garner community action.
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Implications for Practice
The water crisis affects separate groups in society and 
countries differently. For some, it is more apparent when 
there are prolonged periods of drought and water short-
ages, or for others, torrential rain, and flash flooding. Yet 
no one is unaffected – not students, ELT practitioners, or 
their managers. 

It follows therefore that everyone stands to benefit from 
redefining their relationship with water. Water should not 
be regarded simply as a convenient commodity in our taps, 
but as a life-giver and life-sustainer. It is not to be simply 
regarded as something healthy to be had eight glasses of, 
but as something emotionally and spiritually connected to 
our wellbeing.

If everyone is genuinely interested in sustainability, then 
it means going deeper than simply adopting green prac-
tices. It is a paradigm shift in the way we regard our re-
lationship to water. It would ensure that there is always 
clean water for us, our children, our grandchildren, and 
the generations we will never meet.

Conclusion
As ELT practitioners, we should take this message forward 
to teach and encourage our students to appreciate the im-
portance of water through storytelling. All Indigenous 
people around the world, including pre-Christian Europe, 
have believed that water is life and a connection to the nat-
ural world. If we strive to rebuild and keep this connection 



strong and pure, then we will be teaching sustainability 
through kindness. The outcome is twofold: students (and 
teachers) not only embrace the importance of protecting 
water for themselves and for all life, but also create space 
for a spiritual connection with one of Gaia’s greatest gifts. 
Women and girls can raise their voices with the support 
of men and boys. In so doing, we create a better Earth for 
everyone, both now and in the future.
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Abstract

The demands of contemporary education and the increas-
ing integration of technology in the English language 
teaching (ELT) classroom have raised important concerns 
regarding students’ well-being and digital wellness. It is 
therefore essential to promote healthy digital habits that 
support balanced and purposeful engagement with tech-
nology. While students must utilise digital tools to devel-
op their digital literacy, irresponsible or excessive use 
can negatively affect their overall well-being. Moreover, 
some learners may struggle with language tasks in digital 
environments due to reduced social interaction and the 
absence of immediate interpersonal support. In response 
to these challenges, this chapter emphasises the need to 
guide learners thoughtfully by creating opportunities that 
foster well-being alongside effective learning outcomes. 
It explores how technology and digital tools influence 
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students’ mental, social, and emotional health and ad-
vances understanding of well-being within digital ELT 
contexts. Finally, it outlines key factors that shape student 
well-being and offers recommendations for cultivating 
healthy digital habits, aligning with the aims of Sustaina-
ble Development Goal 3.

Keywords: Student Well-Being; Digital Tools; Emotional 
Intelligence; ELT Classroom

Introduction
In recent years, interest in student well-being has grown 
significantly, reflecting a broader recognition that it is 
both a key contributor to effective learning and a funda-
mental component of 21st-century education (Gavrova 
et al., 2020). Its importance is further underscored by its 
central place in the United Nations’ (n.d.) Sustainable De-
velopment Goal (SDG) 3, which promotes good health and 
well-being for all. At the same time, the rapid expansion of 
digital technologies has introduced new responsibilities 
for educators, who must ensure that students’ engagement 
with digital tools does not negatively affect their emotional 
or social health. Supporting learners in building a healthy, 
balanced relationship with digital devices has therefore 
become an essential aspect of contemporary English lan-
guage teaching (ELT).

To understand how well-being can be fostered in this con-
text, Raz (2004) defines well-being as “the successful pur-
suit of valuable goals and relationships” (p. 292). Applied 
to ELT, this definition highlights the importance of helping 
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learners set meaningful, achievable goals while cultivat-
ing positive teacher–student relationships throughout 
the learning process. This chapter argues that these prin-
ciples are especially critical in the digital classroom, a 
technology-enhanced learning environment where digital 
tools, online resources, and interactive platforms are used 
to support, enrich, and extend teaching and learning (Mi-
chaelsen, 2020).

The Role of Well-Being in the Digital ELT 
Classroom

Although well-being is difficult to define due to its com-
plex and multifaceted nature, it is widely recognised as 
essential to human happiness, growth, and holistic de-
velopment (Pentón Herrera et al., 2023). In the context of 
language education, Mercer (2021) argues that “ELT now 
needs to work towards a contemporary, professional, and 
meaningful agenda of theoretical, empirical, and practi-
cal work on well-being” (p. 20). This perspective highlights 
the growing importance of integrating positive psycholo-
gy into ELT, positioning it as a vital component of the the-
ory–practice continuum.

It is also important to emphasise that education extends far 
beyond academic achievement. As the Centre for Educa-
tion Statistics and Evaluation (CESE, 2015) notes, learning 
is fundamentally connected to learners’ overall personal 
well-being. Supporting emotional, social, and psychologi-
cal health is therefore not an optional add-on but an essen-
tial dimension of effective and humane ELT practice.
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In today’s rapidly evolving digital landscape, technology 
“gives the teacher a classroom tool that comes from the 
real world, and towards which most students feel a great 
deal of goodwill” (Chandler & Stone, 1999, p. 83). As a re-
sult, supporting learners in developing strong digital lit-
eracy skills is more important than ever. However, tech-
nology use without clearly defined pedagogical goals can 
negatively impact learners’ well-being, contributing to 
social detachment, anxiety, and isolation. This makes it 
essential for educators to foster healthy and intentional 
engagement with digital tools.

At the same time, technology offers significant oppor-
tunities when integrated thoughtfully. Dudeney (2000) 
highlights several benefits, including providing access to 
global knowledge, enabling communication with peers 
around the world, and facilitating participation in inter-
national collaborative projects. When used in moderation 
and with purpose, these online connections can enrich 
learning and even enhance students’ well-being by sup-
porting positive social interaction.

Promoting well-being in digital ELT environments also 
requires explicit instruction in digital literacy. As Moje 
et al. (2000) note, literacy instruction must increasingly 
support learners in negotiating digital meaning, using 
helpful features of software tools and adopting a critical, 
analytical stance toward digitally mediated communica-
tion. In doing so, EFL learners become critical media con-
sumers who can navigate digital spaces responsibly and 
confidently, while safeguarding their mental and physical 
well-being.
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As illustrated in Table 1, the effects of digital technologies 
on well-being warrant careful consideration. Both the 
quantity and quality of digital engagement matter, par-
ticularly in terms of exposure and maintaining a balanced 
use of digital media. Ultimately, students’ health, safety, 
and social connections remain essential components of 
their overall well-being. For this reason, ELT teachers play 
a crucial role in modelling and encouraging healthy digi-
tal habits, helping learners cultivate balanced, responsi-
ble, and supportive practices within digital environments.

Table 1: 

Analysing the Relationship Between Digital Technologies and 
Well-Being (Adapted from Lee & Žarnic, 2024)

Digital experiences analysed by the 
studies reviewed in this paper

Selected 
well-being 
dimensions / 
Measurement

Te
ch
no
lo
gi
es

Digital devices (e.g., computers, 
smartphones, IT gadgets), Inter-
net, social networking sites (SNS), 
video games, tech-enabled health-
care, Artificial Intelligence (AI), 
Internet of Things (IoT), etc.

Health, 
social con-
nections, 
civic engage-
ment, safety, 
subjective 
well-being, 
work-life 
balance; 
inequalities.
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H
um

an
 in
te
ra
ct
io
ns

Measured as:

Digital use (e.g., 
cellphone use, 
texting), Internet 
use/access, digital 
exposure, screen 
time, social me-
dia use (e.g., time 
spent on social 
media, time spent 
browsing), AI use, 
smartphone appli-
cation use, etc.

In terms 
of quantity 
(e.g., inten-
sity of use 
or exposure, 
availability 
of access); 
andIn terms 
of quality 
(e.g., active 
or passive 
usage).

Promoting Well-Being Through Emotional 
Intelligence

It is widely recognised that learners who experience high 
levels of pressure or who struggle with self-awareness and 
social-awareness skills are unlikely to perform as well as 
those who can navigate their emotions more effectively. 
While conventional intelligence (IQ) has long been debat-
ed as a predictor of success, it has become increasingly 
evident that academically capable learners may still lack 
emotional assertiveness. In other words, success cannot 
be determined solely by cognitive ability; it is profoundly 
influenced by the emotional intelligence individuals de-
velop, particularly since “teaching and learning involve 
human relations” (De Ruyter et al., 2022, p. 115).
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Emotional intelligence is commonly defined as the abili-
ty to perceive, understand, and regulate one’s own emo-
tions, as well as recognise and respond appropriately to 
the emotions of others. Mayer and Salovey (1997) describe 
it as the capacity to monitor feelings and use this infor-
mation to guide thinking and action. Often measured as 
an emotional intelligence quotient (EQ), this construct has 
gained prominence in behavioural research, reflecting 
its significant impact on both personal and professional 
environments.

Being emotionally intelligent involves understanding 
both the emotions of others and the impact of one’s own 
emotional responses, enabling individuals to act appro-
priately across a range of situations. Goleman’s (1995) 
theory of emotional intelligence emphasises that without 
self-awareness, emotional regulation, empathy, and the 
ability to build effective relationships, even highly intelli-
gent individuals will struggle to succeed. In other words, 
emotional abilities, rather than just cognitive skills, are es-
sential for maintaining healthy relationships and function-
ing effectively in both personal and professional contexts.

Emotions are closely tied to reasoning, and individuals 
who struggle to regulate their emotions often find it dif-
ficult to perform effectively under pressure. Goleman 
(1995) identifies five key skill areas that shape emotional 
intelligence:

•	 Self-awareness – the ability to recognise one’s own 
emotions and understand how one’s actions affect 
others;
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•	 Self-regulation – the capacity to manage emotions and 
their consequences;

•	 Motivation – an inner drive to improve and engage 
positively;

•	 Empathy – the ability to understand and respond to 
the emotions of others;

•	 Social skills – the ability to connect, communicate, 
and interact effectively with others.

Unlike intelligence quotient (IQ), these skills can be devel-
oped and strengthened over time. Learners who expand 
their emotional intelligence often become more success-
ful, resilient, and effective in academic and interpersonal 
contexts. Emotional intelligence helps individuals nav-
igate high-pressure situations, sustain positive relation-
ships, and cultivate both self-awareness and social aware-
ness, these being core competencies for reading and 
responding to emotions constructively.

Stimulating Well-Being in the ELT 
Classroom

ELT has continually evolved in response to shifting trends, 
pedagogical innovations, and changing societal needs. 
As a result, “training foreign language teachers demands 
more than teaching skills and language proficiency” (Me-
wald, 1999, p. 249). Today, ELT practitioners are no longer 
viewed merely as transmitters of knowledge; they also play 
crucial roles as mentors who comfort, guide, and support 
adolescents (Wentzel, 2016). This expanded professional 
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identity calls for educational institutions to function as dy-
namic “learning communities,” collectively adapting and 
growing as the world changes (Leung et al., 2001, p. 6). In 
line with this shift, schools are increasingly embracing 
a holistic approach to education, one that prioritises not 
only academic achievement but also the broader personal 
development and well-being of learners.

As demonstrated by the European School Education Plat-
form (2025), a whole-school approach to well-being and 
mental health is necessary. Factors such as classroom cli-
mate, student voice, the creation of safe spaces, and en-
gagement in extracurricular activities all play a significant 
role in shaping learners’ well-being and, consequently, 
their academic performance. Equally important is the 
well-being of teachers. The effectiveness of any class is 
strongly influenced by teachers’ emotional intelligence, 
their overall well-being, and their ability to manage work-
load demands in order to prevent burnout.

Within the ELT classroom, Foster (2009) notes that “teach-
ers are required to mix and match their class activities 
to embrace all kinds of learner styles” (p. 257). In other 
words, ELT teachers must attend to the diverse needs of 
their learners and design lessons that extend beyond lan-
guage proficiency alone, incorporating elements that nur-
ture students’ emotional and personal well-being.

Teaching English requires a holistic approach, as “each 
classroom is unique in the particular dynamics that ex-
ist among the participants in the lesson” (McKay, 2002, 
p. 116). In digitally supported ELT contexts, teachers can 
leverage a range of multimedia resources to help learners 
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connect with peers, collaborate on meaningful projects, 
and contribute to their communities. When used inten-
tionally, technology becomes a tool that supports students 
rather than a source of distraction, anxiety, or unhealthy 
habits.

As summarised in Table 2, it is crucial to integrate top-
ics related to student well-being and health into English 
teaching. Addressing real-life situations enables learners 
to build meaningful connections between language devel-
opment and themes related to well-being. For example, an 
activity such as ‘Interviewing a Nutritionist’ encourages 
students to research health-related issues and practise rel-
evant vocabulary in context. More broadly, ELT teachers 
can organise campaigns centred on stress management, 
the benefits of physical activity, or balancing technology 
use with well-being, thereby promoting holistic develop-
ment alongside language proficiency.

Table 2: 

Summary of Practical Ideas (Adapted from EFL Café, 2024)

Exercises and 
projects

Aims 

Food Label 
Reading

Teaching students how to identify 
and understand terms such as ‘cal-
ories,’ ‘sodium,’ ‘protein,’ ‘fibre,’ and 
‘ingredients.’
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Exercises and 
projects

Aims 

Healthy Meal 
Planning

Students work in pairs or small groups 
to create a balanced meal using specif-
ic vocabulary words.

Using Multimedia 
Resources

Showing students videos or podcasts 
about healthy eating habits can also be 
an effective way to reinforce vocabu-
lary and comprehension.

Healthy Living 
Diary

Students keep a daily record of their 
eating habits, exercise routines, and 
sleep patterns for a week.

Interviewing a 
Nutritionist

Role-playing presentations.

Health Awareness 
Campaign

Students create informational posters, 
brochures, or digital presentations on 
a specific health topic, such as ‘The 
Benefits of Regular Exercise,’ or ‘Man-
aging Stress Effectively.’

Krashen’s (1982) Affective Filter Hypothesis suggests that 
learners experiencing stress or anxiety have greater dif-
ficulty processing and retaining language input. For this 
reason, ELT teachers must be attentive to students’ emo-
tional states. Creating a positive, supportive classroom at-
mosphere lowers the affective filter, enhances motivation, 
and leads to greater learner engagement.
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Recommendations
The following recommendations outline practical strate-
gies for supporting student well-being and fostering digi-
tal wellness within the ELT classroom.

•	 Adopt a Balanced and Purposeful Use of Technology: 
Teaching English to digital natives requires intention-
al and balanced technology use that promotes learn-
ing without overwhelming students. ELT practitioners 
should purposefully select digital tools that enhance 
engagement, reduce cognitive load, and minimise 
stress or screen fatigue. Building healthy digital hab-
its, such as structured device use, mindful engage-
ment online, and screen-time breaks, must be embed-
ded into daily classroom routines to support students’ 
overall well-being.

•	 Implement a Competency-Based and Emotionally Re-
sponsive Curriculum: English learners benefit from a 
curriculum that integrates both linguistic competen-
cies and emotional intelligence. Teachers should in-
clude tasks that foster self-awareness, collaboration, 
and empathy while developing language skills. Topics 
related to health, mental well-being, and emotional 
regulation can serve as rich sources for vocabulary de-
velopment, reading comprehension, and communica-
tive activities, helping learners connect language use 
with relevant life skills.

•	 Integrate Digital Wellness and Online Safety into ELT 
Objectives: Since learners spend increasing amounts 
of time online, ELT lessons should incorporate explicit 
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instruction on digital wellness, including responsi-
ble device use, recognising online stressors, manag-
ing digital distractions, and maintaining healthy on-
line relationships. Embedding discussions about 
cyberbullying, digital identity, and critical media lit-
eracy helps learners navigate digital spaces safely and 
thoughtfully.

•	 Embed Sustainability Themes Within ELT Content and 
Materials: Curriculum designers should include mate-
rials that connect language learning with sustainabil-
ity issues, enabling students to explore global ecolog-
ical challenges through English. Lessons on climate 
action, biodiversity, recycling, and responsible digital 
consumption support both linguistic development 
and global citizenship. This integration also aligns 
with the Sustainable Development Goals, particularly 
SDG 3 (well-being) and SDG 4.7 (global citizenship).

•	 Provide Professional Development Focused on Digital 
and Emotional Well-Being: ELT teachers need ongoing 
professional development to confidently address digi-
tal wellness, emotional well-being, and sustainability 
in the classroom. Training should equip teachers with 
strategies for fostering safe learning environments, 
supporting students’ emotional needs, and integrat-
ing digital tools responsibly. Access to mentorship, 
professional learning communities, and resource net-
works strengthens teachers’ capacity to respond to the 
diverse challenges of the digital age.

•	 Cultivate a Classroom Environment That Promotes 
Agency, Belonging, and Well-Being: The digital ELT 
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classroom should prioritise positive classroom climate, 
student voice, and safe spaces where learners feel val-
ued and emotionally supported. Encouraging collabo-
rative projects, reflective activities, and peer support 
helps build social connectedness, a crucial aspect of 
student well-being in technology-rich environments.

•	 Foster Responsible Global Citizenship Through ELT: 
The digital ELT classroom should prepare learners not 
only to communicate effectively but also to act respon-
sibly in a complex, interconnected world. By engaging 
with sustainability, digital ethics, and global well-being 
issues through English, learners develop both linguistic 
proficiency and the dispositions needed to participate as 
thoughtful, ethical, and informed global citizens.

Conclusion
Contemporary methods of language instruction, coupled 
with the demands of a rapidly evolving digital era, make 
the integration of technology in the ELT classroom una-
voidable. Consequently, ELT teachers must develop learn-
ers’ digital literacy while maintaining a healthy balance 
between technology use and language learning. Numer-
ous studies indicate that the COVID-19 pandemic has had 
a profound impact on students’ emotional well-being and 
academic performance. Beyond affecting learners’ social 
skills, it also resulted in increased isolation, an overload of 
remote tasks, and excessive screen time. Thus, while digi-
tal tools offer significant pedagogical advantages, their in-
tegration into ELT also raises concerns regarding student 
well-being and health.
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For this reason, student well-being must remain central to 
ELT instructional practices. Incorporating topics related 
to well-being can help teachers create a positive classroom 
climate, one in which every learner feels valued, under-
stood, and socially responsible. Such an approach aligns 
with the broader goal of ELT: not only to support learners 
in achieving their language objectives but also to equip 
them with the skills and dispositions needed to navigate 
real-life challenges in a healthy and balanced way.
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