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ABSTRACT

The stability of the economy and the safety of the environment when discussing sustainable development
is usually the focus of debate but the social justice aspect of sustainability is seldom investigated. The
current paper provides a theoretically based discussion that education may be used as one of the main
settings in promoting a justice-motivated view of sustainability. Based on three large bodies of literature,
including the capability approach (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2011), critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970) as well
as the concept of environmental justice (Bullard, 1990; Schlosberg, 2013; Agyeman et al., 2003), the paper
puts forward a synergistic model, called Equity-Centred Sustainability Education (ECSE). ECSE focuses
on redistribution, recognition, and participation as three major aspects of justice that have a role in shaping
curriculum, classroom, teacher preparation, and assessment. The paper highlights structural and
institutional challenges that complicate the implementation of such an approach and suggests policy
mechanisms capable of supporting justice-oriented sustainability learning. It concludes that education
should be placed as a transformative, democratic, ethically-based practice to be able to steer societies to
more egalitarian and responsible futures.

Keywords: sustainability education, justice, capability approach, environmental justice, critical pedagogy,
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1. INTRODUCTION

Sustainable development has become an organising principle for global action since the adoption of the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Education features prominently in this agenda—
not only as SDG 4 but as a catalyst for achieving several other goals related to the environment, gender
equity, poverty, and climate action (UNESCO, 2017). Although the environmental provisions of
sustainability have been broadly accepted, the justice provisions that are incorporated in it often dwell to
technocratic or behaviour-based approaches to environmental education as the importance of
sustainability.

Communities facing socio-economic disadvantage, colonial legacies, and systemic discrimination often
experience the most severe consequences of ecological decline (Bullard, 1990; Schlosberg, 2013). This
trend shows that the environmental vulnerability is extremely related to social inequality. The education
systems cannot therefore take sustainability as a neutral concept or apolitical concept; instead, they need
to investigate the intersection of justice, equity and human rights with ecological health.
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This paper aims to develop a coherent and theoretically robust model—Equity-Centred Sustainability
Education (ECSE)—that reshapes the role of education by integrating principles from the capability
approach, critical pedagogy, and environmental justice scholarship. Instead of relying on empirical
datasets, the paper synthesises existing theories to articulate conceptual and policy directions. The analysis
will add to continued academic debates that aim at rebranding education as an equitable source of
sustainable transitions.

2. THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

2.1 The Approach of Capabilities: Human Flourishing as a Metric of Justice.

The capability approach is the approach of formulating development based on the growth of the freedom
and possibilities of individuals articulated by Sen (1999) and elaborated by Nussbaum (2011). It gives
more emphasis to what people are actually capable of doing rather than what they are producing or how
they are allocating their resources. In the education world, capabilities emphasize on what learners can do
with their knowledge and not just on what they know (Walker, 2005).

When used as a sustainability platform, the capability approach stresses that ecological security, access to
resources, ecological health, political involvement, and access to eco-friendly health are fundamental to
human wellbeing. Inequitable exposure to environmental harm restricts capabilities and therefore
constitutes an injustice.

2.2 Critical Pedagogy: Education as Social Transformation

Freire’s (1970) critical pedagogy views education as a participatory and emancipatory endeavour. He
argues that dialogic learning by having students analyze the structural forces increasing their realities, such
as political, economic and cultural forces should be used in place of having the students as passive
receivers of information.

Sustainability education cannot do without this orientation. Questions of power, consumption patterns and
political agency cannot be divorced of issues relating to the environment. An ecological pedagogy that is
based on dialogue, reflection and collective action allows students to adopt an ecological problem not as
an isolated issue but as a social process and one that needs systemic solutions.

2.3 Environmental Justice and the Idea of “Just Sustainabilities”

Environmental justice research has repeatedly shown that environmental burdens fall disproportionately
on marginalised communities (Bullard, 1990). Schlosberg (2013) expands the notion of environmental
justice to include three interrelated dimensions: distribution, recognition, and participation. Agyeman et
al. (2003) incorporate these ideals with the sustainability discourse to guide towards the notion of just
sustainabilities whereby sustainable societies are required to, in the first place, emphasize equity.

It 1s in this perspective that the educational systems that deal with sustainability but do not challenge
established inequities run the risk of strengthening inequity instead of eliminating it.

3. Tying together justice and education and sustainability.

3.1 What is the Rationality of Justice in Sustainability Education?

Of all populations, ecological threats are not equal. Communities lacking economic resources or political
voice often face heightened exposure to pollution, climate-related displacement, and resource scarcity
(Schlosberg, 2013). To ensure sustainability, educational curricula must equip learners to critically analyse
these disparities, understand their roots, and participate in democratic decision-making processes.
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3.2 Moving Beyond Technocratic Environmental Instruction

Traditional sustainability instruction often focuses on scientific information, recycling campaigns, or
ecological footprints. Such strategies tend to reduce complicated socio-environmental problems and
ignore systemic forces like inherent inequality in the world, past exploitation, or business dramaturgy. The
necessity of the integrated pedagogies focusing on the regainment of cognitive knowledge and social-
emotional competence and civic responsibility is mentioned by UNESCO (2017).

3.3 Epistemic Divergence and Indigenous Environmental knowing.

An epistemic inclusion should also be taken into consideration in a justice worldview. The local and
indigenous ecological knowledge regimes provide alternative relational conceptualizations of interaction
between humans and nature. These systems undermine the mainstream discourses of resource extraction
and present resource stewardship that is ethically based (Agyeman et al., 2003). The need to incorporate
such voices in the learning resources contributes to cultural awareness as well as ecological understanding.

4. THE EQUITY-CENTRED SUSTAINABILITY EDUCATION (ECSE) MODEL

The ECSE framework draws from the three theoretical traditions discussed above. It organises justice
around three principles—redistribution, recognition, and participation—and applies them across
curriculum design, pedagogy, teacher education, and assessment.

4.1 Redistribution: Equality of Access and Opportunities.

Redistribution covers fair availability of healthy learning environments, education materials, and
opportunities on sustainability. This includes:

e cqually clean air and green are accessible.

e content of the curriculum that covers socio-economic causes of environmental degradation.

¢ not limited access to learning based on either class, caste, gender, or geography.

Redistribution also follows the idea of Fraser (2003), according to which material inequity is directly
proportional to the possibility of people to engage in the public life.

4.2 Recognition: Epistemic and cultural Diversity Respect.

The importance of recognition is based on the necessity to credit different cultural identities and
knowledge systems. In practice, this means:

e incorporating aboriginal environmental worldviews.

e subverting the hegemonic discourses of development and resource utilization.

e an establishment community-based knowledge as valid and legitimate

This kind of recognition eliminates cultural marginalisation and expands the conceptual boundaries of
sustainability learning.

4.3 Participation: Agency, Voice, and Collective Action

Participation describes how learners can affect the decision-making aspect of the environment and also
play a significant role in the popular action of discussing matters. It entails instruction to the learners:

e governance literacy

e discursive communication skills

e collaborative problem-solving the capability to form joint sustainability projects.

The principle is a bridge between the idea of praxis being proposed by Freire and the idea of agency being
emphasized by Sen.
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5. Pedagogical and Curricular Implications.

5.1 Curriculum Reorientation

A sustainability curriculum that is centred in justice ought to:

e learn to be interdisciplinary between science, social studies, ethics and arts
e add climate justice and environmental right classes

e counter international to national imbalances by case studies

¢ link environmental problems with gender, race, caste and economy.

This type of curriculum helps to get learners to put environmental issues in the larger social context.
5.2 Pedagogical Practices

Some of the aligned pedagogies in ECSE are:

e inquiry-based learning dialogic and deliberative conversation

sustainability initiatives in the local area

media studies of environmental discourses critically

e cco-aesthetic strategies on the visual arts, literature and storytelling.

These strategies foster critical thinking, compassion and civicism.

5.3 Teacher Preparation

5.3 Teacher Preparation

The educators should be prepared to go through provocative issues, like inequality, colonial pasts, or
environmental inequality. The teachers should be assisted by professional development to:

¢ inculcate interdisciplinary material.

e promote civil and moral deliberate debates.

e promote inclusive and fair classroom conditions.

e connect genuinely with the community partners.

Teachers must be equipped to navigate sensitive topics such as inequality, colonial histories, or
environmental injustice

6. ASSESSING JUSTICE-CENTRED SUSTAINABILITY LEARNING

Conventional assessments tend to emphasise factual recall or standardised metrics. ECSE encourages
assessment practices that evaluate:

o critical and ethical reasoning

e collaborative inquiry

e civic participation and problem-solving

o reflective and affective engagement with sustainability issues

o the ability to synthesise multiple perspectives

Methods such as reflective journals, portfolios, community project documentation, and policy analysis
exercises allow more nuanced evaluation of learning.

7. BARRIERS TO IMPLEMENTATION

7.1 Political and Ideological barriers.

The attempts to anticipate justice in the area of sustainability education might lead to opposition by
political players or interest groups, which tend to like de-politicalised methods. The arguments about
corporate responsibility, colonial heritage or ecological racism tend to be controversial (Fraser, 2003).
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7.2 Institutional Limitations

Schools might have inadequate financial means, staff and curriculum bandwidth to attain total
sustainability reforms. Inequality in access to green spaces or science laboratories only increases
inequalities (UNESCO, 2017).

7.3 Psychological and Emotional Dilemmas.

Students who are struggling with climate distress or ecological grief might have issues staying engaged.
Pedagogies should consequently strike a balance between critical consciousness and future path to hope,
resilience of the community and agency (Schlosberg, 2013).

7.4 Epistemic Tensions

The need to integrate several knowledge systems can cast doubt on the coherence or power in curricula.
There must be genuine liaisons between school and community knowledge persons in order to prevent
tokenism.

8. POLICY DIRECTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

8.1 National and Regional Policy

Policymakers should explicitly position justice at the centre of sustainability education frameworks.
National curricula must integrate cross-disciplinary competencies related to equity, citizenship, and
sustainable living (UNESCO, 2017).

8.2 Institutional Reform

Educational institutions can:

o establish sustainability councils including student representatives

o diversify assessment systems

e integrate justice themes across subjects

e support green infrastructure development in disadvantaged areas

8.3 Community and Civil Society Partnerships

Collaborative partnerships with environmental justice movements, indigenous communities, and local
organisations can enrich sustainability learning and extend it beyond the classroom.

9. CONCLUSION

This paper reinterprets sustainable development through the framework of social justice and presents the
Equity-Centred Sustainability Education (ECSE) model as a conceptual tool for theorising equitable
sustainability learning. ECSE integrates three justice dimensions—redistribution, recognition, and
participation—and applies them to key educational domains.

Even though the model is abstract, it is relevant in policy regarding curriculum planning, teacher.
institutional reform, assessment practices and preparation. Further studies might explore examining the
contexts of comparative policy, address decolonial move towards sustainability education, and assess. how
ECSE principles apply within class setting in various cultural and institutional contexts.

Education has the potential not only to raise ecological awareness but to cultivate generations capable of
shaping just and sustainable futures. A justice-centred approach makes this aspiration more attainable,
equitable, and ethically grounded.
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