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Introduction

Several decades have passed since “sustainable development” 
was defined for international purposes. During this period, many 
agreements have been concluded and many global meetings and 
discussions on sustainable development and its implementation in 
practice have been organised. Today sustainability has become at 
least a formal requirement for most of the development planning 
documents around the world; however, its practical implementa-
tion is a difficult and complex task, most often because of the 
need to acquire new knowledge and to transform attitudes and 
behaviour with regard to sustainability. By providing research, 
analysis and conceptual framework for establishing the guidelines 
for education, universities are seen as key stakeholders in achieving 
a sustainable future (Cortese, 2003). Just as other social processes, 
education follows the prevalent key lines and values of society – its 
culture, political and social attitudes and economic performance 
within the community. Latvia is located in the eastern part of Eu-
rope and has been an EU Member State since 2004. In the context 
of its development, Latvia has undergone significant changes over 
recent years – both the largest GDP growth in the year 2006 (12.2 
%) and the largest drop in 2009 (-18.4%) (Ministry of Finance of the 
Republic of Latvia, 2010). Changes in social and economic sectors 
have provoked wide discussions about the changes required in the 
higher education as well.  Latvia has about 2.3 million population, 
and there are altogether 57 higher education institutions, running 
more than 900 study programmes. The total number of students 
per 100,000 inhabitants is one of the highest in the world (Table 
1) (Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of Latvia, 
2010), indicating that the sector of higher education is of particu-
lar importance in the case of Latvia. At the same time, one of the 
major identifiable problems in the higher education system is the 
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disproportion of the offered study content with the requirements in society (Ministry of Education and 
Science of the Republic of Latvia, 2010).

Table 1.  Main indices of higher education for the years 2008-2009 (Ministry of Education and Sci-
ence of the Republic of Latvia, 2010). 

Total number of students 112,555

Number of students per 10,000 inhabitants 492

Higher education institutions: 57

State higher education institutions 19

Private higher education institutions 13

Colleges founded by the State 17

Colleges founded by private persons 18

To ensure that the further development of higher education sector also proceeds in line with the prin-
ciples of sustainability, additional research is needed for assessing whether and how the universities are making 
their curricula “greener” for the purpose of providing sustainability knowledge and skills to their students. 

There are many ways in which universities can be involved in sustainable development and take 
the responsibility for leading society towards a sustainable future. According to Stephens et al. (2008), 
universities should model sustainable practices for society (practical approaches can vary from work-
ing with tangible environmental impacts to simple functioning in an environmentally friendly way – by 
“greening” the campus, improving waste management, introducing innovations for saving energy and 
resources, developing an environmental management system etc.). Higher education institutions can 
conduct real-world problem-based research and teach students the skills of integration, synthesis, and 
system-thinking to cope with the complex problems of sustainability. Also, universities as transdiscipli-
nary agents promote and enhance engagement between individuals and institutions.

The Talloires Declaration defines a sustainable university as an institution: 
engaged in education, research, policy-making and exchange of information on population 1. 
and the environment as well as in development toward a sustainable future; 
establishing programmes to produce expertise in environmental management, sustainable 2. 
economic development, population and related fields in order to ensure that all university 
graduates are environmentally literate and responsible citizens;
setting an example of environmental responsibility by establishing the programmes of re-3. 
source conservation, recycling and waste reduction at universities (Association of University 
Leaders for a Sustainable Future, 1990). 

The initiatives mentioned above fall within the framework of education for sustainable develop-
ment (ESD) – “a vision of education that seeks to empower people to assume responsibility for creating 
a sustainable future” (UNESCO, 2006). Universities can implement (Sterling, 2004; Orr, 1992; Vare and 
Scott, 2007) ESD at different levels, which can be figuratively depicted in the range from light green to 
dark green. At the first phase (also named as “education about sustainability”), the issues concerning 
sustainability are included in one or more study courses, but are not integrated in curricula; accordingly, 
education system largely remains unchanged.  The next level represents a transitional phase – the issues 
of sustainability are included in curricula, but the campus management and the learning process mainly 
have not been based on the principles of sustainability. In the process of understanding the sustainable 
development, the environment and life experience serve as learning instruments; therefore, universi-
ties have to create curricula by means of which theoretical knowledge is reinforced through practice. 
The third level is a full transition to education based on sustainability principles. Vare and Scott (2007) 
call this ESD form “learning as sustainable development”, which means that “sustainable development 
doesn’t just depend on learning; it is inherently a learning process”, learning throughout our lives results 
in evidence that SD is happening (Scott and Gough, 2003).  
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Like elsewhere in the world, the ESD in Latvia is rooted in nature and environmental studies. Environ-
mental education in the modern sense began in the 1990s, and at this early stage various environmental 
non-governmental organisations were among the most active players in shaping public environmental 
awareness. In formal education, including higher education, the issues of environmental protection and 
sustainability came into view somewhat later, mainly in the sector of natural sciences. In recent years, 
Latvia has actively participated in various international ESD activities, also in the implementation of 
the UN Decade for Education for Sustainable Development. The political will to implement education 
for sustainable development and environmental education has been clearly stated. For example, Sec-
tion 42, Chapter VIII “Environmental science, environmental education and education for sustainable 
development” of the Environmental Protection Law of the Republic of Latvia (adopted by the Saeima 
on 2 November 2006) stipulates:

In obligatory teaching content of the discipline or study course, in accordance with specificity 1. 
of the syllabus, concordance and succession on different educational levels, issues on the 
environment and sustainable development are included.
In mandatory part of all study programmes of universities and colleges, environmental 2. 
protection study course is included.
Lectures on sustainable development are included in pedagogical study programmes in all 3. 
universities and colleges.

The Ministry of Education and Science takes the institutional responsibility for the implementation of 
ESD and environmental education. The Ministry of Environment and the Latvian Council of Environmental 
Science and Education – an advisory body coordinating the efforts in research and education – also are 
important actors in the field. At the same time, the national education policy-making bodies have not 
drafted any general strategy or guidelines for the implementation and/or monitoring of sustainability 
in higher education. Therefore, universities have considerable autonomy in the field, while still facing 
the challenges of implementing sustainability-related content throughout curricula. 

Studies in social sciences dominate (51% of the total number), followed by humanities and teacher 
training. At the same time, it is evident that environmental education and education for sustainable 
development do not have an adequate status in the study content in Latvia, for only 2% of the total 
number of students have an opportunity to attend study programmes on environmental education or 
sustainable development (Centre of Higher Education Quality Evaluation, 2010). This means that the 
majority of students can acquire the knowledge and skills pertaining to sustainability only if the uni-
versity decides to offer a special sustainability study course among the regular discipline-specific study 
courses or to change the whole curricula and/or campus in conformity with the principles of sustainable 
development. The Latvian higher education institutions have not developed the practice of preparing 
sustainability reports; consequently, there are no data on the transition to sustainability among universi-
ties and on their main concepts of and approaches to the implementation of ESD in the curricula.

This study examines the general trends in the transformation of higher education institutions in 
Latvia toward sustainability and assesses the current initiatives of practices.

Methodology of Research 

Study Design

The study is designed of two parts and the first part includes a questioning of higher education 
institutions in Latvia, to identify the place of ESD in the study curricula and inquire about the content of 
topics taught. The second  part provides a detailed analysis (a case study) of the approach elaborated at 
the University of Latvia for the implementation of the ESD concept in the study programmes not only 
at the level of one faculty but also in the whole university.

Questioning and Data Sampling

The questioning was designed on the basis of the Sustainability Assessment Questionnaire devel-
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oped by the Association of University Leaders for Sustainable Future (2001) and applied according to the 
purpose and design of the study (questionnaire consisted of 19 quantitative and qualitative questioning 
items, mostly pertaining to the curriculum). The data were gathered in November and December 2009. 
Eight different types of higher education institutions in respect to their form of ownership (state-owned 
or private) and geographic locations (national, regional) with the largest number of students in each of 
these categories were selected for sampling (see Table 2). Questionnaires were distributed to the facul-
ties or departments of the sampled universities, and they were completed by the personnel responsible 
for the curriculum development and practical implementation. 

Table 2.  Information on the higher education institutions in Latvia. 
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Type of governance:

State x X x x x x

Private x x

University type x X x

Non-university type x x x x x x

Education level:

College x x x x x

Bachelor x X x x x x x x

Master x X x x x x x x

Doctoral x X x x

Education sector: (Questionnaires per higher education institutions)

Social sciences 2 1 2 1

Education 2 2

Engineering 1 3

Agriculture 3

Natural sciences 3

Businesses 1 1

Information Technology 2 1

Humanities 1

Arts 1

Communication Science 1

A total of 27 questionnaires were received, including information about various science sec-
tors and education levels. As the aim of the questioning was to identify general trends in higher 
education, a comparative analysis of each individual respondent institution was not performed. The 
results of the questioning were used in order to determine sustainability in higher education, and 
they include correlating statements about different aspects in government, location or scientific 
sector.
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Case Study of the Implementation of the Concept of ESD in the Faculty of Geography 
and Earth Sciences of the University of Latvia

The case study on the implementation of the ESD concept in Latvian universities has been carried 
out in the Faculty of Geography and Earth Sciences of the University of Latvia. This faculty is responsible 
for education in geography, geology and environmental science, and its total number of students ranges 
from 650 to 800 (students in the environmental science study programme – 200 to 300). This faculty has 
the leading role in the advancement of environmental science and education for sustainable development 
in Latvia. The Department of Environmental Science and the Centre of Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment are responsible for education about sustainable development. Recently, an initiative has been taken 
to prepare a study course on the environment and SD and recommend it for all faculties of the University 
of Latvia as well as for other higher education institutions in Latvia. 

Results of Research

Questioning

In the first part of the questioning, respondent institutions had to provide their general view on 
the importance of sustainability ideas in their faculty/department. The questioning results show that 
the issues of sustainable development are recognised by higher education institutions as being of high 
importance – 60% marked off the importance of sustainability as “a great deal” and 37% – as “quite a bit”.  
Noteworthy, nearly 84% of the questioned institutions pointed out that the importance of sustainability 
in their structure will increase in the future. The extent to which sustainability has been integrated into the 
education policy documents is much lower – only about 30% of universities have any references/links to 
sustainable development in their administration, planning or mission documents. 

Higher education institutions were asked to elaborate on how they are implementing the content 
of sustainable development in their study programmes. The questioning indicated five main approaches 
(Figure 1):

Diagram A:  a study course on the issues of environmental protection (N=18);
Diagram B:  a regular discipline-specific study course, which includes the issues of sustain-

able development (N=14);
Diagram C:  a study course about sustainable development (N=9);
Diagram D:  a regular discipline-specific programme, which includes the issues of sustainable 

development (N=2);
 Diagram E:  the environmental science programme (N=1).

Figure 1:  Approaches to introducing sustainability-related content within curricula (identified 
by higher education institutions). 

When asked about the criteria by which the universities choose the themes of sustainable develop-
ment for their curricula, the most frequent answers were that SD themes are related to the scientific field of 
regular discipline-specific programmes (25%) and are regionally urgent (16%). Higher education institutions 
cited the interests of academic staff (12%) as the third most common criterion for selecting the content 
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of SD. In spite of various scientific sectors represented in the sample of higher education institutions, the 
environmental issues are dominant in the content of study courses about sustainable development (65%).  
The economic and social dimensions of sustainability in curricula are represented in approximately equal 
proportions – 38% and 34% respectively. This tendency is closely related to the previous observation that 
the most common approach to the ESD implementation in the majority of institutions is a study course 
about environmental protection. 

The findings highlight that the essential condition of the implementation of ESD – the interdiscipli-
nary and holistic approach – is rarely applied in the teaching and learning of sustainability. Only 5 % of the 
respondent higher education institutions are actually carrying out this principle. 43% of higher education 
institutions were unable to assess to what extent the issues of SD are integrated into the traditional study 
programme disciplines (mathematics, art, language etc.). The manner how institutions implement sustain-
ability into their curricula is characterised by the lack of methods, which develop the critical and system 
thinking, participatory decision-making or value-based learning. Lecture is still the main performance of 
ESD (80%) for the majority of higher education institutions in Latvia, though there are also seminars and 
discussions taking place in social sciences (60%) and laboratory works – in natural sciences (40%). 

In the conclusion of the questionnaire, higher education institutions were asked to assess their op-
portunities/resources for introducing and implementing ESD in their faculty/department by marking off 
a score from 1 to 5 (where 1 is the lowest and 5 the highest rating) for a number of elements related to the 
study process. Figure 2 represents an average rating with regard to the resources for the implementation 
of ESD given by higher education institutions.

Figure 2:  An average rating with regard to the resources for the implementation of education for 
sustainable development (provided by higher education institutions).

Universities indicate the students’ involvement or desire to study sustainable development as the 
major potential for the implementation of ESD.  Furthermore, universities conclude that their academic 
staff members are/would be interested in teaching sustainable development, and higher education in-
stitutions give a relatively high score for the knowledge and skills of their academicians in this field. The 
lowest rated categories are the availability of funding and the opportunities to incorporate the issues of 
sustainable development throughout the curricula. Such a result is largely due to the situation that the 
programmes are already loaded or require a significant reorientation and that funding is not provided or 
is not generally available for this type of complementation of the study content. 

Case Study of the Faculty of Geography and Earth Science

The analysis of the situation and development at the Faculty of Geography and Earth sciences 
(University of Latvia) represents a possible approach to the reorganisation of the study content towards 
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the implementation of the ESD concept. The total number of students at this faculty ranges from 600 to 
800, and ~ 1/3 of them study environmental science as a study topic at B.Sc., M.Sc. and PhD levels. In the 
environmental science study programme, a strong emphasis is put on the sustainable development study 
courses. The studies are organised in such a way as to make sure that the basic approaches of education for 
sustainable development are delivered for all students of the faculty. The study programme staff is largely 
responsible for the progress of ESD in this Faculty, and the recently established Education for Sustainable 
Development Centre offers the basic study courses on environmental issues and sustainability aspects for 
other study programmes at the faculty level. 

Recently an initiative has been taken to promote the inclusion of study topics on the environmental 
issues and sustainable development in the study programmes of the University of Latvia, first of all in 
those of social sciences. The elaboration of the study content has been started by carrying out an exten-
sive questioning, covering approximately one third of all students in social science study programmes. 
The aim of the questioning was to identify the topicality of the issues and the interest of students in the 
environmental and sustainable development problems and their readiness to study these topics. Further-
more, a research project has been carried out, involving not only academics from Latvian universities but 
also from Sweden, Norway and Finland. The results of this study were published in a book Environmental 
Education at Universities. The opinions of students, university professors and representatives of the min-
istries of education of the Baltic Sea region countries clearly favoured the inclusion of the major aspects 
of ESD and content elements in the study courses on the environment and sustainable development, at 
the same time stressing the need to advance not only study content but also teaching and study tools, 
supporting student initiatives, the use of multimedia study materials, e-learning tools. As a result of these 
efforts, a syllabus for a study course “Environment and sustainable development” has been drawn up and 
a multi-authored textbook as well as a teachers’ support package, e-learning materials and multimedia 
materials supporting the study process have been developed. The approbation of these study materials 
that is already taking place demonstrates their usefulness and appropriateness for social, humanitarian 
and natural science students. 

Discussion 

The overall evaluation of the results shows that higher education in Latvia has a strong tendency to 
develop ESD through the environmental science. ESD is currently being promoted and implemented in 
the curriculum of higher education institutions almost exclusively through the environmental science.  This 
approach is also supported by the responsible institutions, and it has been included in the legislation. On 
the one hand, the dominance of environmental sciences has been appreciated – it is an interdisciplinary 
science and, therefore, may serve as a good platform for the development of ESD compared with other 
scientific disciplines, where the issues of sustainability have been dealt with more narrowly or within a 
specific vision. Since an active, ongoing implementation of ESD has already been taking place in the field 
of environmental sciences, figuratively speaking, this sector can be compared to an “open door” through 
which the ESD practices could be most easily and successfully developed; so, in our opinion, this tradition 
should be carried on. On the other hand, it is very important to continue the work on promoting ESD in 
other disciplines as well, and to complement the ESD practices and content with a vision of sustainability 
taken from these sciences. Otherwise, there is a great risk that just this limited conception of sustainable 
development will become widespread across the universities. The results of the questioning of higher 
education institutions already suggest that the environmental dimension of sustainable development is 
most frequently represented in the curricula compared with economic issues or social dimensions.

A slight majority of the respondents estimate the issues of SD as meaningful and relevant to their 
institution, and this positive and responsive attitude is of great importance for a successful promotion of 
ESD. However, comparing the data regarding the practical implementation of ESD, a conclusion can be 
made that the most higher education institutions would carry out this implementation just in a formal and 
shallow manner. The dominant approaches are adding new study courses about environmental protec-
tion and/or SD to the curricula or are modifying the regular discipline-specific courses by including the 
content of SD issues. This practice suggests that frequently the issues of SD are embraced into curricula as 
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education about sustainable development. If a curriculum is the sum of all formal and informal teaching 
and learning experiences provided by a higher education institution, then ESD cannot just be added to the 
curriculum as a new subject. Only three higher education institutions were a step ahead in the transition 
phase, as they have modified their regular discipline-specific programmes by including the issues of SD 
or have been carrying out the environmental science programme. 

As mentioned before, the environmental dimension is particularly accented in the content of study 
courses. This observation is in conformity with the research about the Atlantic Canadian higher education 
institutions – “the focus and/or understanding of sustainability education appears to be various manifesta-
tions of environmental science; environmental science and management courses dominate the listing of 
courses on offer” (Beringer et al., 2008). Perhaps the emphasis on environmental dimension can be explained 
by the fact that institutions have previously been familiar with environmental and conservation issues 
and that these issues have been more understandable to the local community in Latvia. In the rest of the 
world, the concept of ESD has developed from nature studies and environmental education (Blewitti and 
Cullingford, 2004); therefore, the narrow vision of sustainability through environmental issues in the higher 
education institutions of Latvia can be compared with the “environmental education” phase of ESD. 

The results of the study also show that a key obstacle to a further successful presentation of SD 
could be the lack of a holistic and interdisciplinary approach. SD is complicated because of the tight con-
nections between social, economic, ecological and cultural aspects; therefore, the holistic approach is of 
high importance. ESD is about learning how to build and understand the relationships and interactions 
between complex systems of SD, and creation of such an awareness is much more needed than just another 
study course on environmental protection. Sustainability is a holistic concept within which the process 
of learning is as important as what is being learnt – the content. The questioning showed that only 5% of 
the respondents carry out this principle, whereas 43% of higher education institutions were even unable 
to assess to what extent the issues of SD have been integrated into the traditional disciplines of study 
programmes (mathematics, art, language etc.). Higher education institutions can be described as having 
poorly developed and applied pedagogical approaches in sustainability studies – in the majority of cases, 
teaching about sustainability is put into effect trough lectures as subject-based learning. According to 
Anderberg et al. (2009), the holistic conceptions of SD tend to broaden teaching and learning approach, 
and this statement supports a conclusion that the conceptions of SD practised on a large scale all over 
the higher education institutions in Latvia are those of the limited understanding. 

The findings in several categories of the questioning demonstrate that academic staff has a lead-
ing role in many aspects of the ESD implementation. In many cases, the extent and approach of the ESD 
implementation in university tightly depends on the will and interests of academicians.  Data about the 
recourses/opportunities for promoting ESD in higher education suggest that there are still many barriers; 
consequently, we must search for obstacles that hinder the implementation of ESD and for the best solutions 
for its successful entry into curricula. The participation of responsible institutions in the implementation of 
ESD is formal, particularly in the dissemination of good practice, communication and information exchange 
between higher education institutions. Responsible institutions should put more efforts on discussions 
with higher education institutions, clarifying such issues as how to motivate universities to reorient their 
programmes, what would be the desirable “help” from the institutions in charge of developing the aca-
demic sustainability plans, and what would be the potential course and degree options on sustainability 
at higher education institutions.

Conclusion

Higher education institutions in Latvia are at the first stage of “greening” their curricula, and the efforts 
to incorporate the issues of SD into curricula can be characterised more as education about sustainable 
development. Since the environmental dimension is particularly accented and there is a noticeable lack 
of holistic and interdisciplinary approaches, the limited conception of SD is widespread among the higher 
education institutions. The possible agents of changes promoting sustainability in university structures 
are the academicians. Therefore, the activities focusing on the academic staff training and involvement in 
sustainable development ideas should be developed. Future studies should explore what is the academic 
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understanding of sustainable development and how this perception affects the teaching and learning 
about SD.
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