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Summary  
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is a growing movement that seeks to 
empower learners to face the existential threats of the Anthropocene. Queer pedagogy, as a 
form of critical pedagogy, rejects the influence of heteronormative and patriarchal systems 
and consequently also rejects anthropocentrism. To effectively educate for sustainable 
development, it becomes apparent that one must also educate in a queer-informed way. 
Despite this, there has been little scholarly work to date on where queer pedagogy fits within 
ESD. The purpose of this paper is to explore the link between the two seemingly related 
fields, but also provide a gateway for educational practitioners who come from the current 
paradigm within ESD to incorporate queer pedagogy, or for queer pedagogues to further a 
queered version of sustainable development, with a particular focus on higher education.  

Introduction  

The United Nations adopted the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015, 
designed to guide humanity towards a more measured and equitable environment, society, 
and economy (Biermann et al., 2017). The essential role of education in delivering on these 
goals has been clearly recognised through the conceptualisation of Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) (Rieckmann, 2018a), defined as “educational programs, curricula, and 
teaching and learning practices that enhance student values, understanding, and capabilities” 
for sustainable development (Hallinger & Nguyen, 2020, p.3). ESD is placed within a 
competency-based educational framework whereby the focus is not so much on knowledge, 
but on the ability to demonstrate the skills of the “real-world professional” (Hodge et al., 
2020). The most commonly used competencies in defining ESD are normative, systems-
thinking, future-thinking, strategic, collaboration, problem-solving (Wiek et al. 2016), 
self-awareness and critical thinking (Rieckmann, 2018b).  

In the existence of a need for ESD, there is a clear argument that education is not neutral: it 
can promote, ignore, or even detract from sustainable development. This concept of non-
neutrality is fundamental to critical pedagogy, which examines how education promotes 
certain, often harmful, viewpoints and furthers the particular construction of our society 
(Giroux, 2020). Such viewpoints can include heteronormativity, which is defined as the 
positioning of cisgender heterosexuality as the societal default or even ideal (Nguyen, 2021). 
Heteronormativity also promotes patriarchal ideals of giving adult males advantage and 
control over women, girls, and young men in the public and private spheres (Benstead, 
2021). Therefore, queer pedagogy is concerned with how heteronormativity and patriarchal 
ideals transfer into how we are educated, for good or for ill (Pennell, 2020).   

Unsustainable development i.e., development that is economically, socially, and 
environmentally damaging, can be said to be heteronormative and patriarchal and thus 
anthropocentric as a result (Dalal et al., 2019). Queer pedagogy actively seeks to reject the 
influence of heteronormative and patriarchal systems in perpetuating harm to future 
generations, and therefore can be regarded as rejecting anthropocentrism as a consequence. 
To effectively educate for sustainable development, it becomes apparent that one must also 
educate in a queer-informed way. Despite this, there has been little scholarly work to date on 
where queer pedagogy fits within ESD.  Q
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The purpose of this paper is to explore the link between the two seemingly related fields, but 
also provide a gateway for educational practitioners who come from the current paradigm 
within ESD to incorporate queer pedagogy, or for queer pedagogues to further a queered 
version of sustainable development. Thus, the paper is divided into eight sections to queer 
those relevant competencies of ESD. It is focused on higher education but many of the 
contributions can be adapted for use in primary, secondary and further education.   

Queering norms  
Normative competence refers to “the ability to understand and reflect on the norms and 
values that underlie one’s actions and to negotiate sustainability values, principles, goals and 
targets, in a context of conflicts of interests and trade-offs, uncertain knowledge and 
contradictions” (Rieckmann, 2018b, p.44). Queer pedagogy interrogates what it means to 
be normal and follow the expectations of our identities imposed by society (Shelton, 2021). 
The heteronormative drive to dominate certainly evolved concurrently with problems such as 
environmental degradation and social exploitation, even if it is not the root cause (Ottuh, 
2020). Heteronormativity also permeates discussions of how we will address these 
problems. This occurs at the micro-level, such as sexuality and gender barriers to 
participation (Dorey, 2016) or at the macro-level, such as the continued use of exploitative 
economic systems (Smith Khanna, 2021). Therefore, in a queer-informed approach to ESD, 
we need to identify, explore, and challenge the influence of heteronormative norms on those 
that confluence with sustainable development.  

An effective queer pedagogue should first aim to remove gendered and heteronormative 
language from both classroom materials and discourse (Neto, 2018). Second, they should 
not avoid discussions of queerness in the classroom when they arise naturally and should 
seek to explicitly tackle issues that affect queer people (Shlasko, 2005), like the 
discrimination taking place around the world. A useful exercise to employ is the “I cannot be 
me…” game, in which students are asked to complete this statement with reference to an 
aspect of their identity which would subject them to negative experiences should it be 
known in the context of the study. For example, in an exploration of social development in 
Nigeria, a student may complete the sentence as “I cannot be me in Nigeria as being gay is 
illegal”. This is not limited to queer identities, and a range of personal characteristics are fair 
game. This can be done individually and privately by students or shared with the whole class. 
It should, of course, come with the caveat that students need not share any details about 
themselves they are not yet ready to. The activity is not designed to demonise the topic of 
study, and an informed instructor will be careful not to allow it to reinforce stereotypes and 
misinformation. Instead, it should be used to challenge these stereotypes, draw awareness to 
themes such as discrimination, and as an opening to broader discussions about working to 
address these issues in the wider world.   

Queering self-awareness  
Self-awareness competence is “the ability to reflect on one’s own role in the local community 
and (global) society, continually evaluate and further motivate one’s actions, and deal with 
one’s feelings and desires” (Rieckmann, 2018b, p.45). It is important to foster queer desires 
in the classroom (Fraser and Lamble, 2015). While queer pedagogy does have an element of 
the (homo)erotic to it (Rowe, 2012; Shlasko, 2005), this is not specifically about students’ 



choice of romantic or sexual partner. Instead, it is about celebrating the diversity of wants 
and needs among students, particularly when it comes to how they might use the education 
that pedagogues imbue them with. It is common in neo-liberal, marketized institutions to 
teach as though subject domain employment is the only outcome. As a result of this narrow 
view, students may feel ashamed that they hold such desires and go on to hide or repress 
them, mirroring the experience of many queer people around the world and limiting their 
ability to tackle in sustainable development in novel ways.  

Self-disclosure is an important tool for fostering queer desires. Teachers are often told that 
their lives before and outside the classroom undermine their professional identities (Cayanus 
& Martin, 2008), but a queer pedagogue rejects this notion, speaking openly about who 
they are, experiences that they have had and the reasons why they do what they do (Nedela 
et al., 2018). They use their stories to build rapport with students (Cayanus, 2004), inform 
students about the range of options open to them and follow this up with a referral pathway 
of opportunities to engage in events, training programmes, clubs, societies and more taking 
place both inside and outside institutions. If our students are ever to fathom creative and 
innovative solutions to the existential crisis facing humanity, it is therefore important that 
they not feel ashamed of the parts of themselves that could bring forth these solutions.  

Once students have awareness of their desires, they can begin to think about how to turn 
these into actions that advance sustainable development and learn from the actions that 
they have already taken, whether success or failures. In so doing, reflective practice is an 
effective pedagogical tool (Wall & Meakin, 2019). Students can consider utilising a range of 
known and accepted structured reflective models (e.g., Atkins & Murphy,1993; Brookfield, 
2005; Driscoll, 1994; Gibbs, 1988; Johns, 1995; Kolb 1984; Mezirow, 1981; Rolfe et al., 
2001; Schon 1991). Teaching and assessment methods for reflection mostly focus on 
reflective writing such as essays, blogs, and diaries, but can also include presentations, group 
discussions and videos (Farr & Riordan, 2012). However, as Thomas-Reid (2021, p.11) 
cautions us to remember, “assessment is straight, both figuratively, and literally” as it is 
focused on performative actions to meet a supposedly objective standard. Queering 
reflective practice requires interrogating what is worth assessing and co-creating a 
meaningful way of doing this (Thomas-Reid, 2021). Thought it appears immediately 
contradictory, the philosophy of ungrading, in which letters, numbers or other such arbitrary 
markers of performance are set aside, along with some of their accompanying ideals and 
constraints (Gorichanaz, 2022), may offer some insight. Ask your students to share with you 
their understanding of how they would demonstrate they have mastered the topic or skill at 
hand, if freed from societal norms of degree classifications and top grades and allowed to 
step out from the role of the learner and into that of the master. Explore if you agree with 
those criteria. There, in the space between the two, likely lies an authentic measure of 
learning. But, in keeping with the importance of reflection, it would be most appropriate for 
the student to argue if they have met this co-created standard in a reflective piece of work, 
rather than be judged against it in a test, and most appropriate for the teacher to determine 
if the evidence presented is sufficient.  

Seitz (2020) argues that a queer perspective on teaching sustainable development should 
have some element of disappointment to it. If students can understand what it means to do 
the work of sustainable development in the face of its inevitable disappointments, free from 
the ego of success, then they can fully engage with that work in the way that is best for 
themselves and the communities that work with. Utilising a typology of projects which are 
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not guaranteed successes are good ways of introducing controlled failure and disappointment 
into the classroom. However, it is key not to unnecessarily disadvantage students by tying 
assessment outcomes to project success. Instead, assessment should be focused on 
identifying the skills and experienced gained in the process, ideally through the use of 
reflective practice which, in turn, continues to embed self-awareness into our students.  

Queering critical thinking  
Critical thinking competence is “the ability to question norms, practices and opinions; reflect 
on own one’s values, perceptions and actions; and take a position in the sustainability 
discourse” (Rieckmann, 2018b, p.44). Critical thinking is a core cognitive competency that 
underpins and facilitates the other aspects of ESD, enabling students to act for sustainable 
development (Taimur & Sattar, 2019). As a form of critical pedagogy, queer pedagogy lends 
itself well to teaching critical thinking. A queer pedagogue already analyses and challenges 
everything, even themselves (Penell, 2021), and this should be done audibly and visibly for 
students. Modelling is an established strategy for teaching critical thinking, particularly 
through modelling questioning (Egan, 2019). This questioning in itself can be queered, by 
accepting the fluidity of knowledge and seeking to co-create the inquiry of it (Fortney, 
2017). Some questions we might ask include: “What questions shall we ask of each other? 
After we explore those questions, what will have been left out? And then, what other 
questions shall we ask of each other?” (Shlasko, 2005, p.128) or “Why did I understand it to 
mean that, and not something else? How else could one read it? What else could it mean?” 
(Fortney, 2017). Within this typology of questioning, there may not be apparent answers, 
and students may wrestle with the complexities of this long after leaving the classroom 
(Pennell, 2021), which sets a long-term example for critical thought.  

Carefully designed, collaborative problem-based learning is known to develop critical thinking 
skills (Carbogim et al, 2017; Seibert, 2021). This could be used in conjunction with peer 
review, another strategy for developing critical thinking in students (Silva et al., 2016). 
Simple methods of peer review include designating a discussion or task group member as the 
Devil’s Advocate1, whose role is to actively challenge group members in their thinking and 
approach (whatever their own perspective may be), while more complex methods include 
peer marking (Kearney, 2019) and gallery walks (Ramsaroop & Petersen, 2020). It is noted 
that informal peer review is often preferred as formal peer review can introduce increased 
workloads for students, lead to deprioritisation of either the actual task or the peer review, 
and peer feedback may show bias and variance (Yuan, 2020).   

Queering systems thinking  
Systems thinking competence is “the ability to recognise and understand relationships, to 
analyse complex systems, to perceive the ways in which systems are embedded within 
different domains and different scales, and to deal with uncertainty” (Rieckmann, 2018b, 
p.44). There are a range of interconnecting and conflicting environmental, social, and 
economic systems that require study when attempting to work in the field of sustainable 
development. However, to illustrate this to students in a critical, queer-informed way, we 
need to avoid oversimplifying these systems, and make a greater effort to incorporate 
examples of non-linear or fuzzy systems. To further develop systems thinking in students, 
we can ask them to “process map” or “process model” (Roseman, 2013), some of the world’s 
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“wicked problems” (Rittel & Webber, 1973) of which sustainable development is one 
(Pryshlakivsky & Searcy, 2013).   

Queering future thinking  
Future thinking competence, or anticipatory competence, is “the ability to understand and 
evaluate multiple futures – possible, probable and desirable – and to create one’s own visions 
for the future, to apply the precautionary principle, to assess the consequences of actions, 
and to deal with risks and changes” (Rieckmann, 2018b, p.44). The climate crisis, and other 
emerging threats in sustainable development, will affect different people in different ways 
and will perpetuate existing inequity (Kommu et al., 2021). To understand and address these 
impacts, students must first explore past and current inequity as a starting point. Inequity 
does not emerge in stark, singular fashion, but rather is generated from a series of small 
actions and occurrences preceding and coinciding with one another2. The teacher should aim 
to pose questions that highlight this inequity and its systemic root causes, then expose 
students to a range of information on the topics, particularly the lived experiences and own 
voices of those most affected (Crowley & LaGarrett, 2018). This exploration most certainly 
requires an intersectional approach (Jones & Wijeyesinghe, 2011; Villa-Nicholas, 2018). 
Teachers and students should not limit themselves in this exploration. New frontiers of 
queerness and new identities emerge every day, and we must examine how identities will 
intersect in the world we are building (or preventing), lest we in turn shift inequity from one 
group to another. Again, a focus on lived experience and own voices is important here, so 
inviting speakers into the classroom, or training students in methods of participatory inquiry 
and consultation so they can learn in the field most effectively achieves this.  

Queering strategy  
Strategic competence is “the ability to collectively develop and implement innovative actions 
that further sustainability at the local level and further afield” (Rieckmann, 2018b, p.44). To 
develop students’ strategic competence, look at the success of queer-change makers, and 
dissect the power that their non-conformity has yielded through case studies and discussion 
groups.  

Queering collaboration  
Collaboration competence is “the ability to learn from others; understand and respect the 
needs, perspectives and actions of others (empathy); understand, relate to and be sensitive 
to others (empathic leadership), deal with conflicts in a group; and facilitate collaborative and 
participatory problem-solving” (Rieckmann, 2018b, p.44). Queer professionals develop 
powerful listening skills and emotional intelligence that allows them to navigate the 
difficulties of their identity in a professional space, termed “The Working Closet” (Cox, 
2019). Drawing on, and informed by, The Working Closet, a queered curriculum for ESD 
includes explicit opportunities to teach the skills of collaboration such as communication, 
listening, empathy and emotional intelligence, rather than relying on these to be taught 
through the “hidden curriculum” (Orón Semper & Blasco, 2018). However, collaboration with 
other students and teachers is easy, given that these parties are usually incentivised to do so. 
For thorough challenges in collaboration, community-engaged learning (Comeau et al., 
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2019) and service-based learning (Salam et al., 2019) are recommended, given they most 
accurately represent the variety of people one works with when attempting to solve the 
problems of the wider world, and their disparate, if not competing, goals and priorities (Seitz, 
2020).   

Queering problem-solving  
Problem solving competence is “the overarching ability to apply different problem-solving 
frameworks to complex sustainability problems and develop viable, inclusive and equitable 
solutions that promote sustainable development” (Rieckmann, 2018b, p.44). Inquiry-based 
learning is very effective for building problem-solving skills (Khalaf & Zin, 2018) and is 
decidedly critical, if not queer, in its co-creative approaches (Wymer & Fulford, 2019; 
Snelling et al., 2019). This queerness can be extended by adopting queer methods of inquiry, 
such as those described in Ghaziani & Brim (2019). As such as we gather information, we 
need to continue to ask ourselves “what is the true subject?”, “how do we measure?”, “how 
do we capture narratives and experiences?” and, perhaps, most importantly, “are we truly 
listening?”. Inquiry-based learning usually involves proposing a solution to issues under study 
or disseminating findings to a wider audience. For that, queer methods of design 
(Moeggenberg & Walton, 2019) and communication or participation (Brown & Nash, 2010) 
are particularly useful.  

Conclusion  
When examining queer pedagogy or indeed, any subject, through a queer lens, one is often 
left with more questions than answers (Fortney, 2017). The first of these questions is about 
the role of queer people in a sustainable future. While queer people may desire such a vision 
of the world, does this world desire queer people? As noted by Stonewall via Dorey (2016), 
The SDGs, the so-called hallmark of sustainable development, are notably silent on any 
reference to queerness. Inclusion is described only in terms of income measures, while the 
language of the goals focuses on age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, and religion. SDG5 
Gender Equality’s first target (5.1) is to “End all forms of discrimination against women and 
girls everywhere” but the indicator of that (5.1.1) is “Whether or not legal frameworks are in 
place to promote, enforce and monitor equality and non‑discrimination on the basis of sex”. 
For these goals, it is only cisgendered women and girls everywhere that will benefit, and 
gender is reduced to biology only. SDG10 Reduced Inequalities does not mention even sexual 
orientation, common to equality legislation throughout the world, leaving it neatly tucked 
away under terminology like “other status”. When the SDGs discuss reducing discrimination, 
their indicators are about the number of harassments and similar incidents that are reported. 
They do not explicitly define what discrimination is, implying that an easy way for a nation to 
show progress towards SDG10 is to simply reduce the number of people reporting 
harassment rather than reducing the source of any harassment. The forms of equality 
explicitly noted in the SDGs are palatable to all nations on earth, even if they have differing 
views as to what that may mean. Queerness, however, is a way of being rejected throughout 
the world to greater or lesser degrees, even when the SDGs may prompt otherwise 
(Izugbara, 2022). As a truly queer pedagogue attempting to educate for sustainable 
development, our first duty is to resist a vision of a future that omits queerness, and that 
may mean a rapid change to, or even rejection of, the SDGs.  
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The second question that arises is around the ability to effectively queer anything as rigidly 
defined and measurable as a competency. While queer pedagogy can be about disruption 
with a view to true inclusion (Thomas-Reid, 2021), competencies can be seen as the 
ultimate example of performativity – a standard set by an unseen group of experts that one 
must meet or face exclusion from a certain environment. When we discuss competencies in 
ESD, are we saying that our students may be excluded from a sustainable future if they 
cannot master them? Therefore, would any attempt to queer these competencies just be an 
example of “conforming under the rainbow”?  

Efforts to mainstream ESD at all levels of teaching and learning continue (Agbedahin, 2019) 
and are likely to do so for some time. What, then, is the future of queer pedagogy for, with, 
and within ESD? There is most certainly a need for more empirical work within the 
scholarship of teaching and learning to explore and evaluate practical teaching methods that 
reflect ESD generally and a queer-informed approach to ESD specifically. More conceptually, 
Stein et al. (2022) suggest that the current conceptualisations of ESD will not serve the 
ends it works towards, and will in fact exacerbate the problems it seeks to solve. Therefore, 
queer pedagogues must continue to not only question and deconstruct the existing 
structures that impact upon education, but also the structures we are currently building. 
Then, and only then, can development be truly sustainable.
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