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Abstract

Global orientation towards implementing sustainability in education
programmes and processes at all the levels is being reflected in the most
relevant documents in the field of adult education. While there is awareness of
that need in declarations and documents at the national level, in the context of an
early stage of implementation of sustainable principles, there is yet a lot to be
done to incorporate those principles at the higher education level in Serbia. The
paper presents some steps taken towards the integration of sustainability into the
curriculum of adult education studies at the Faculty of Philosophy, University of
Belgrade. Approaching sustainability from a lifelong learning perspective, it
describes the context and goals of developing syllabus for the subjects of
Environmental Adult Education and Ecological Andragogy for undergraduate
and Ph.D. students at the Department for Andragogy of the Faculty of
Philosophy, University of Belgrade. The aim of this contribution is to inspire
discussion on needs and opportunities for increasing awareness and understand-
ing sustainability in future adult educators in the course of higher education, for
the sake of strengthening capacities for sustainable development across the
borders of countries, sectors and disciplines.
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1 Adult Education, Lifelong Learning and Sustainability:
Global Perspectives

Internationally relevant documents for integrating sustainability into adult educa-
tion have been developing noticeably since the 1990s, influenced by the global
acceptance of this concept. Lifelong learning, interdisciplinarity, partnership,
multiculturality and empowering are promoted as key topics of education for
sustainability (UNESCO 2004). Hence it comes as no surprise that these trends
influence conclusions from the most relevant conferences of experts and decision-
makers in the field of adult education at the global level.

Thus, for example, according to the well-known Hamburg Declaration (5th
International Conference on Adult Learning), “…education for environmental
sustainability should be a lifelong learning process which recognises that ecological
problems exist within a socio-economic, political and cultural context…. Adult
environmental education can play an important role in sensitising and mobilising
communities and decision-makers towards sustained environmental action' (UNE-
SCO 1997, p. 4).

The signatories of the Declaration commit themselves to work on “…promoting
the competence and involvement of civil society in dealing with environmental and
development problems… by integrating environmental and development issues into
all sectors of adult learning and developing an ecological approach to lifelong
learning” (UNESCO 1997, p. 12).

Adoption of UN resolution no. 57/254 regarding the Decade of education for
sustainable development (2005–2014) and its close connection to the documents and
processes significant for adult education, such as the Dakar Framework for Action
and the UN Literacy Decade (http://unesdoc.unesco.org), helped exercise further
influence on global policies and relevant documents in this area of education.

This influence is obvious not only in the choice of topics, but also in the overall
approach to organising most relevant meetings of experts in the field of adult edu-
cation. The last, 6th International Conference on Adult Education, was organized on
the basis of the “culture of sustainability” principle, which means that organisers
invited the participants to observe their environmental impact, and activities such as
planting trees were also undertaken in order to compensate for one’s own contribution
to pollution through the meeting preparation and realisation. Documents created there
also emphasize the importance of adult education “…for building equitable, tolerant,
sustainable and knowledge-based societies” (UNESCO 2009, p. 2). The participants
concluded that despite the diversity of programmes for adult education and learning,
most countries predominantly focus on programmes of professional and vocational
education and training, recognising the obvious lack “…of more integrated approa-
ches to adult learning and education to address development in all its aspects (eco-
nomic, sustainable, community and personal)” (Ibid. p. 10).

The dedication of adult education proponents and experts to the cause of inte-
grating knowledge into all aspects of life is neither new nor coincidental. Original
principles of the concept of lifelong learning, organically embedded into the
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development of the theory and practice of adult education, refer to learning as a
lifelong, but also a life-wide process. Concepts of lifelong learning and sustain-
ability possess a whole range of common dimensions, such as: the interdisciplinary
holistic approach and its integration into education at all levels; the development of
the capacity for facing changes and managing them; the dimension of equality;
respecting the diversity of people and the environment, and the principle of inter-
sectoral collaboration—in both cases seen as a prerequisite for the quality of
education, i.e. integrating sustainability into all segments of life (Orlović-Lovren
2012).

Taking into consideration the similarity of these concepts and their connected-
ness to globally agreed developmental goals, it is clear that adult education, as a
segment of lifelong learning, also represents an integral part of sustainable devel-
opment. “Learning for Life”, as stated by Thomas, is one of the principles of
Education for Sustainability, which means that “…sustainability is linked to life-
long learning and not confined to formal schooling” (Thomas 2009, p. 252).

Why is then the integration of sustainability into andragogy and adult education
slow and insufficient? It was only in the final years of twentieth century that there
was an increase in the number of authors aiming to examine and demonstrate
multiple links and possibilities for adult education and learning in this field. Part of
the reason certainly lies in nowadays widely accepted assessment of the concept of
sustainable development as too broad to be operationalized and implemented.
Naturally, that in turn adds to confusion in defining sustainability, in the same way
as fragmentary tackling of only some of its aspects does. Quite a few authors,
however, also blame the dominance of economic interests in all political spheres—
including the educational one, which contributes to a greater representation of the
professional education in comparison to others. In the opinion of authors of socio-
ecological orientation, whose approach strongly relies on the social theory postu-
lated by the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire, the greatest challenges for the
development of sustainability lie in economic aspect and are manifested by means
of the so-called corporative globalisation, i.e. prioritising programmes whose aim is
“learning for earning”, where programmes focusing on social and ecological
aspects of life, or sustainable development, would be neglected (Summer, according
to: Hill and Clover 2003).

One of the important messages conveyed by these authors expresses the
necessity for experts and practitioners in adult education to raise awareness about
the significance of integrating ecological, social and economic aspects together with
transformative approach into adult education programmes. We deem this to be of
utmost importance as well for all programmes at university level, particularly those
relevant to the teaching of adult education experts, who will in future work as
advisers supporting the learning process, or teachers in one of the fields of adult
education.
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2 Sustainable Development and Education in Strategic
Documents in Serbia

In the last decade, as part of social reforms and influenced by European trends,
Serbia has seen an improvement in establishing a normative basis for integrating the
concept of sustainability into education.

The Strategy for Sustainable Development of Serbia (Official Gazette, 57/08),
was elaborated for the period between 2009 and 2017. The improvement of the
quality of education in the way described by this strategy in all components of
sustainable development is anticipated to take place by means of the following
mechanisms: in the domain of the “economy of knowledge”, there is a planned
quality advancement that will “…ensure better efficiency of education at all levels”;
in the sphere of socio-economic conditions, it is predicted that securing a complete
inclusion and easy access to education for all vulnerable groups of people—be it
children, particularly from vulnerable groups, or adults without qualifications, in the
domain of inclusion into primary education.

Regardless of the tendency to integrate the principle of sustainability into all
segments of society, the emphasis here also lies on economic efficiency on the
whole, even when it comes to the field of education. Despite promoting quality and
equality in all segments of education, the focus is significantly more placed on the
system of formal education. Action plan for implementing this strategy much more
explicitly envisages activities in the field of adult education as part of measures for
improving sustainability.

In implementing the Strategy so far, the results are achieved within the reform of
pre-school and primary education, principally by means of integrating elements of
ecology and environment protection into the curriculum. At the secondary educa-
tion level, where the reform has only commenced, for certain vocational profiles
new subjects such as Education for Sustainable Development (for the profile of
Recycling Technician, Department of Metallurgy) have been introduced (Radojević
et al. 2011).

After signing the Ministerial Declaration of UNECE region at the Fifth Con-
ference “Environment for Europe” in Kiev, in May 2003, Serbia accepted and
translated UNECE Strategy for education for sustainable environment (UNECE
2005). Starting from the stance that “…the development of sustainable society
should be seen as a continual process of learning, exploring problems and dilem-
mas, where appropriate answers and solutions could be changed in accordance with
increasing our experience”, the emphasis is on the need for reorientation of both
formal and non-formal education in accordance with the principles of sustainability
(UNECE 2005). Participants’ agreement with these statements were also confirmed
by signing of the Declaration “Building Bridges to the Future” at the ministerial
meeting of UNECE region held in Belgrade in 2007 (http://www.unece.org/env/
esd/belgrade), whereby Serbia committed itself to including sustainability in edu-
cational programmes at all levels.
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Concordantly with European strategic documents, a document called “The
Strategy for the Development of Education in Serbia until 2020” was created
according to which “…the duty of the educational system of the Republic of Serbia
is to timely provide good quality and efficiency of Serbian population in accordance
with the expressed or recognised developmental orientations in the direction of
sustainability and to respond to educational needs of each Serbian citizen
throughout their entire life” (Official Gazette 2012, p. 5). Although this document
includes social, economic, and to a certain extent ecological aspects of development
—particularly at the level of Ph.D. studies, emphasizing of paramount need for
interdisciplinary research and development of scientific research staff—sustain-
ability as a concept and sustainable development as a developmental objective are
not explicitly promoted in Serbian educational projections for the future.

Concisely stated strategic trends also have a certain impact on acknowledging
the importance of integrating sustainability into different areas of higher education
in Serbia. More than 20 faculties in Serbia founded departments or groups for
studying environmental issues both at undergraduate and postgraduate levels
(UNECE 2005).

3 Integrating Sustainability into Higher Education
Programmes at the University of Belgrade

The University of Belgrade is a state university consisting of 31 faculties, divided
into groups for social sciences and humanities, medicine, science and technology
(http://www.bg.ac.rs/).

Within the group for scientific and technological orientation, education of future
environmental experts mostly takes place at the Faculty of Biology, Faculty of
Chemistry and Faculty of Technology and Metallurgy. Courses at these faculties do
not include a single subject dealing explicitly with the education for sustainable
development. Subjects which contain the term “sustainable development” in their
name can be found in the curriculum for Environmental Engineering within
undergraduate and master studies at the Faculty of Technology and Metallurgy
(http://www.tmf.bg.ac.rs), whilst at the Faculty of Architecture there are following
subjects at master studies: Architecture and the Environment (with elements of
sustainable development), and Sustainable Urban Development at master studies in
urban planning (http://www.arh.bg.ac.rs). Both Faculty of Agriculture (http://www.
agrif.bg.ac.rs) and of Organizational Science (http://www.fon.bg.ac.rs) offer sub-
jects covering environmental and socio-economic aspects of sustainability, while
the study programme of the Faculty of Forestry (http://www.sfb.bg.ac.rs) comprises
subjects dealing with sustainable development (Environmental engineering and
land resources department).

Study programmes at the Faculty of Geography, and in particular its Department
for Geospatial and Environmental Science, comprise a whole range of such courses
at undergraduate level: Sustainable Development, Human Ecology, Economic
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Environmental Evaluation. At master level, students can choose a course called
Education for sustainable development, in the context of methodical knowledge and
orientation towards educating children and young adults (http://www.gef.bg.ac.rs/).

Based on the analysis of the programmes of ten faculties which can be classified
as social sciences and humanities at the University of Belgrade,1 Lončar concludes
that not a single of these faculties in their undergraduate programmes contains any
subject with “sustainable development” in its name, while elements of education for
sustainability can be anticipated in few interdisciplinary subjects which treat eco-
logical aspects from a legal point of view (The Faculty of Law), economic and
ecological aspects of security (The Faculty of Security) or social aspects of sus-
tainability (The Department of Sociology at the Faculty of Philosophy) (Lončar
2011).Within the 2009/2010 programme, the master studies in sociology at the
Faculty of Philosophy includes a course in Contemporary Issues of Sustainable
Development, which contains the topics of social policy measures and the princi-
ples of sustainable development (www.f.bg.ac.rs).

At the Faculty of Political Science, there is the interdisciplinary optional course
in Social and Political Ecology. Elements of education about sustainable devel-
opment are included in the subject called Ecological Policies of the European Union
(Nadić 2011).

This Faculty also houses the Centre for Ecological Policies and Sustainable
Development (http://cepor.fpn.bg.ac.rs/), which is a scientific unit devoted to
research, publication and organising actions and campaigns with the aim of
developing ecological awareness in students. In 2011, this Centre coordinated a
symposium dedicated to the University and sustainable development. Participants
came from different fields of study, unanimously promoting the need for imple-
menting the concept of sustainable development in higher education programmes at
the University of Belgrade and in the rest of Serbia.

Judging by the previous brief overview, there are examples of implementing the
concept of sustainability not only at faculties educating experts in the environ-
mental field, but also in other academic institutions. These efforts mostly boil down
to individual lecturers’ initiative, mainly representing minor changes within the
curriculum. There is a noticeable lack of organised initiative at the University and
its poor coordination in cooperation with the authorities and the community
regarding the introduction of sustainability into the University in all its aspects
(Table 1).

1 The Faculty of Law, The Faculty of Economics, The Faculty of Orthodox Theology, Teachers’
Training Faculty, The Faculty for Special Education and Rehabilitation, The Faculty of Security,
The Faculty of Sports and Physical Education, The Faculty of Political Science, The Faculty of
Philosophy, and The Faculty of Philology.
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4 Integrating Sustainability into Adult Education Studies at
the Faculty of Philosophy

The Department for Andragogy at the Faculty of Philosophy in Belgrade was
established 35 years ago and its studies at undergraduate, master and Ph.D. levels
include general and specific issues related to adult learning and education. The
group enrols 35 undergraduate, 20 master and 2 Ph.D. students annually.

The objective of the study programme is “… the development of creative skills
which enable the implementation of particular concepts, organisation, methods and
procedures regulating adult education, acquiring specific skills of managing and
organising processes of adult education whilst including all aspects and spheres of
an adult individual and the needs of their social milieu” (http://www.f.bg.ac.rs/
andragogija/odeljenje).

Current programme of studies includes compulsory and optional subjects whose
content covers a really broad range of “aspects and spheres of adult life”, i.e. their
roles in family, societal, professional, managerial and civic sector, in creating free
time and cultural life, as well as ability and opportunities of adults to learn.

The programme of studies is orientated towards the development of the fol-
lowing general competences in students: understanding, critical analysis and
assessment of andragogical phenomena, knowledge and ideas; familiarisation with
basic methods, techniques and procedures for collecting, organising and analysing
data in adult education and learning; abiding by ethical and professional norms in
practice and an adequate attitude towards the development of one’s own profession
(http://www.f.bg.ac.rs/andragogija/odeljenje).

The principles of lifelong learning as well as modern concepts which represent
the foundations of the processes of learning and teaching (transformative and
experiential learning, learning orientated towards the learner, towards problem
solving and the development of critical thinking) are deeply interwoven in planning
and realisation of the study programmes.

The content of existing subjects includes the issues of sustainability in social and
economic aspect (regardless of the fact that sustainable development is not
explicitly mentioned), so we can conclude, as other authors did as well (Lončar
2011) that this study programme possesses potential for integrating the concept of
sustainability into the curriculum. As a first step towards that goal we see the
integration of environmental aspects (as the third necessary dimension of the
concept of sustainable development) into the programme of andragogy studies.

Starting from there, two new subjects are incorporated for the first time in the
new study programme, planned to commence in the course of the 2014/2015
academic year: at undergraduate level, an optional course in Environmental Adult
Education, and Ecological Andragogy at Ph.D. level.

The objective of the course in Environmental Adult Education is focusing on the
significance and characteristics of environmental education as a field of interdis-
ciplinary andragogical action, a segment of sustainable development and lifelong
learning. Upon completion of this course, students should be able to identify
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characteristics of environmental adult education, to improve their critical stance
towards ecological issues and solutions and to recognise mechanisms and possi-
bilities of educators’ actions for raising environmental awareness and management.
It is also expected that they can create programmes for education and learning in the
environmental field, based on the principles of sustainability, then the measures for
social support of individuals and groups in acquiring knowledge and competences
in the environmental and sustainability fields and create systemic solution to edu-
cational actions in this area of study.

The course in Ecological Andragogy is designed for Ph.D. students with the aim
of integral study of the environment as the surroundings adults have whilst learning,
including all domains of such a milieu. The approach for creating this course is
based on the principles of sustainability, in terms of understanding the surrounding
as a prospect for learning, through the interaction of an individual with the envi-
ronment in the broadest sense of the word. The course content includes, amongst
other things, the issues of perception and potential for learning in the natural,
working, local and wider social environment, as well as the relations between
sustainable styles of living and adult learning. In their research and practical
activities, the students will be able to apply methods and techniques of ecological
analysis when addressing issues of adult learning and education (Table 2).

Incorporating this content into the curriculum of andragogy studies, we do not
intend to “simply add a list of sustainability concepts that might be added on to an
existing curriculum" (Thomas 2009, p. 251), but to contribute to the interdisci-
plinarity of the entire study programme and to enable students to comprehend
contemporary global challenges included in other fields of study, from another
critical perspective. Including such an integrative subject into the curriculum has
been facilitated by the profile of the entire study programme which unites knowl-
edge from the domain of lifelong education, adult learning and development,
knowledge management, social and economic aspects of education and environ-
mental education.

Table 2 Aspects of sustainability in study programme of andragogy at the Faculty of Philosophy

Faculty of
philosophy/
andragogy

Environmental
aspects of
sustainability

Socio-
economic
aspects of
sustainability

Environmental
education based
on
sustainability
concept

Sustainable
development
as a separate
subject

Education for
sustainable
development as
a separate
subject

Current study
program
(since 2009/
10)

✓

Study
program to
start from
2014/2015
school year

✓ ✓ ✓
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Analysing the concept of education orientated towards sustainable development,
authors today rightfully differentiate between education ABOUT sustainable
development (ESD) and education FOR sustainable development (EfS), stating “..
that ESD focuses on the learning process required to support sustainable devel-
opment, while EfS emphasises building our capacity to live more sustainably”
(Thomas 2009, p. 250). It is also highlighted that education for sustainability or
sustainable development,2 i.e. the educational process in this field “…must focus on
elements relating to the processes of learning, rather than the accumulation of
knowledge—to develop graduates with capabilities to improvise, adapt, innovate,
and be creative.” (Ibid. p. 245).

Sharing such beliefs, we wish to point out that the key competences of andra-
gogy students this particular study programme is aimed at, such as critical analysis,
team work, creative use of methods and techniques of teaching and research—
significantly overlap with those we aim at within the domain of education for
sustainability. Therefore, we believe that a separate subject—Education for Sus-
tainable Development is not necessary in the structure of andragogy studies. The
evolution of an “ecological point of view” and awareness of the relations between
education and all aspects of sustainable development serves the purpose of
enhancing competences and personal responsibility of andragogy students but
indirectly also to their creation within a wider community, via the future profes-
sional activities and working with various groups of adults. ”Environmental adult
education adds another critical lens, an ecological lens through which we can
address environmental problems and give voice to the needs of those who are most
affected…. The appropriation by adult educators of a concept normally used solely
by biologists and environmentalists can help to create synergy between formal,
non-formal and informal education and enhance our understanding of how learning
environments contain hidden curricula that influence participation and cognitive
development” (Hill and Clover 2003, p. 14, 79). Hence it is logical to require that
the initial education of expert adult educators at university level include social,
economic, cultural, discursive, political and ecological spheres (Clover et al. 2010).

We are by all means at the beginning of the process and about only one of the
aspects of sustainability of higher education—introducing new academic subjects.
This should lead towards influencing the entire andragogy curriculum with an even
more mature critical stance and values propagated by sustainability. Regardless of a
certain lack of clarity when it comes to what sustainable society and sustainable
future are, a common viewpoint of the concept of sustainability and the approach
maintained at the group for andragogy is surely that sustainable development
cannot exist without continuous learning in all stages and spheres of life. Such
learning does not represent a mere transmission of knowledge, but contributes to
the development of the capacity of students “as agents of change” (Tilbury,
according to: Thomas 2009, p. 251), so that they would in turn be able to develop
such capacities in others.

2 In this paper we use the terms sustainable development and sustainability as synonyms.
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Convinced that the process would be even more effective if, prior to the pro-
gramme implementation, we examine the previous knowledge and activities of
students in the spheres of ecology and sustainable development, we conducted a
survey of the 3d- and 4th-year students of andragogy in February 2014. It included
49 out of the total number of 60 students enrolled.

The first question (out of three) asked them to define sustainable development.
Students were able to choose between four possible answers provided: (1) the
philosophy of the protection and development of our environment; (2) a concept
which propagates maintaining a balance between poverty and economic develop-
ment; (3) a developmental concept which equally considers economic, environ-
mental and social aspects; and (4) a doctrine which involves equalisation of the
development of different world regions.

According to their answers, a great majority of students demonstrate a general
understanding of the essence of sustainable development, opting in 73 % of the
cases for the definition number 3. They are followed by other 20 % of students who
chose answer number 2, whilst a significantly smaller percentage of students
selected other answers. The issues of poverty and economic development are
present in the content of andragogy studies within quite a few academic subjects
and it does not come as surprise that 20 % of students, without prior knowledge
about ecology, opted for such an answer.

Aiming to find out how students perceive global developmental challenges and
their (1) connectedness with adult education, (2) coverage in the study programme,
and (3) personal interest in addressing them, we provided a list with 7 challenges,
taken from the Centre for Strategic and International Studies, whose experts define
them as “Seven revolutions”: Governance (Corporate Citizenship, Civil Society,
Strategic leadership), Conflict (Terrorism, Mass destruction, Change of skills nee-
ded), Economic (Globalisation, Rapid Economic Development, Inequality), Infor-
mation (Information economy, Technology and Knowledge Exchange),
Technology (Technology development and backlash), Resource (Nature resources,
Overconsumption, Food, Water, Energy) and Population (Growth, Migration,
Generation gap) (www.csis.org). The results shown in the following graph repre-
sent ranges of each challenge in relation to the three dimensions observed, which
students marked on the scale from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) (Graph 1).

Information, Population and Governance are in the first place when it comes to
their relevance to adult education, and, according to our students, are followed by
Economic, Technology, Resource and Conflict. Resource, Conflict and Technology
issues are in their opinion least represented in andragogy studies, whilst Informa-
tion, Governance and Population have the highest coverage. Students estimate that
they are most interested in Information, then Population, followed by Technology
issues, and least of all for Resource!

These results imply the following possible factors of such a choice made by
students: the topics which the study programme covers most (Information, Popu-
lation and Governance) are at the same time the ones students consider most
relevant for adult education, and two of them (Information and Population) are
those they are personally most interested in! Similarly, the lowest interest of
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students in issues to do with Resource coincides with the lowest estimated coverage
of these topics compared to all the others within the study programme. Hence it
appears that students assess the relevance of topics by relying on what the pro-
gramme authors deemed relevant to include in the andragogy studies, whilst
Resource, due to it being insufficiently represented in the content of this study
programme, seems to be an unfamiliar field in which educational needs and
interests of students could not develop.

When it comes to personal activities in the fields of the environment and sus-
tainable development, more than 50 % of students admit to be absolutely inactive, a
little more than a third of students claim to read a lot about it, whilst only few (8 %)
participates in projects, i.e. actions within civil society (4 %) in that field.

5 Concluding Remarks

By accepting international declarations in the area of sustainable development and
education for sustainability, as well as through creating its own strategic docu-
ments, Serbia demonstrated its interest in integrating sustainability into all levels of
education. That involves a commitment to systematic integration of sustainability
into the programmes of higher education. However, it occurs sporadically, without
coordination by the Rectorate or the competent ministry. The examples of intro-
ducing new academic subjects in study programmes at faculties within all faculty
profiles at the University of Belgrade exhibit a positive trend, although they are
rarely accompanied by other aspects of University sustainability. Bearing that in
mind, we can conclude that the University of Belgrade, according to the categor-
isation introduced by Leal Filho, is still at level one, i.e. that apart from few
individual changes to the curriculum at different faculties and some research, there
are no other relevant activities, such as Institutional Sustainability Policies, Mo-
bilising staff and students, Training of Staff, Inclusion of Sustainability in
Continuing Education and Extension (Leal Filho 2009, p. 315).

0 1 2 3 4
5

Population
Resource

Technology
Information
Economic
Conflict

Governance

Interested

Incorporated

Related

Graph 1 Students’ estimations of seven challenges
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Having in mind that the real immersion of the sustainability principle into the
University is a complex and multidimensional process, introducing changes to
faculties’ curricula is considered to be a modest but significant step.

Including the content which would cover the missing dimensions of sustain-
ability, e.g. introducing Environmental Adult Education and Ecological Andragogy
into the study programme for andragogy in Belgrade, should not represent another
burden but an opportunity to accept certain values, and bring changes to one’s own
actions and those performed by the community via the future professional work on
adult education.

In order for this process to be successful, it is necessary for lecturers to coop-
erate, to “open doors” of their “own” fields of study to other disciplines’ standpoints
and to the integration of sustainability at all levels, but a broader societal support is
required as well. Exchange of experiences between faculties both at the national and
international levels, related to integrating sustainability, initially into academic
subjects and then elsewhere, provides collegial support which is invaluable, par-
ticularly in the absence of a broader societal and organised initiative.
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