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ABSTRACT:
These three terms have been used at website of UNESCO: Sustainable development
(SD), education for sustainable development (ESD) and the United Nations Decade of
Education for Sustainable Development (DESD). In this website, it is mentioned that the
three terms have the same goal; creating a better world for this generation and future
generations of all living things on planet Earth. The aim of this study is to analyze
Primary Social Studies Curriculum of Turkey in terms of UNESCO ESD Theme. Data
was obtained from Social Studies Curriculum. In this study, Social Studies Curriculum of
Turkey was discussed in terms of three perspectives which are stated in UNESCO’s
Framework for the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development
International Implementation Scheme (DESD). These three perspectives are; sociocultural, environmental and economic perspectives. As a result, in this study, it is
concluded that Social Studies Curriculum should be improved in terms of ESD. It is
suggested that authorities, academics, program developers, teachers should consider the
multidisciplinary feature of both Social Studies Curriculum, and education for sustainable
development.
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1. Introduction: Educational For Sustainable Development
According to UNESCO's latest documents, sustainable development is
the “ultimate goal of the human-environment relationships”; so, the whole
educational process should be “reshaped for sustainable development.” In view
of the extreme importance of their educational impact, such statements need to
be discussed (Sauve, 1996: 7). There is lack of education on the basis of issues
obstacle the sustainability (Karatas, 2011). ESD is fundamentally about values
and respect for future and past generations, for difference and diversity, for the
environment, and for natural resources (Scoullos, 2010: 54). ESD’s primary
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concern is the improvement of the quality of life for people without damaging
the environment (Nevin, 2008: 56). According to Özdemir (2007: 25) it is
fundamental to establish a new perception aiming to fortify sustainable living
culture on the earth and focusing on the development of cognition, affection,
skills and abilities in compliance with this perception.
These three terms have been used at website of UNESCO: Sustainable
development (SD), education for sustainable development (ESD) and the United
Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD). In this
website, it is mentioned that the three terms have the same goal; creating a better
world for this generation and future generations of all living things on planet
Earth. According to UNESCO sustainable development (SD) is a complex
undertaking, with connections to every part of life. In planning and
implementing the ESD it is important to maintain these connections so that the
learning process gives people the chance to apply sustainable development
principles across their lives, and to understand the multiple impacts of their
actions and behaviour. Also, for UNESCO, ESD allows every human being to
acquire the knowledge, skills, attitudes and values necessary to shape a
sustainable future. In the Scheme of Framework for the United Nations Decade
of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) International
Implementation (2006), it is pointed out that ESD is fundamentally about values,
with respect at the centre; respect for others, including those of present and
future generations, for difference and diversity, for the environment, for the
resources of the planet we inhabit. This plan presents three key areas of
sustainable development; society, environment and economy with culture as an
underlying dimension. Sustainable development is usually presented as the
intersection between environment, society and economy, which are conceived of
as separate although connected entities (Giddings, Hopwood & O’Brien, 2002;
Holmberg ve Sandbrook, 1992; Sauve, 1996; UNESCO, 2006; Nevin, 2008).
These three elements, reaffirmed at the Johannesburg Summit as the 3 pillars of
sustainable development, give shape and content to sustainable learning
(UNESCO, 2006):
Society: an understanding of social institutions and their role in change and
development, as well as the democratic and participatory systems which give
opportunity for the expression of opinion, the selection of governments, the
forging of consensus and the resolution of differences.
Environment: an awareness of the resources and fragility of the physical
environment and the affects on it of human activity and decisions, with a
commitment to factoring environmental concerns into social and economic
policy development.
Economy: a sensitivity to the limits and potential of economic growth and their
impact on society and on the environment, with a commitment to assess
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personal and societal levels of consumption out of concern for the environment
and for social justice.
“There are two commonly used visualisations of how the various aspects of
sustainable development interact: one is of three overlapping circles representing
the three pillars of sustainable development - economy, society and environment
(Figure 1). The other shows the economy embedded in society, which in turn is
embedded in the environment (Figure 2). The latter focuses on the central role
that the environment plays in human society and in turn in the economy”
(Nevin, 2008: 49).

Figure 1. Overlapping pillars of sustainable development
Resource: Nevin, 2008:50

Figure 2. Concentric circles visualization of sustainable development
Resource: Nevin, 2008: 50
It has been declared as the Education Decade of United Nations for Sustainable
Development between the years 2005-2014. The main aim is to create learning
opportunities enabling to form new lifestyles, values and attitudes for an
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economical, social as well as environmental sustainable future (Demirbaş, 2011:
596). Educating for a Sustainable Future, a program prepared by UNESCO,
postulates that economic development is at the basis of human development and
recognizes that a sustainable economy is closely linked to the conservation of
natural resources and the equitable sharing of resources (Tanriverdi, 2009: 90).
In 2005, member States adopted the United Nations Economic Commission for
Europe (UNECE) Strategy on ESD in order to promote ESD in the region. The
Strategy is a practical instrument to incorporate key themes of sustainable
development into the region's education systems. These themes include a wide
range of issues: poverty alleviation, peace, ethics, democracy, justice, security,
human rights, health, social equity, cultural diversity, economy, environmental
protection, natural resource management. The aim of this Strategy is to
encourage countries to develop and incorporate ESD into their formal education
systems, in all relevant subjects, and in non-formal and informal education.
The objectives of this Strategy, which will contribute to the achievement of the
aim, are to:
•
Ensure that policy, regulatory and operational frameworks support ESD;
•
Promote SD through formal, non-formal and informal learning;
•
Equip educators with the competence to include SD in their teaching;
•
Ensure that adequate tools and materials for ESD are accessible;
•
Promote research on and development of ESD;
•
Strengthen cooperation on ESD at all levels within the UNECE region.
In order to be effective, ESD should enable (UNECE, 2005 cited in Scoullos,
2010: 57):
•
Integration of ESD themes across all relevant subjects, programmes, and
courses; the provision of specific subject programmes and courses.
•
Meaningful learning experiences that foster “sustainable behavior”.
•
Learning activities in close relation with society adding to learners’
practical experience.
•
An insight into global, regional, national, and local environmental
problems; explaining them by means of a life-cycle approach and focusing not
only on the environmental impact, but also on the economic and social
implications, addressing both the natural environment and that modified by
humans.
•
A wide range of participatory, student-centred and solution oriented
educational methods, including discussions, conceptual and perceptual mapping,
philosophical inquiry, value clarification, simulations, scenarios, modelling, role
playing, information and communication technology, surveys, case studies,
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learnerdriven projects, good practice analyses, workplace experience, and
problem solving.
•
All pupils and students should acquire appropriate knowledge of SD and
become aware of the impact of decisions that do not support SD.
•
Appropriate training and re-training of educators.
•
Support of the non-formal and informal ESD activities, as essential
complements to formal education.
ESD mirrors the concern for education of high quality, demonstrating
characteristics: such as (UNESCO, 2006):
Interdisciplinary and holistic: learning for sustainable development embedded in the
whole curriculum, not as a separate subject;
Values-driven: sharing the values and principles underpinning sustainable
development;
Critical thinking and problem solving: leading to confidence in addressing the
dilemma and challenges of sustainable development;
Multi-method: word, art, drama, debate, experience,… different pedagogies for
modelling processes;
Participatory decision-making: learners participate in decisions on how they are to
learn;
Applicability: learning experiences are integrated in day to day personal and
professional life;
Locally relevant: addressing local as well as global issues, and using the language(s)
which learners most commonly use.
The aim of this study is to analyze Primary Social Studies Curriculum of Turkey
in terms of UNESCO ESD Theme. Data was obtained from Social Studies
Curriculum. Schools split up into 3 grades (primary school, secondary school and
high school) in new Turkish system of education in which compulsory education
is 12 years (4+4+4). This research has been delimitated with primary school
social studies lesson. Because of the fact that social studies lesson is only taught
at 4th grade of primary school, only curriculum of 4th grade has been examined in
this study. In this study, Social Studies Curriculum of Turkey was discussed in
terms of three perspectives which are stated in UNESCO’s plan (DESD). These
three perspectives are; socio-cultural (human rights, peace and human security,
gender equality, cultural diversity and intercultural understanding, Health,
HIV/AIDS, governance), environmental (natural resources, climate change, rural
development, sustainable urbanisation, disaster prevention and mitigation) and
economic perspectives (poverty reduction, corporate responsibility and
accountability, market economy).
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2. General overview to Turkish social studies curriculum in terms of ESD
(education for sustainable development)
Social studies education in Turkey is an interdisciplinary field. In Turkish
Social Studies Curriculum Social Studies course is defined as a primary education
course reflecting history, geography, economy, sociology, anthropology,
psychology, philosophy, political sciences, law and nationality subjects; consisting
of combining learning domains in a unit or theme; in which the interaction
between social and physical environment of a person is examined in terms of
past, present and future; and that is formed based on mass teaching
understanding by Ministry of National Education (MEB) (2005). The content of
primary social studies course of 4th-7th grades is based on the disciplines take part
in social sciences field.
Social studies course is accepted as application area of civics and democracy
(Sahiner, 2008:3). Social studies lesson, which can be seen as the application area
of citizenship and democracy education, have a bearing on history, geography
and civics through long years. However, in the social studies curriculum of 2005
that has been prepared according to constructivist approach the effect of history,
geography and civics has been decreased; the effect of sociology, anthropology,
political sciences, economy etc. has been increased. This characteristic of social
studies lesson in Turkey is very important in terms of ESD. That is because;
social studies lesson can take on a task in teaching socio-cultural, economic and
environmental sides of ESD to children beginning from little ages.
The basics forming Social Studies Curriculum: skills, concepts, values and
general purposes (MEB, 2005). The skills to be acquired by the students in the
curriculum include the followings:
•
Critical Thinking
•
Creative Thinking
•
Communication
•
Research
•
Problem Solving
•
Making Decision
•
Using Information Techniques
•
Entrepreneurship
•
Using Turkish in a Good and Effective Way
•
Observation
•
Environment Sense
•
Time and Chronology Sense
•
Change and Invariability Sense
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•
Social Participation
•
Empathy
According to Kaya andTomal (2011), the above mentioned entire 15 items are
for sustainable development education, but “Change and Invariability Sense” skill is
directly and other skills are indirectly about sustainable development education.
In fact it isn’t totally true to say that the skills mentioned in curriculum are
directly about ESD. These skills, which are aimed to be taught to the student in
social studies lesson, can be evaluated as basic skills in a sustainable
development. Today’s people should be equipped with these skills in terms of
taking prospectively decisions, actualizing these decisions and contributing
humankind. Offering some opportunities to individuals from very young ages in
order to make them approach social, economic, cultural and political events and
concepts with critical and creative view is among the aims of ESD.
It can be seen that the concepts those take place in Social Studies Curriculum are
mostly about ESD. For example; the concepts that should be brought students
in 4th grade such as “catastrophe, environment, environmental pollution, distribution,
solidarity, invariability and change, natural environment, economy, economical activities, labor,
energy, income and expense, waste, attendance, source, money, market, responsibility, rights and
freedoms, consumption, production, management, citizenship” are about ESD.
Also, values in the curriculum are as follows:
•
Justice
•
Giving importance to family unity
•
Independence
•
Peace
•
Scientific
•
Diligence
•
Solidarity
•
Sensitivity
•
Honesty
•
Aesthetic
•
Tolerance
•
Hospitality
•
Freedom
•
Giving importance to be healthy
•
Respect
•
Love
•
Responsibility
•
Cleaning
© 2013 The Authors. Journal Compilation © 2013 European Center of Sustainable Development.
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•
Patriotism
•
Charity
The values those take place in Curriculum is very important in terms of ESD.
According to Kaya and Tomal (2011), it is possible to say that an individual
should have these values in terms of knowing, protecting social values and
handing them down to next generations.
4th grade Social Studies Curriculum consists of “Individual and Society”,
“Culture and Heritage”, “People, Places and Environments”, “Production,
Distribution and Consumption”, “Science, Technology and Society”, “Groups,
Corporations and Social Organizations”, “Power, Management and Society”,
“Global Connections” and “Time, Invariability and Change” learning domains.
In the program the acquirements take place in different titled units according to
every learning domain. Below the ratios and numbers of total acquirements in
every learning domain and the acquirements intended sustainable development
education are shown in a table. As it can be understood from the table, one can
see that 47.8 % of the acquirements those take place in the curriculum are about
ESD.
Table 1. The distribution of gains related to ESD in social studies curriculum
Total
Acquisition
The Ratio of
Learning Domain
Acquisition
Number For the Acquisition
Number (f)
ESD (f)
for ESD (%)
Individual and Society

6

1

16.7

Culture and Heritage

6

-

-

People, Places and Environments

8

4

50

7

6

85.7

6

2

33.3

5

3

60

4

2

50

Global Connections

4

4

100

Total

46

22

47.8

Production,
Distribution
Consumption
Science, Technology and Society

and

Groups,
Corporations
and
Organizations
Power, Management and Society

Social

3. Turkish primary school social studies curriculum in terms of ESD
perspectives of UNESCO
UNESCO (2006) has determined fifteen strategic perspectives for ESD.
Many of these perspectives are identified in Agenda 21 and/or the Johannesburg
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Plan of Implementation as important concerns and challenges that must be
addressed in the effort to achieve sustainability. They will also serve to identify
stakeholders and partners in the implementation of the Decade (UNESCO,
2006).

3.1.

Socio-cultural perspectives

Human rights: When we look at the program in terms of human rights, we can see
that especially the acquisitions those take place in “Individual and Society”
learning domain are about human rights. For example, it can be seen that
“respect to feelings and thoughts, toleration” value is aimed to be taught with the
acquisition of “an individual respects others feelings and thoughts”. Besides that
it can also be seen that these perspective of ESD is about “Human Rights and
Citizenship” sub discipline of the program.
Peace and human security: There isn’t a direct discipline in primary school Social
Studies Curriculum about peace and human security. However “peace” is among
the humanitarian values those have to be brought in. from this aspect it can be
said that peace and human security subject is tried to be taught implicitly.
Gender equality: There isn’t any acquisition about gender equality in the program.
But gender equality takes place in the basic principles of Turkish National
Education and the purposes of the Social Studies Curriculum Program.
Cultural diversity and intercultural understanding: It can be seen that the acquisitions in
“My Friends who are Far Away” unit of “Global Connections” learning domain
are directly about cultural diversity and intercultural understanding. In the
program it is expressed that students will acquire the qualification of an
individual who be up to date of developing world, solve the problems they come
across and responsible with “Global Connections” learning domain.
Health: In the program there isn’t any acquisition about health subject. However
“cleanliness and caring about being healthy” take place among the values those
have to be taught to the students directly. Besides that “Health Culture” sub
discipline is directly about ESD.
HIV/AIDS: It can be seen that there is not any information about HIV/AIDS
in the program. Information about this subject takes place in Science and
Technology lessons in Turkey. In terms of putting interdisciplinary and holistic
characteristics of ESD, some acquisitions about this subject can be included in
Social Studies Curriculum.
Governance: “All Together” unit of “Groups, Corporations and Social
Organizations” learning domain is totally about governance. In the program it is
expressed that it is important for students to know how groups, corporations
and social organizations are formed; the mechanisms effecting and controlling
them; how they effect and control individuals and how they continue their
existence and change.
© 2013 The Authors. Journal Compilation © 2013 European Center of Sustainable Development.
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Environmental perspectives

Natural resources (water, energy, agriculture, biodiversity): It can be seen that especially
geography subjects of social studies lesson are about this perspective. We can
clearly understand this situation form the explanations about learning domain
taken from the program (MEB, 2005):
With “People, Places and Environments” learning domains it is aimed to teach to the students
to know interaction of people with their environment, understand the causes and effects of this
interaction by using some skills and values or gain social point of view.
People, place and environment interaction forms a wide range. Thanks to today’s technological
developments people can communicate with the world, by this means they are being affected and
they effect. The desire to be modern and reflect being modern to education life requires students
to comprehend these interactions processes. This deficiency will tried to be made up with “People,
Places and Environments” learning domain.
Disaster prevention and mitigation: About this direct perspective, “an individual is
ready for catastrophes” acquisition takes place in 4th grade “The Place We Live”
unit. Also with the sub disciplinary of “Preventing from Disasters and Safe Life”
it is aimed to make students ready for natural disasters. The activities named
“earthquake exercise, preparing class release bag” are about ESD perspective.
In 4th grade program there is not any acquisition about “climate change, rural
development, sustainable urbanization” perspectives.

3.3 Economic perspectives

According to UNESCO economic perspective consists of three sub perspectives
such as poverty reduction, corporate responsibility and accountability, market economy. When
we look at Social Studies Curriculum in terms of economic perspective, we can
see that economy, which became one of the important fields of social studies,
makes its effect felt in the program. Especially “Production, distribution and
consumption” learning domain has been formed with economy based approach.
This learning domain focuses on bringing in entrepreneurship value. We can
understand how this learning domain corresponds with ESD’s purposes from
the explanations those take place in the program (MEB, 2005):
“In this learning domain 4th and 5th grade students recognize their desires and needs and their
differences. They recognize the fact that their desires are unlimited but the sources are limited.
They learn to form their desires in appropriate for the available sources and the foundation of
being a conscious consumer has been laid. He understands the fact that the sources of the
country are also limited and understands the importance of protecting the available sources. He
compares his own economic life with the others’, presents the differences and the similarities. He
examines the economic conditions of where he lives and tries to develop them. “Production,
Distribution and Consumption” is the typical theme of related units and subjects. Students
learn basic concepts about production, distribution and consumption. They know that
professions exist to make our lives easier.”
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Results and Suggestions
The conclusion is that Primary School Social Studies Curriculum in Turkey is
about ESD, but it is not enough. Same results have been found by Kaya and
Tomal (2011). Also it has been presented with the studies of Yapici (2003), Alim
(2006), Tanriverdi (2009) and Ozturk Demirbas (2011) that curriculums in
Turkey aren’t enough in terms of sustainable debelopment.
The researcher has precipitated that some domains such as gender equality,
HIV/AIDS, climate change, rural development, sustainable urbanization those
are very important for ESD recently don’t take place in the program. On the
other hand, it is thought that the environmental aspect of ESD is inadequate in
the program. Only a few findings about natural sources and disaster awareness
have been found in the program about environmental aspect of ESD. It draws
attention that other aspects of environment aren’t considered much.
As a result, in this study, it is concluded that Social Studies Curriculum should be
improved in terms of ESD. It is suggested that authorities, academics, program
developers, teachers should consider the multidisciplinary feature of both Social
Studies Curriculum, and education for sustainable development.
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