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Abstract

The article demonstrates an action research approach for constructing Transformative
Sustainability Pedagogy (TSP) to empower teachers for a sustainable future. The starting
point for the TSP was a Transformative Education for Gross National Happiness (GNH)
teacher action research project in Bhutan (2010ñ2013) ñ a collaboration between the
author, co-researcher and the Royal Education Council. Two Leadership Training Courses
(LTC) were developed for teachers from seven schools based on critical/transformative
pedagogy. The aim of the courses was to empower the teachers to carry out action
research to infuse their schools with GNH principles and practices. The project concluded
in 2013, and the results showed that the LTC transformative pedagogy and action
research approach had successfully empowered teachers to act and promote GNH in
their schools. Nine years on, the author re-analyzed the project data to identify the
empowering pedagogical principles and construct TSP grounded in ecological principles
and values.

Keywords: action research, critical pedagogy, Gross National Happiness, teacher em-
powerment, transformative sustainability pedagogy

Introduction

Action research has been an effective approach used by the author to develop trans-
formative pedagogy to empower teachers to promote non-discrimination, equity and
social justice (Bedford, 2009). Building on this research, the article demonstrates the
construction of Transformative Sustainability Pedagogy (TSP) with not only a social
dimension of sustainability but also environmental, economic and cultural dimensions.
The starting point was to revisit the Transformative Education for Gross National Hap-
piness (GNH) teacher action research project in Bhutan (2010ñ2013).

GNH is Bhutanís unique overarching development goal with socio-economic, cultu-
ral, environmental, and political pillars. This holistic strong sustainability paradigm is
attributed to the 4th King of Bhutan, Jigme Singye Wangchuck, who in 1972 stated that
GNH was more important than GNP (Gross National Product). In other words, happi-
ness and well-being are more important than material wealth.
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Teachers from seven Paro schools participated in two week-long Leadership Training
Courses (LTC) with the aim to carry out action research to infuse their schools with
GNH principles and practices.

The article begins with a summary of the GNH project including: (1) the initial
theoretical framework and methodological approach for constructing the LTC transfor-
mative pedagogy; (2) the content areas of the LTC and (3) an evaluation of the empower-
ment of LTC participants to promote GNH in their schools. It is followed by a re-analysis
of project data collected (nine years after its conclusion) to identify the empowering
pedagogical principles of the LTC, which are then incorporated into constructing the
Transformative Sustainability Pedagogy (TSP) framework, grounded in ecological
principles and values. This TSP is then discussed and its relationship to other critical
sustainability pedagogies.

Transformative Education for GNH Action Research Project

The Transformative Education for GNH project provided a fitting context for
constructing TSP given Bhutanís strong sustainability paradigm of GNH. In addition to
the 4 pillars of GNH: good governance, sustainable socio-economic development, cultural
preservation, and environmental conservation, there are nine domains which include
ecological diversity and resilience, living standards and community vitality. There are
also 33 indicators grouped under these nine domains1.

The Transformative Education for GNH project was a partnership between the
author, co-researcher, the Royal Education Council, and teachers from seven schools in
Paro, Bhutan. The aim of the project was to develop the capacity of the teachers to
design and implement initiatives to infuse their schools with GNH practices and principles
(Cooper & Bedford, 2017).

Theoretical Framework and Methodological Approach for Constructing the LTC
Transformative Pedagogy

The project commenced in 2010 with an initial theoretical framework for construc-
ting the LTC transformative pedagogy consisting of:

(1) Ethical principles and values of GNH: ecological diversity, resilience and integ-
rity, well-being of all sentient beings, cultural diversity, community vitality,
peace, compassion, dignity and esteem, equality, rights protection, democracy
(Ura, 2009, 2012, 2021);

(2) Empowerment concepts: transformative, active, latent empowerment (Bedford
2009);

(3) Critical pedagogy theories: e.g., Freire (1970, 1973, 1994, 1998), Shor (1992);
(4) GNH content areas (4 GNH pillars).

Critical pedagogy theories provide a relevant starting point as they are concerned
with consciousness raising and actions to transform the world (Kincheloe & McLaren,
1994). The methodological approach for constructing the LTC transformative pedagogy
was based on critical action research (e.g., Carr & Kemmis, 1986, 2005), adopted
because of its aim to empower individuals and groups to engage in actions for personal,
institutional, and societal change.
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The author collected and analyzed data prior to and during the courses, as well as
afterwards when the teachers returned to their schools to carry out their action research
plans. The data were used to further develop the LTC transformative pedagogy with
two action research cycles each with four phases as follows:

Phase 1: Planning:
Planning the LTC based on the initial theoretical framework for constructing the
transformative pedagogy.

Phase 2: Action:
Carrying out the LTC with teachers.

Phase 3: Observation:
Evaluation of LTC transformative pedagogy and post-course actions in schools
and the empowerment of participants.

Phase 4: Reflection:
Reflection on phases 1 to 3 followed by the second cycle beginning with Phase 1 ñ
Planning of the next LTC.

Overall, the action research approach was a critical praxis, which provided a vehicle
for reflective action to promote a sustainable future, and was characterized by the
following principles:

� A catalyst for fostering personal, school and societal change for GNH/sustain-
ability;

� Consciousness raising, empowerment, and activism of participants;
� Collaborative, experiential, and democratic participation in a self-critical com-

munity;
� Spiralling cycles of planning, action, observation, and reflection to construct

empowering pedagogical theory and practice to foster teacher empowerment
for GNH/sustainability.

The Transformative Education for GNH Leadership Training Courses

The first LTC took place in May 2011 in Paro, Bhutan, with 25 teachers from
seven local schools. The main objective was for teachers to develop action research,
transformative pedagogy, media literacy and ICT skills across the curriculum to promote
GNH/sustainability in their respective schools. At the end of the LTC, teachers had
developed a GNH action research plan to implement on returning to their schools
supported by the Royal Education Council.

Participants were introduced to planning, action, evaluation, and reflection phases
of action research cycles, and discussed methods and tools for accomplishing each phase.
At the end of the course, participants from each school had developed a GNH action
research plan with concrete ideas they could use not only to affect their own teaching,
but also influence the whole school to promote GNH/sustainability.

The action research projects carried out after the course mostly had an environmental
focus and included creating a recreational area, providing clean and safe water, waste
management and planting trees.
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Participant feedback collected during the first LTC, evaluations by the local coordi-
nators, the authors and co-researcherís evaluations and reflections, the teachersí first
cycle action research reports, second cycle draft action plans and project correspondence
were analysed from a pedagogical and empowerment perspective and provided the
basis for further development of the second Leadership Training Course, which took
place in 2012 with mostly the same teachers. During the course transformative pedagogy,
media literacy and ICT skills were explored in more depth. In addition, participants
engaged in GNH documentary film-making to later introduce in their schools and deve-
loped a new one-year GNH action research plan.

By the end of the second Leadership Training Course, the teachers had revised and
presented their second GNH action research plans. Additionally, each school group
made and showed a short film depicting how GNH values were infused in daily school
life (Cooper & Bedford, 2017).

Teacher Empowerment and Evaluation of Actions in Schools

As part of the final project evaluation, the author and co-researcher spent two
weeks in Paro in May/June 2013 visiting participating schools and interviewing the
teachers about their action research. This provided an opportunity to collect more data
on the empowerment of the teachers and actions they carried out.

We visited the six schools that had participated in both Leadership Training Courses
with a local coordinator and carried out one-hour, semi-structured open question inter-
views with each group of teachers. We also discussed the action research and Education
for GNH with most school principals, toured the schools and observed some lessons.
We used the data gained to evaluate the participantsí second LTC activities and reports
on post-course actions during the second cycle. Content analysis was applied to the
data using the authorís empowerment concepts summarized in Table 1.

Table 1

Types of Empowerment (Bedford, 2009)

Empowerment type Description
Latent empowerment A feeling of having more drive, ability, and possibility to act

individually and/or collectively to foster GNH/sustainability
that has not yet led to actions (activism)

Active empowerment Having more drive, ability, and possibility to act individu-
ally and/or collectively to foster GNH/sustainability that has
led to actions (activism)

Transformative empowerment Having more drive, ability, and possibility to act individu-
ally and/or collectively to promote GNH/sustainability that
has led to action (activism) and the desired transformation

Immediately after each LTC, all teachers expressed an increase in drive, ability and
possibility to promote GNH in their schools (latent empowerment). Within the year
after each Leadership Training Course, all participants had engaged in some form of
activism (active empowerment). Furthermore, the teachers mostly reported that their
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GNH actions had achieved their desired outcomes, which demonstrated transformative
empowerment.

However, some participants had faced barriers to carrying out their actions, such
as opposition within their own schools or lack of time and resources; therefore, they
sometimes did not feel empowered.

The Empowering Pedagogical Principles of the LTC

Nine years after the conclusion of the action research in Bhutan, the author under-
took a re-analysis of data on the empowering pedagogical principles of the LTC. The
relevant data included: (1) the project training manual with descriptions of all the
workshops and course materials; (2) written documents created during workshops;
(3) individual workshop observations; (4) participant evaluations of the LTC course
and (5) semi-structured interviews with the participants at the end of the project.

Beginning with a theory-guided content analysis of the training manual, the data
were coded using the initial pedagogical principles, and looking for redundant or emergent
categories, or whether to combine the categories. It was proceeded by an abductive
process to code the rest of the data above, which reflected the participantsí and training
teamís views on what actually happened during the LTC. The result was the following
six empowering pedagogical principles of the LTC: Solidarity, Conscientising, Activist,
Situated, Participatory, and Researching. These are the principles that guided the teaching
of the Leadership Training Courses and subsequently incorporated into the Transfor-
mative Sustainability Framework to empower teachers to foster a sustainable future.

Framework for Transformative Sustainability Pedagogy

The pedagogy constructed for the Bhutan project is a specific empowering TSP
with a foundation of GNH principles and values for a sustainable future. In this section,
a general TSP framework is presented with a foundation of ecological principles and
values, four pillars of Transformative Sustainability Education and the six transformative
pedagogy principles above (grounded in critical pedagogy) to foster transformative
empowerment for sustainability (see Figure 1).

The TSP framework also shows the desired transformation from an unsustainable
present to a sustainable future, with an emphasis on raising awareness of the manifes-
tations, effects and root causes of unsustainability. The five main parts of the framework
are discussed below: (1) ethical principles and values for sustainability; (2) transformative
empowerment concept; (3) critical pedagogy theories; (4) content areas of transformative
sustainability education and (5) the empowering principles of the TSP.
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Figure 1

Framework for Transformative Sustainability Pedagogy

Ethical Principles and Values for Sustainability

Ethical principles and values for sustainability are the foundation of the TSP drawing
on two relevant sources. The first source is the Earth Charter (Earth Charter Commission,
2000), which is a declaration of fundamental ethical principles for building a just and
sustainable world. The charter has sixteen principles organized under four pillars: Respect
and Care for the Community of Life, Ecological Integrity, Social and Economic Justice,
and Democracy, Nonviolence, and Peace.

The second source of principles with an ecological worldview is the ëManifesto for
the Earthí (Mosquin & Rowe, 2004). This Manifesto contains six core principles similar
to the Earth Charter and notably from a critical pedagogy perspective five action prin-
ciples: (1) Defend and Preserve Earthís Creative Potential; (2) Reduce Human Population
Size; (3) Reduce Human Consumption of Earth Parts; (4) Promote Ecocentric Govern-
ance; (5) Spread the Message. The Charter and the Manifesto emphasize that the principle
of ecological integrity is paramount as the foundation of sustainability education. They
reflect the fact that the planet can sustain ecology without an economy, but it cannot
sustain an economy without ecology (Daly, 1990, 2005 Reddy & Thomson, 2014).

Transformative Empowerment Concept

Transformative empowerment of individuals and groups to act and promote
sustainability is the aim of the TSP. This has previously been defined as having more
drive, ability, and possibility to act individually and/or collectively to promote sustain-
ability that has led to action (activism) and the desired transformation (Bedford, 2009).
Drive is motivation, inclination, determination or enthusiasm to act. Ability is mental
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or physical capacity or skills to act. Possibility is opportunities or chances to act. The
existence of all three components of empowerment are important for transformation to
occur. For example, without drive or possibility there will be no action, and without
ability action will be ineffective. The definition reflects the instrumental value of empower-
ment, which is agency that gives rise to transformative action.

Critical Pedagogy Theories

Critical pedagogies share the aim of empowerment and conscientisation that develop
an understanding of the root causes of problems, such as climate change, biodiversity
loss and pollution, and create an inner power that enables individuals and groups to
become activists to radically change the world. Therefore, critical pedagogies provide a
solid foundation for TSP. While critical pedagogies share some common assumptions,
aims, and practices, they also have their own nuances and emphases. A variety of peda-
gogies are shown in the framework and include liberatory pedagogy (Freire, 1970,
1973, 1994, 1998), engaged pedagogy (hooks, 1994), border pedagogy (Giroux, 1991,
1997), feminist pedagogy (Weiler, 1991), empowering education (Shor, 1992), trans-
formative (Bedford, 2009) and ecopedagogy (Kahn, 2010).

Content Areas of Transformative Sustainability Education

The content areas are specific to a particular course or project of Transformative
Sustainability Education. In general, these are environmental, economic, social and
cultural content areas.

Empowering Pedagogical Principles of the Transformative Sustainability Pedagogy

Based on the analysis of Transformative Education for GNH action research project,
there are six empowering pedagogical principles of the Transformative Sustainability
Pedagogy.

Table 2

Transformative Sustainability Pedagogy Empowering Pedagogical Principles

Pedagogical Principle Description
1. Solidarity Shared ethical principles and values bind learning communities

together with strength and unity in diversity to act with a common
purpose and mutual support to promote sustainable living. Solidarity
is also expressed in a harmonious and caring relationship between
humans and non-humans.

2. Situated Education needs to be relevant to the life experiences of learners. This
includes place-based and indigenous education with authentic learning
about real-world sustainability problems, i.e. interdisciplinary, holis-
tic, and makes connections between the local and global.

See next page for continuation of table
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Continuation of Table 2

3. Conscientisation Conscientisation develops critical awareness of social and environ-
mental problems facing the world that through reflection leads to
critical action. It is a systemic approach that focuses on the manifesta-
tions, effects and root causes of problems of unsustainability and
alternative ecological paradigms such as de-growth, post-growth and
steady state economy. Visioning for a sustainable future and back-
casting assists the development of strategies for transformation.

4. Participatory Teaching and learning that are inquiry-based, experiential, construc-
tivist, dialogical, engaged, democratic, cooperative and collaborative.

5. Activist Developing a critical understanding of sustainability problems that
impels to action to transform schools and society.

6. Researching Critical action research connects the theory and practice of sustain-
ability through project-based learning and reflective practices.

Discussion

The world faces considerable sustainability challenges, including climate change,
environmental degradation, deforestation, pollution, loss of biodiversity, poverty, inequ-
ality, and mass extinction. Due to an increase in population, production, consumption
and waste, planetary boundaries have been exceeded (Rockstrom et al., 2009). The
demand for resources is currently 1.56 times more than the amount that Earth can
regenerate (Almond et al., 2020, p. 56). Unequal access to and use of natural resources
drive both global poverty and environmental destruction. The wealthiest 20 per cent of
the worldís population account for 80 per cent of consumption of global resources
(Christian Aid, 2012). Furthermore, the richest one percent is responsible for more than
twice as much carbon pollution as the 3.1 billion people who make up the poorest half
of humanity (Oxfam International, 2020).

UNESCO has been at the forefront of developing education for sustainable develop-
ment (ESD) to address these global problems, and since 2019 has promoted Education
for Sustainable Development Goals (ESDG) or ëESD for 2030í (UNESCO, 2016, 2017).
However, ESDG is fundamentally flawed because the SDGs (United Nations, 2015) are
built on a foundation of economic growth, and as such are unsustainable (Kopnina,
2020). Given limits to decoupling growth from ecological impacts, more economic growth
will lead to an increase in material and energy use, further depleting natural resources
and exacerbating environmental degradation. As Bogovi„ and »egar (2012) point out,
in the long run a ësustainable economy may exist only in a sustainable symbiosis with
the natural system, upholding natural laws and respecting natural limits of economic
growth.í Therefore, as economic growth is the means to achieve the SDG goals, this
will result in further harm to the planet.

To create sustainable societies, excessive consumption of resources needs to be
curbed in order to live within the earthís carrying capacity. Given the ESDGs promote
a failing economic model that does not respect planetary boundaries and impedes the
implementation of deep structural change needed for sustainability, this calls for radical
rethinking of ESD. However, ESD having become entangled with SDGs makes it unlikely
that the hegemonic principles underpinning sustainable development will be critically
examined, debated, tested, and applied.
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However, in October 2021 UNESCO released its latest report by the International
Commission on the Futures of Education (UNESCO, 2021). Significantly, the report
acknowledges that education has been complicit in supporting an economic growth
model that has been harmful to the planet and calls for a paradigm shift from an
anthropocentric towards an ecocentric education:

For too long, education itself has been based on an economic growth-focused
modernization development paradigm. But there are early signs that we are
moving towards a new ecologically oriented education rooted in understan-
dings that can rebalance our ways of living on Earth and recognize its inter-
dependent systems and their limits (p. 33).

The report also mentions the need for new approaches to learning beyond the
teacher-centered transmission model. Amongst these approaches, there is action research
that can contribute to an education that is ëunderstood not merely as a field for the
application of external experimentation and study, but as a field of inquiry and analysis
itselfí (p. 123). Furthermore, the report goes on to say that ëaction-research pedagogies
can engage students in acquiring, applying, and generating knowledge simultaneouslyí
(p. 99), and also that action research can help ëto reinvent the school as a learning orga-
nization itselfí (p. 101).

The action research described in this article proved to be a powerful methodological
approach to promote sustainability education and develop TSP. Action research based
approaches have been used in other areas of sustainability education. Ged˛˚ne & Ged˛˚ne
(2011) carried out educational action research with 39 first-year students of pre-school
and primary school teacher education programs taking part in the course ìEnvironmental
Pedagogyî at Daugavpils University, Latvia. The study aimed at encouraging studentsí
reflection on ecological consciousness and building sustainable inclusive relationships
with the world. The study found that educational action research is a useful tool for
reorienting teacher education towards sustainability, and that it was an ëimportant step
towards helping pre-service teachers become conscious, dedicated, wise and creative
agents of change, able to recognize unsustainability and exclusion in human activity
and reorient it towards inclusion and sustainabilityí (p. 57).

Koutoulas-Makrakis (2011) carried out a study based on action research with 30
pre-service teachers participating in the course ìTeaching Methodology and Education
for Sustainable Developmentî at the University of Crete, Greece. The research was
aimed at transforming thinking and action towards sustainability, including creating
conditions for systems thinking when dealing with sustainability issues, and developing
an awareness of the interrelations between the social, cultural, environmental and econo-
mic dimensions of sustainability. Through reflective practice, participants were able to
deconstruct and reconstruct their theories and practices of teaching in more emancipatory
ways addressing issues of education for sustainable development (ESD). This case study
also helped towards understanding the nature of change process towards teaching and
learning for more sustainable futures.

Educational action research was conducted by SalÓte et al. (2009) with the participa-
tion of three researchers and 38 first-year pre-school students and basic school teacher
education programs at Daugavpils University, Latvia. The research focused on the charac-
teristics of phronetic processes and attitudes towards own and other species. One outcome
of the study was ideas about how higher education could promote implementation of
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the idea of teacher-researcher, and also how it was possible to propose educational
action research that was grounded in the process of phronesis or a strategic approach
for the development of phronetic skills important to sustainability education.

Omeje et al. (2020) carried out collaborative action research focused on construction
waste reduction awareness as a step within Education for Sustainable Development at
the University of Nigeria, Nsukka. This study involved investigating the knowledge of
the building construction students and site-workers. Both cause and reduction of construc-
tion waste were noted to be human related, thereby necessitating a campaign against
construction waste at various sites, with the aim of raising motivated and inspired
change agents. The research showed that reduction measures could ëhelp a community,
team or individuals change actions, catch a vision in line with waste reduction, define
approaches to undertake and join the global move for sustainability consciousnessí
(p. 80).

SalÓte et al. (2016) aimed at establishing an open transdisciplinary research frame-
work in ESD necessary for undertaking action research, which ëcan open a new perspec-
tive for understanding and interpretation of the complex phenomenon of sustainabilityí
(p.135). Participatory action research has the potential to expand university cooperation
with a stakeholder approach and develop research around sustainability phenomenon.
Furthermore, participatory action research is viewed as a means to achieve quality
education for sustainable development by reorienting the society and education towards
sustainability.

These cases show that action research can play a part in bringing about a paradigm
shift towards an ecologically orientated education. Action research belongs to one of
the six principles of TSP which is based on critical pedagogy with a foundation of
ecocentric ethical principles and values for sustainability. As such TSP can be described
as an ecopedagogy, which Hung (2021) defines as the joining of ecology and pedagogy ñ
an education based on an ecological worldview and ecojustice. Misiaszek (2020) concurs
and goes on to define ecopedagogies as grounded in critical, Freirean pedagogies that
raise awareness of the root causes of environmental destruction and human actions and
geared towards increased social and environmental justice and planetary sustainability.

Kahn (2010) traces the roots of ecopedagogy back to the second Earth Summit in
1992 held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, from which later emerged the Earth Charter in
2000. Antunes and Gadotti (2005) from the Paulo Freire Institute in Brasil argue that
ecopedagogy is the appropriate pedagogy to the Earth Charter ñ a set of ethical principles
and values for sustainability, which are part of the TSP.

Conclusion

The authorís Transformative Sustainability Pedagogy (TSP) is an inclusive, integrated
ethical framework for an education to guide the transition to a sustainable future. The
construction of the TSP is grounded in both theory and practice. The initial theoretical
ideas were based on critical pedagogies and the context for the practice was two Leader-
ship Training Courses to empower teachers to promote GNH. Action research provided
the methodology for teachers to carry out their GNH action plans in their schools, and
it was also the approach for developing the pedagogy for the LTCs.

The results demonstrated the effectiveness of action research and transformative
pedagogy to empower teachers to identify, implement, and evaluate changes in teaching
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and school practices. All the teachers had carried out actions within their schools to
promote GNH demonstrating transformative empowerment. Furthermore, the analysis
of the second LTC showed that it was characterized by six pedagogical principles:
Solidarity, Situated, Conscientisation, Participatory, Activist, and Researching.

These six principles were incorporated into constructing the TSP framework along
with (1) ethical principles and values for sustainability; (2) transformative empowerment
concept; (3) critical pedagogy theories; (4) content areas of transformative sustainability
education. The resultant TSP is a radical and empowering pedagogy to uncover the root
causes of sustainability challenges and to promote actions for a sustainable future. As
such, TSP represents both ëan education that takes us into the depth of thingsí (Schu-
macher, 1997, p. 206), and ëdeep ESDí (in contrast to ëshallow ESDí), which is rooted
in fundamental principles such as equity, resilience, de-growth, planetary conscience,
ecological integrity, earth rights and democracy (Nagata, 2017). TSP represents a para-
digm shift towards a critical education with an ecological worldview and is part of the
ecopedagogy family.

Ecopedagogies are diverse, but as Grigorov and Fieuri (2012) point out ëthe common
thing in the different ecopedagogy contexts is their participatory anti-hegemonic perspec-
tive promoting a new Earthís paradigmí (p. 439). Furthermore, ecopedagogies (like the
TSP) have often been co-constructed in learning communities with a participatory place-
based approach ñ as the ëInternational Handbook of Ecopedagogyí (Grigorov, 2012) is
a testament to. These initiatives are what Nagata and Singer (2017, p. 30) call ëesd with
lower case lettersí as opposed to ëESD with capital lettersí. The latter is mainstream
ESD of UNESCO, governments and international organizations. The former is grassroots
esd and includes formal and informal education, endogenous development and human-
scale education that seek to make a difference despite the fundamental flaws of ESD
and its attachment to unsustainable growth-based SDGs.

Given the scale of the task to create a sustainable future, there needs to be an
urgent paradigm shift in mainstream ESD towards an education that fosters sustainable
well-being for all within the limits of a finite planet. Until then, hope for a sustainable
future rest with local grassroots ëlower-case esdí ecopedagogy initiatives.
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Note

(1) The nine domains of GNH: Ecological diversity and resilience, good governance, psychological
wellbeing, health, education, time use, cultural diversity and resilience, community vitality and
living standards. There are also 33 indicators grouped under these nine domains. See the Transfor-
mative Education for GNH website at: https://education4gnh.webs.com
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