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This study explores the implementation of Education for Sustainable
Development (ESD) in Belarusian schools, focusing on changes before and after
the 2020 political crisis. It examines the feasibility of ESD in a context marked by
civic repression, centralized control, and the dismantling of civil society. A mixed-
methods design was applied, combining Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) of six
national policy documents with content analysis of focus group interviews with
teachers and students. Findings from the CDA show that Belarusian education
strategies between 2016 and 2020 rhetorically aligned with the UN Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). However, state discourse marginalizes civil society
and non-formal education, while framing ESD narrowly as environmental
literacy and health and safety education. Participation, inclusion, reflexivity,
and the political dimension of sustainability—core elements in European ESD
frameworks—are absent. Focus group interviews revealed that, despite these
limitations, teachers drew on state education programs, local authority support,
and “safe” ecological themes to maintain participatory and project-based
learning. After 2020, these adaptive strategies were largely dismantled as
civil society actors were dissolved, networks eroded, and ESD was reframed
to serve ideological purposes. Educators reported profound transformative
experiences, characterized by fear, psychological strain, and survival strategies
such as avoiding controversial topics or working within discreet peer networks
("small circles”). This study underscores both the fragility and persistence of
ESD in authoritarian contexts and calls for further research on how bottom-up
educational practices can be supported without placing educators at risk.

KEYWORDS

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), sustainability education in authoritarian
contexts, Belarusian schools, teacher and student perspectives, transformative learning,
critical discourse analysis, pedagogical autonomy, bottom-up educational practices

Introduction

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is widely recognized as a transformative
approach that equips young people with the competencies to contribute to ecologically
resilient and socially just societies (UN General Assembly, 2012; UNECE, 2022; UNESCO,
2007). Since the 1990s, education has been positioned as a central driver of sustainable
transitions (UN General Assembly, 2015; UNESCO, 2014). Yet international declarations
often overlook the diversity of ESD interpretations across regional and national contexts.
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These differences are particularly visible when comparing
UNESCO’s policy-oriented framing with the more critical and
participatory conceptualizations found in European and North
American scholarship.

Understanding how ESD has developed in Belarus requires
consideration of both perspectives. UNESCO’s approach—largely
goal-driven and  standardized—focuses on  embedding
environmental, economic, and social dimensions into curricula
and aligning education systems with global agendas such as
the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This framing
offers structural and policy-level coherence but tends to prioritize
measurable outcomes over locally embedded practices. By contrast,
European and North American scholars conceptualize ESD as a
dynamic, transformative process that emphasizes critical reflection,
democratic participation, and the cultivation of agency. Together,
these perspectives provide the framework for analyzing how ESD
took shape in Belarusian schools, evolved through periods of
limited liberalization, and was later reshaped under authoritarian
pressures, particularly after the political crisis of 2020.

In Belarus, ESD developed along a distinct trajectory. It
was shaped by translated UNESCO documents, the country’s
experience in environmental education, and Soviet and post-
Soviet pedagogical traditions. Exchanges were stronger within the
Russian-speaking educational sphere than with the critical debates
prevalent in European discourse (Zhuk et al., 2015). Grassroots
initiatives launched in the 1990s by educators, civil society actors,
and local communities—often with international support—laid
the foundation for sustainability-related learning (Koshel and
Samersava, 2008). These efforts gradually connected with formal
education through networks and local development projects, though
their integration into systemic educational policy remained limited.
This historical context is key to understanding the opportunities,
constraints, and resilience of ESD in Belarus, which this study
examines through three guiding questions:

Which conceptual dimensions of ESD, as identified in
international scholarship, are critical for understanding the
Belarusian school context?

What opportunities have existed in Belarusian schools to
foster equitable, participatory, and sustainability-oriented learning
environments, despite systemic constraints?

What barriers have impeded, and continue to impede, the
integration of ESD principles and engagement with sustainability
issues in Belarusian schools?

To address the first question and provide a framework for
analyzing the Belarusian case, the following section outlines
how European and North American scholars conceptualize
ESD, highlighting the participatory, competence-based, and
transformative dimensions that underpin much of the international
academic discourse.

In European and North American scholarship, ESD is
seen as a critical, participatory, and political process that goes
beyond content delivery or prescriptive training. Building on
Scott and Gough (2003), Vare and Scott (2007) identify two
complementary dimensions: ESD 1, which equips learners with
the knowledge and skills to to address immediate sustainability
challenges, and ESD 2, which develops competencies for reflection,
deliberation, and navigating complex dilemmas. Wals (2011)
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further highlights the importance of fostering democratic
learning environments that support reflexivity, critical thinking,
and the co-creation of meaning. He argues that sustainability
learning should create spaces for pluralism, dialogue, and shared
responsibility, enabling learners to navigate uncertainty and
complexity while engaging in collaborative, transformative
action. In this view, ESD nurtures learners’ civic competencies

by fostering qualities such as confidence, empathy, and
perspective-switching.

Within the German tradition, ESD is understood
as a  competence-oriented  concept  grounded in

Gestaltungskompetenz—the capacity to collaboratively shape
sustainable societal transformation while building autonomy and
democratic agency (de Haan, 2010; Dannenberg and Grapentin,
2016). This conception frames ESD as a form of political education:
empowering learners not only to acquire knowledge but to
critically reflect on power relations, deliberate on contested
futures, and engage as active citizens. Scholars emphasize that
Gestaltungskompetenz fosters critical thinking, participatory
culture, and co-responsibility needed for transformative action
(Bormann, 2013; Michelsen and Fischer, 2019; Overwien, 2010;
Rieckmann, 2020; Singer-Brodowski, 2016).

With scarce awareness of these international conceptualizations,
sustainability-related education in Belarus took shape in the mid-
1990s largely through grassroots environmental initiatives. Local
educators in cooperation with local communities developed diverse
projects, including school forestry programs, mentoring initiatives,
and eco-festivals, often supported by civil society organizations
and international donors (Koshel and Savelava, 2014). Schools
took part in networks such as the Partner Schools for Sustainable
Development, the international SPARE project, and the Green
Schools Network, which facilitated professional development,
exchange of practices, and resource sharing [Ministry of Education
of the Republic of Belarus (MoEd), 2017]. One distinctive
Belarusian contribution to Education for Sustainable Development
(ESD) has been the notion of “grandchildren-oriented thinking”
(vnuko-orientirovannoe myshlenie), a concept developed by teachers
and local community activists to express responsibility toward
future generations while preserving local identity and cultural
continuity. It reflects a grassroots understanding of sustainability,
sustained by educators who drew on intergenerational dialogue,
community knowledge, and place-based traditions to support
innovative educational practices and civic engagement (Savelava
and Kulik, 2023). Within the Belarusian context, this approach
illustrates how sustainability discourse has evolved locally, linking
global ESD values to national narratives of care, memory, and
moral duty.

Between the mid-2000s and 2020, these efforts expanded. More
than 200 local sustainable development strategies were adopted
(Koshel and Samersava, 2008), schools implemented elective
courses on biodiversity and responsible consumption (Andreenko
etal,, 2007; Shimova, 2010), and educators and students participated
in mobility programs like Erasmus+ and eTwinning [Ministry of
Education of the Republic of Belarus (MoEd), 2017]. The Belarusian
government also adopted national strategies linking ESD to youth
development, green economy, and teacher training [Council of
Ministers of the Republic of Belarus (CoM), 2017; Council of
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Ministers of the Republic of Belarus (CoM) (2020), 2020; Council

of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus (CoM), 2021; Ministry of

Economy of the Republic of Belarus (MoE), 2021, 2024; Ministry
of Education of the Republic of Belarus (MoEd), 2021]. Despite
these developments, many initiatives failed to become systematically
embedded in the education system. ESD was scarcely integrated into

teacher education or national competence frameworks (Office of

Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, 2022).

A brief liberalization between 2014 and 2020 opened new
opportunities. Civil society organizations, including the Association
“Education for Sustainable Development,” collaborated with state
institutions such as the Belarusian State Pedagogical Maxim-Tank-
University (BSPU). These partnerships revitalized earlier structures
supporting the UNECE ESD Strategy, led to national conferences
and school festivals on sustainability education, and in 2017,
resulted in the designation of BSPU and the Association as the
Regional Center of Expertise on ESD by the United Nations
University’s Institute for Advanced Studies. A 2017 joint report by
Belarusian institutions provided the most detailed review of ESD
implementation in the country, proposing a context-based whole-
school approach to sustainability practices [Ministry of Education
of the Republic of Belarus (MoEd), 2017].

The events of 2020 marked a decisive turning point for
Belarusian civil society and its educational landscape. The mass
protests, driven by calls for justice and civic freedoms, were met
with repression (Mateo, 2022; Rudnik, 2025). More than two-
thirds of NGOs active in the environmental and educational sectors
were liquidated, dismantling collaborative networks and eroding
opportunities for resource sharing and peer support (Korshunau,
2024). Values associated with civil society—justice, solidarity, and
participation—once embedded in environmental education, were
redefined by the state as threats to the regime. Educators engaged
in sustainability and civic-oriented education were among those
targeted, facing dismissal, forced emigration, or intimidation. By
2024, nearly all non-state schools and informal education centers
had been closed, and opportunities for international cooperation
had dwindled. State schooling grew increasingly militarized and
ideologically rigid, with sustainability-related content limited
to ecological literacy framed within state-approved narratives
[Ministry of Education of the Republic of Belarus (MoEd), 2023;
Tereshkovich, 2024]. This governance shift has direct implications
for ESD, narrowing the space for participatory, critical, and
transformative pedagogies.

This study sheds light on how a fragile yet vibrant infrastructure
for sustainability learning was dismantled and reoriented under
authoritarian pressure. By analyzing the narratives of students
and educators alongside official policy discourses, it examines the
conditions under which ESD emerges, survives, or collapses in
politically constrained environments.

Materials and methods

Research design and analytical frameworks
This study adopts a qualitative mixed-methods design,

combining (a) Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) of six Belarusian
national policy documents and (b) qualitative analysis of focus
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groups interviews with migrated Belarusian students and teachers
residing in Belarus. The two data sources were integrated at
the stage of interpretation (convergent approach) to analyze the
possibilities and constraints of implementing ESD in authoritarian
education contexts.

Critical discourse analysis (CDA)

A critical discourse analysis CDA (Fairclough and Wodak,
1997; Wodak, 2014) was conducted on six key national policy
documents adopted between 2017 and 2024: the National Strategy
for Sustainable Socio-Economic Development until 2030 [Council
of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus (CoM), 2017]; the National
Strategy for Sustainable Development until 2035 [Council of
Ministers of the Republic of Belarus (CoM) (2020), 2020]; the State
Program “Education and Youth Policy” for 2021-2025 [Council of
Ministers of the Republic of Belarus (CoM), 2021]; the Concept
for the Development of Pedagogical Education for 2021-2025
[Ministry of Education of the Republic of Belarus (MoEd), 2021];
the National Action Plan for the Development of Green Economy for
2021-2025 [Ministry of Economy of the Republic of Belarus (MoE),
2021]; and the Project of the National Strategy for Sustainable
Development until 2040 [Ministry of Economy of the Republic
of Belarus (MoE), 2024]. These documents were selected after a
preliminary screening of all nationally adopted policy frameworks
available in the web catalog of the National Library of Belarus
that explicitly addressed both sustainability and education. The
inclusion criteria prioritized comprehensive strategic documents
that define the state’s approach to sustainable development and
education policy at the national level, ensuring coverage of both
environmental and pedagogical dimensions.

Using a combined inductive-deductive coding approach, we
first identified themes from the texts (e.g., patriotism, loyalty,
digitalization, marginal role of NGOs) and then interpreted them
through CDA frameworks (Fairclough, 2003; Hyatt, 2013). Keyword

» «

frequency and co-occurrence checks (e.g., “state, “civil society,

» <,

“ESD,” “participation,” “traditional values”) supported claims about
salience and omission (see Supplementary Tables 1, 2. Frequency
checks matrix across six documents).

Following Fairclough’s three-dimensional CDA model, recent
educational policy analyses have shown how discourse reinforces
institutional power and shapes meaning in formal systems (Taylor,
2004; Wodak, 2014). We assumed that discursive practices,
understood as social practices, carry ideological implications and
reproduce unequal power relations. Based on this assumption, we
applied a CDA lens (The Critical Policy Discourse Analysis Frame),
suggested by Hyatt (2013) to examine which policies supported
ESD practices, which offered methodological guidance, and to what
extent ESD was promoted or subordinated to state ideology.

Focus group interviews, recruitment, and
ethics

To explore lived experiences of sustainability practices in
schools, we conducted nine focus group interviews between June
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and December 2024 with 26 participants: 20 Belarusian adolescents
(aged 15-19; 12 boys and 8 girls) and six teachers (two men
and four women, aged 41-67). The students had emigrated to
Poland and Germany following the political crackdown, while
the teachers included both in-service and dismissed professionals
currently residing in Belarus. Participants were recruited through
purposive and snowball sampling, using diaspora chat groups for
students and closed professional networks for teachers. Due to
institutional restrictions and safety concerns, recruitment through
schools or public media in Belarus was not possible. Only trusted
individuals with prior links to the research team were invited
to participate.

The inclusion criteria required that adolescent participants had
attended Belarusian secondary schools prior to emigration and
that teacher participants had experience working in the Belarusian
school system, either currently or before 2020. Students represented
a range of urban and rural schools, while teachers had 20-30
years of professional experience across different subjects. Seven
focus group interviews with student participants were conducted in
person—two in Bremen (Germany), three in Wroctaw (Poland), and
two in Warsaw (Poland)—during June and July 2024. To minimize
risks and accommodate distance, two online focus group interviews
with teachers were conducted in December 2024. Each group
typically included three participants, except for one with two.

All focus groups were conducted in a permissive and non-
threatening atmosphere to encourage open discussion (Krueger
and Casey, 2015); in several cases, the conversation evolved
into problem-centered interviews, allowing for deeper narrative
reflection (Witzel and Reiter, 2012). Each session lasted 2-3h,
was audio-recorded and transcribed, and subsequently analyzed
using ATLAS.ti.

To ensure confidentiality, participants were anonymized with
the following coding system: ST = student group, T = teacher
group; the first number indicates the focus group (1-9), and the
second the participant within that group (e.g., ST4_I refers to
participant 1 in student focus group 4). All participants provided
informed consent, and parental consent was obtained for minors.
Ethical approval was granted by the relevant university ethics
committee, and all procedures complied with established standards
for research involving vulnerable populations and politically
sensitive contexts.

Data collection and analysis

Both interview guides were structured around the whole-school
approach to sustainability (Mogren et al., 2019; Tilbury and
Wortman, 2005; UNESCO, 2017), addressing four dimensions:
teaching and learning, school facilities, partnerships, and
participation. The guides introduced the concept of sustainability,
invited reflections on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
and concluded with a competence-cards exercise. Participants
selected up to three competencies they regarded as most important
from a list of ten widely recognized sustainability competencies
2024)—critical thinking,
thinking, foresighted thinking, action competence, communication,
skills,

(Sposab and Rieckmann, systems

creative  thinking, participatory interdisciplinary
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work, teamwork, and empathy—and explained their choices
(see Table 1).

The student guide emphasized perceptions of ESD practices in
Belarusian schools compared with current experiences in Poland
and Germany, while the teacher guide focused on professional
experiences of embedding ESD in teaching, facilities, and
extracurricular projects. Teachers were also asked to reflect on
participatory structures in Belarusian schools before and after
2020 and their relevance for practice, drawing on perspectives that
view teacher leadership as crucial for embedding ESD even within
constrained systems (Ghamrawi et al., 2025).

Analysis of the anonymized interview transcripts (in Russian
and Belarusian) was conducted using a hermeneutic and category-
based coding approach in ATLAS.t, following established
procedures of qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2014) and
thematic coding (Kuckartz, 2014). A combined deductive-inductive
strategy guided the coding process: a preliminary framework
derived from the research questions and interview sections was
piloted, revised, and applied across two coding cycles (Radiker
and Kuckartz, 2020). Text segments were coded with thematic
and analytical labels, yielding nine main categories and 185
subcategories, which correspond to the major thematic domains
of the interview guide (see Table 2). Interviews were interpreted
within their communicative and cultural context (Bohnsack et al,,
2010), acknowledging that meanings are co-constructed through
shared socio-political experience. Coding was performed iteratively
and collaboratively: two researchers independently coded a subset
of interviews, compared results, and refined the codebook to ensure
consistency and transparency.

A specific analytical focus was placed on transformative
experience coding, informed by transformative experience theory
(Paul, 2014) and transformative learning theory (Mezirow,
1991; Tlleris, 2013). This stage of analysis identified narrative
instances where participants described profound professional
or personal changes related to sustainability and education.
Inductive subcategories included themes such as indoctrination,
normalization of violence, fear, loss of autonomy, meaningful
engagement, and teacher involvement. Through iterative comparison
and interpretation, these accounts were grouped deductively into
a broader transformative experience category, conceptualized as
sequences of disruption, reflection, and adaptation. Four recurring
dimensions were identified: (1) politically motivated dismissal
or demotion; (2) narrowing or loss of educational spaces for
sustainability practices; (3) collapse of peer collaboration and
international partnerships; and (4) increasing ideological influence
within school communities.

Results

Critical discourse analysis

The analysis of six policy documents adopted between 2017
and 2024 [Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus
(CoM), 2017; Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus
(CoM) (2020), 2020; Council of Ministers of the Republic of
Belarus (CoM), 2021; Ministry of Education of the Republic of
Belarus (MoEd), 2021; Ministry of Economy of the Republic of
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TABLE 1 Self-identified change-making competencies by adolescents and teachers.

Self-identified
change-making

Frequency of occurrences
in % from a total teachers’

Self-identified
change-making

Frequency of occurrences
in % from a total students’

competencies by number (20) competencies by teachers number (6)
adolescences

Leadership 30% Goal-setting abilities 50%
Critical thinking 20% Communication ability 33.3%
Empathy 15% Complex problem-solving abilities 33.3%
Goal-setting abilities 15% Sustainability minded 33.3%
Public speaking abilities 15% Learning to learn 33.3%
Self-awareness 15% Divergent thinking 16.6%
Action competence 10% Honesty 16.6%
Assertiveness 10% Sincerity 16.6%
Creative thinking 10% Courage 16.6%
Communication ability 10% Empathy 16.6%
Curiosity 10% Engagement 16.6%
Drive 10% Foresighted thinking 16.6%
Independence 10% Analytical skills 16.6%
Media competence 10% Grandchildren-oriented thinking 16.6%
Participatory work 10%

Responsibility 10% Resilience 16.6%
Self-efficacy 10% Good human 16.6%
System thinking 10% Good professional 16.6%
Honesty 5% Democratic citizen 16.6%
Kindness 5%

Intelligence 5%

Perseverance 5%

Courage 5%

Belarus (MoE), 2021, 2024] revealed several recurring tendencies
in how Belarusian education governance frames sustainability
and participation (see Supplementary Tables 1, 2). One prominent
feature is language-based exclusion: the dominance of Russian in
official documents marginalizes Belarusian speakers and reproduces
linguistic discrimination within education. A second is the
glorification of the state, consistently presented as the sole legitimate
authority ensuring stability and order, while alternative perspectives
are omitted. For example, the Strategy until 2035 states: “Belarus
is advancing rapidly... enthusiastically supported by the general
public, the business community, and government institutions”
[Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus (CoM) (2020),
2020, p. 10].

Closely linked is the marginalization of civil society. References
to stakeholder consultation are rare, and civil society is described as
a supporting mechanism for state goals: “Cultivating civil society as
an instrument of state policy for sustainable development” [Council
of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus (CoM), 2017, p. 143].
The draft 2040 Strategy mentions civil society only three times,
always in terms of value alignment. Frequency checks highlight
the imbalance: the word “state” appears 90-140 times per strategy,

Frontiersin Education

whereas “civil society” declines from 18 to just 3 mentions. Non-
formal education is also largely absent, with only 0-2 mentions
across documents.

A further tendency is the avoidance of accountability. Policy
texts highlight achievements but rarely acknowledge systemic
challenges such as resource shortages or lack of qualified staff.
Responsibility for implementation is shifted to schools without
providing adequate support or incentives. At the same time,
sustainability is persistently framed through technological progress,
digitalization, innovation, and economic growth, with these terms
occurring 50-400 times per document—far exceeding references
to participation or rights. This emphasis positions education
as an instrument of competitiveness, narrowing ESD to labor-
market skills.

Finally, ESD itself is presented narrowly. References are
infrequent, often reduced to ecological awareness, health safety,
or digitalization. Competence-based approaches are noted, but
the specifics of sustainability competencies remain undefined, and
issues such as digital inequality or cybersecurity are absent [Ministry
of Education of the Republic of Belarus (MoEd), 2021]. Links to
international ESD frameworks are minimal.
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TABLE 2 The coding frame.

Interview guide
sections

Content analysis

10.3389/feduc.2025.1682669

Content analysis (subcategories)

1. Personal values and attitudes

(main categories)

1. Attitudes toward sustainability
issues

Influencers, social networks impact, role of family; critical attitude, perceptions of participation,
attitudes to political topics, positive attitude toward sustainability practices, unconcern about
sustainability topics, civic awareness, perception of natural environment

2. Teaching and Learning

2. Teaching approaches and
methods

Appreciation of innovative methods, civic education, availability or lack of methods such as
discussions, debates, group work; discussion opportunities, inquiry methods, practical and
project-based approach, active learning methods, outdoor leaning; teacher-centered teaching;
student-initiated discussions; teaching methods comparison; sustainability as part of school
programme, digital education, frontal teaching, reflection, lack of relevant experts, reluctance of
teachers

3. Sustainability key topics

Availability or lack of topics, such as gender equality, biodiversity, climate change, human/children
rights, responsible consumption, local problems, global issues, mental and physical health,
peace and conflicts, access to information, technological progress, transportation; comparison of
contents;

diversity emphasis, inequality addressing, quality education; sustainability topics at German
school; sustainability topics at Polish school; sustainability topics at Belarusian school

4. School sustainability practices

Awareness of school and urban sustainability initiatives, social/environmental practices,
students/teachers-initiated practices, entrepreneurship in schools, prescribed “sustainability
activities”; Climate school; motivation; sustainable practices in various contexts; cycling and
green transportation

3. School facilities and
management

5. School facilities

(Non-)inclusive environment, school canteen, waste management, energy saving, paper
recycling, sustainability in everyday school life, school garden, bicycle parking

4. Cooperation with partner
organizations

4. School sustainability practices

School cooperative activities, internships, volunteering, project-based approach, vocational
guidance, job perspectives, student-led businesses; social practice; restriction of collaboration

5. Opportunities for participation

6. Participation

Participatory practices: school/class councils, students’ representatives; formal participation,
unconcern about participation, barriers preventing participation, lack of involvement; guided
participation; sense of agency, spaces for decision-making, youth parliament, teacher’s role

6. Competencies for engagement
with sustainability issues

7. Change-making competencies
and opportunities for change

Self-identified sustainability competencies; ability to motivate, critical thinking, communication
skills, foresighted thinking, teamwork, action competence, creative thinking, leadership, public
speaking skills, self-reflection, analytical and planning skills, empathy, participatory skills;
grandchildren-oriented thinking, seeking solutions; role of individual and group

7. Psychological wellbeing

8. Transformative experience

Authoritarian approach, indoctrination, normalization of violence, escaping strategy, fear,
indifference from teachers and school authorities, lack of privacy, emotional safety, freedom of
expression; conflict management, learning culture, respect of students’ rights, personal
autonomy, wellbeing of students, availability of choice, rule of law, meaningful engagement,
teachers” engagement, changes in Belarusian school after 2020; personal/epistemic shifts

n/a

9. Challenges for engagement
with sustainability issues in
Belarusian school

Appreciation of ESD, competence-based methods, detachment from ESD, ESD in
methodological guidelines, funding for Belarusian schools, ignorance of ESD, opportunities to
integrate ESD in schools before 2020, relationships with school/education government, small
circles, capacity building, top-down government approach

Discursive legitimation strategies reinforce these tendencies.
Following Fairclough’s (2003) modes, authorization and mythopoesis
dominate, portraying education as stable and successful, requiring
no substantial reform. One document claims: “National education
in the Republic of Belarus is traditionally one of the highest values
of the Belarusian people... The choice of course toward creating a
social state has allowed for the determination of the correct strategy
for the functioning and development of the education system”
[Ministry of Education of the Republic of Belarus (MoEd), 2021,
p. 6]. Binary framings such as “traditional values” and “truthful
interpretation of history” further monopolize civic and cultural
narratives [Ministry of Economy of the Republic of Belarus (MoE),
2024, p. 16, 32]. Civic competencies and cultural heritage are
redefined within a patriotic logic, particularly after 2020, when
official discourse emphasized a “patriotic vector” in civic education
[Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus (CoM) (2020),
2020, p. 26].
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At the semantic and grammatical level, abstract agency and
passivization are pervasive. Passive forms (e.g., “key efforts will be

» <«

concentrated,” “it is planned to establish”) obscure responsibility

and imply universal consensus (Hyatt, 2013). Depersonalized and
generalizing formulations such as “all,” “each,” or “fully” reinforce
the image of a benevolent state: “All necessary conditions have been
created for individual freedom and its integration into the social
context” [Ministry of Economy of the Republic of Belarus (MoE),
2024, p. 16]. By contrast, inclusive pronouns such as “we” or “our”
are absent, limiting possibilities for identification and ownership.
Abstract formulations like “the population’s commitment” or
“Belarus” are frequently used to obscure agency: “The citizens of
Belarus are confident about the future” [Council of Ministers of the
Republic of Belarus (CoM) (2020), 2020, p. 11].

In sum, the discourse of Belarusian sustainability and education
policy systematically privileges state authority, marginalizes
alternative voices, ESD

and narrows to techno-economic
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goals, leaving little space for participatory or democratic
approaches.

Content analysis of focus group interviews

The interviews revealed diverse perspectives on the
presence—and absence—of ESD practices in Belarusian schools.
While student accounts were often brief and reflective of limited
exposure to ESD, teachers provided nuanced insights into both
structural opportunities and persistent constraints surrounding
sustainability education before and after 2020. Their responses are
organized into thematic categories derived through both inductive

and deductive content analysis (Table 2).

Attitudes toward sustainability issues

Most  educators—and some adolescents—demonstrated
familiarity with the SDGs. Students often linked sustainability to
human rights, gender equality, and climate action, with several
citing social media as a key source of information: “I've been
following different Insta and TikTok accounts about feminism
and climate stuff. Before that, I mostly just heard my mum
and older sister talking about it” (ST 4_1). In contrast, teachers
tended to associate sustainable development primarily with
ecology, responsibility, and progress. Importantly, many educators’
understandings of ESD were shaped through involvement in
non-governmental or European education projects, rather than
Belarusian state-led initiatives.

Teachers’ perspectives on ESD clustered around three main
categories: (1) No exposure, often characterized by a complete
absence of ESD-related content in professional development or
teacher training: “There was nothing of sustainability topics in our
training—neither within professional development courses nor in
teaching methodology groups” (T8_1); (2) Self-initiative, where
educators introduced some topics informally, without institutional
support: “I brought topics, like gender equality or diversity into my
lessons informally. The school leadership was indifferent” (T9_3);
and (3) External collaboration, where support from NGOs and
European programs enabled more systematic engagement: “We
worked with local NGOS and had Erasmus+ support through them.
That’s how we built our extracurricular programs” (T8_1).

Key sustainability topics

The content covered under sustainability topics largely focused
on ecological or safety-related themes—such as health protection
and Internet safety—typically presented in a depoliticized, technical
tone. Students noted the lack of meaningful dialogue: “Climate
change or biodiversity—its taught like from a textbook. No real
discussion” (ST2_2); “Human rights... It was discussed, but very
carefully” (ST7_2).

Teachers generally adhered to the state curriculum, with limited
autonomy even in discussing officially mandated topics such as
energy conservation. As one teacher explained, “In our work
with children, while talking about environment, we touch on
responsibility and reflect on future generations. But these are
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just informal conversations during homeroom or informational
sessions” (T8_1).

However, some educators described using class hours or
extracurricular spaces to address local challenges with students
like waterbody overgrowth and youth migration from villages, in
ways that fostered student agency, critical thinking, and responsible
consumption. For instance, one recounted an ecology project: “I
believed that our project (producing paper from reed) was beneficial
for the village because the ponds were really becoming overgrown
with reeds” (T9_3). Such efforts were more common before 2020,
when schools could initiate and implement their own programs:
“Back then, in the mid-2000s, we had almost a golden time. As a
school administration, we could introduce hours for ecology... and
develop the programs ourselves” (T9_2).

Following the 2020 crackdown, many teachers restricted critical
or non-mandated topics—such as social justice or government
accountability—to trusted settings or small student groups. This
pattern, labeled “small circles” in the coding process, appeared in
15 separate accounts: “We talk about these things constantly, yes,
but only at the class level” (T8_3).

Teaching approaches and methods

Teachers predominantly demonstrated an understanding
of the importance of active learning methods for developing
competencies. They emphasized student involvement, problem-
solving, and collaboration in teaching: “We integrate teamwork into
every lesson. Students know their role and don’t just wait to be told
what to do” (T8_2) “Even when working with texts, I ask students
to analyze information and form their opinions. I encourage
them to develop empathy and human qualities” (T8_3) “We used
brainstorming to get everyone involved. Students appreciated
seeing their ideas acknowledged.” (T9_1).

Efforts to foster creativity, critical thinking, collaboration,
and communication were sustained through discreet, innovative
practices. One teacher described an online pedagogical tool co-
created within a professional online community, which has since
been designated as extremist by the Belarusian authorities: “We
developed a lesson design tool compiling techniques to build the
four Cs—methods teachers could implement easily” (T8_3)

The use of evidence-based learning, including working with
archival materials was highlighted as a means of engaging students
meaningfully: “If there are facts, figures, and firsthand accounts,
students understand the issue isn't just theoretical.” (T9_2)

Despite understanding the importance of these methods,
lacked
active learning and ESD. Innovative practices were typically
self-directed peer-to  peer
education or international collaborations rather than formal

teachers consistent  professional ~development in

introduced  through learning,

state training programs.

Sustainability school practices, challenges for
engagement with ESD in Belarusian school
Teachers mainly reported efforts to integrate sustainability by
addressing local issues and involving the community. In addition
to the longstanding practice of paper collection—established in
schools since Soviet times—they mentioned newer initiatives such
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as collecting plastic caps, disposing of expired medications, and
collaborating with forestry services on climate adaptation projects.
These “safe” environmental projects (T9_2) were generally accepted
within the ideological boundaries of the education system.

Partnerships—with NGOs, local entrepreneurs, or international
bodies—were described as crucial but increasingly difficult to
maintain. Teachers emphasized that support from local authorities
often determined the success of such initiatives: “When the district
head saw the coherence of the new educational environment, she
became a supporter” (T9_1). Some educators, especially those with
leadership experience, described leveraging system opportunities to
implement ideas, such as turning their schools into experimental
platforms for innovative projects: “Under the guise of innovative
projects approved by the Ministry of Education, you could
experiment freely—pursuing the initiatives you believed in, testing
them, and then scaling them” (T9_1).

Despite systemic constraints, respondents expressed pride in the
tangible impact of their work: “This is the kind of creativity where
you can bring all your ideas to life—maybe not all at once, but most
of them. Step by step, like building blocks, you create an educational
space” (T8_1); “The youth entrepreneurship incubator showed our
students that rural life can be viable” (T9_1).

Participation

Participation was addressed as a key aspect of ESD, with
interviewees reflecting on opportunities for student involvement
using Hart’s Ladder of Youth Participation (Hart, 1992). Consistent
with research linking participatory opportunities to students’
development of action competence for sustainability (Torsdottir
etal., 2024), educators reported that, alongside numerous instances
of ‘formal participation’ (mentioned over 40 times), students were
sometimes consulted and informed, engaged in joint decision-
making with adults, and, in some cases, initiated and directed their
own activities within the school community. One teacher noted
that students contributed suggestions to local authorities, which
were positively received (T8_3). Teachers reported the existence
of school councils and self-governance bodies but noted that
fostering a culture of participation required ongoing effort. Council
members—both students and teachers—often needed reminders
to share discussion outcomes with their peers (T9_1). Active
students were sometimes invited to contribute to local sustainability
strategies, an approach categorized as “guided participation”
However, particularly in rural schools, teachers observed that only a
small number of students could independently generate and propose
initiatives, indicating the persistence of paternalistic dynamics even
among educators experienced in organizing ESD-related practices.
As one teacher observed, “Only a few students could propose
initiatives on their own” (T9_2), reflecting broader tendencies
toward adult-directed forms of engagement.

Change-making competencies and opportunities
for change

Participants were invited to discuss the competencies needed
to apply sustainability principles in schools. At first phase of this
exercise students and teachers reflected on which competencies
or change-making skills should be developed to help young
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people address environmental, social, economic, cultural, and
political challenges, preparing them as “change-makers” for a
sustainable future. Among adolescents, leadership qualities emerged
as the most frequently cited change-making competency, alongside
communication, public speaking, critical thinking, and goal-setting
(Table 1). “For example, if someone in school fights for others’
rights and can present ideas effectively, they can inspire action”
(ST4_3). “Public speaking helps to present problems and make
others think” (ST1_2).

Educators  similarly = emphasized  goal-setting  and
communication but provided rather a nuanced breakdown of
leadership into key components: as problem-solving, learning-
to-learn, divergent thinking, foresighted thinking, and analytical
skills. They also discussed “grandchildren-oriented thinking” a
term emerged in professional communities’ discussions about ESD
in Belarus.

Adolescents highlighted self-development qualities such as self-
awareness, assertiveness, perseverance, courage, and empathy, while
educators also valued honesty, courage, empathy, and engagement.
These competencies can be seen as indicators of the transformative
experiences participants encountered within the education system,
as they represent capacities often developed when individuals
navigate disruption, negotiate conflicting values, and adjust to
shifts in social and institutional expectations. Developing these
competencies frequently involves critical reflection on previously
held assumptions and roles, fostering a sense of resilience
and agency, even under restrictive conditions. As one teacher
expressed, “The most important thing is to teach them to
preserve human dignity” (T8_3). Another emphasized relational
integrity: “To be honest and sincere—I probably meant that if
people sense insincerity in you, you won't gain allies, and no
one will support you” (T8_1). These reflections suggest that
personal values and ethical orientation are seen as integral to
educational impact.

To explore engagement with competencies, we drew on
UNESCO’s framework of sustainability competencies (UNESCO,
2017) and recent research on secondary school education (Sposab
and Rieckmann, 2024). Participants were presented with a set of ten
cards, each depicting one of the 10 widely recognized sustainability
competencies together with a short explanation of its meaning. After
reviewing the cards, they were asked to select up to three and justify
their choices.

Across both groups, critical thinking and communication
consistently ranked highest (selected by 45% to 65% of respondents),
while over 30% identified action competence, empathy, and
teamwork as essential (Table 3).

Mlustrating this, one student stated: “Action competence is
essential because solving problems requires action, even if it involves
mistakes” (ST1_2). Another noted the collaborative dimension
of learning: “Teamwork is about everyone working together, not
having a leader” (ST3_3). Teachers also addressed the challenges of
embedding these values in practice: “Teamwork is difficult because
students resist working in groups they didn’t choose, but I explain
its importance” (T9_3).

Teachers highlighted  leadership,
communication, critical thinking, public speaking, and goal-setting

most

frequently

as essential competencies for young people to address sustainability
challenges (Table 3). They also emphasized the importance
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TABLE 3 Sustainability competencies selected by students and teachers.

Percent of
occurrences from
the total number of
teachers (6)

Percent of
occurrences from
the total number of
students (20)

List of proposed
sustainability

Frequency of
occurrences in
students’ groups

Frequency of
occurrences in

competencies teachers’ groups

Critical thinking 9 45 % 4 66.6%
Systems thinking 1 5% 0

Foresighted thinking 6 30 % 0

Action competence 6 30 % 2 33.3%
Communication ability 11 55 % 3 50%
Creative thinking 6 30 % 1 16.6%
Participatory work 2 10 % 0

Interdisciplinary work 3 15 % 1 16.6%
Teamwork 7 35% 3 50%
Empathy 6 30 % 4 66.6%

of developing the 4Cs—communication, critical thinking, avoid commenting on sensitive topics after 2020... I don't forbid

collaboration, and creativity—alongside emotional intelligence
and what they referred to as “skills for sustainable personal
development” These were often associated with the officially
introduced concept of functional literacy. In parallel, participants
referred to the culturally resonant idea of “grandchildren-oriented
thinking” which for them embodied sustainability values deeply
embedded in Belarusian traditions—particularly a holistic concern
for both people and the natural environment, understood as
inseparable and transmitted across generations.

Transformative experience

This category primarily reflects the experiences of teachers,
as students’ transformations were largely tied to migration and
encounters with new learning environments. Educators described
profound professional and personal challenges after the 2020
political crisis. Subcategories such as Relationships with authorities,
Decision-making spaces, and ESD in guidelines pointed to
structural constraints, while Fear, Lack of safety, and Indoctrination
captured the psychological insecurity affecting both teachers
and students.

Before 2020, many teachers created small spaces for active
learning using brainstorming, workshops, and simulations on
relatively “safe” topics such as biodiversity or climate adaptation
(T8_3, T9_1). These approaches encouraged reflection and critical
thinking. After 2020, however, methods once supported as
engaging became regarded by administrators as undesirable or
even threatening.

Analysis revealed four recurring dimensions of transformative
experience that show how authoritarian restrictions reshaped
educators’ realities:

1. Politically motivated dismissal or demotion. Several teachers
reported losing positions or being downgraded for perceived
disloyalty. Such sanctions, functioning as warnings, generated
fear and withdrawal rather than reflection. As one noted: “I
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students, but I don’t comment” (T8_2).

2. Loss of educational spaces for sustainability practices. Learning
environments and cross-curricular initiatives were redirected
toward ideological content. Teachers described emotional strain:
“Then, everything that had been done turned out to be seen as
hostile—the things we were proud of” (T8_3).

3. Collapse of peer collaboration and international partnerships.
Teacher networks and school partnerships dissolved,
undermining communities of practice and reinforcing isolation.
“Supervisors care only about meeting targets and compliance,
not about innovative projects or partnerships” (T9_2).

4. Growing ideological influence on schools and communities.
Ideological narratives increasingly shaped classrooms, parent
meetings, and extracurriculars, reframing civic and ecological
initiatives in patriotic terms. As one teacher remarked: “An
uneducated patriot... is the ideal graduate who will ensure
Belarus’s sustainable development” (T9_1).

Together, these dimensions illustrate how possibilities for
transformative learning are curtailed. Educators still carve out
discreet spaces for reflection, but their practices remain heavily

shaped by repression and ideological control.

Discussion

Our findings show that a fragile but vibrant infrastructure for
ESD in Belarus—built through teacher initiative, local projects, and
selective partnerships—was progressively narrowed and reoriented
after 2020. Policy discourse aligned rhetorically with SDGs yet
reduced ESD to techno-economic goals (digitalization, STEM, green
economy) and marginalized civil society, while schools intensified
patriotic-ideological content and administrative control. In this
context, educators shifted from open, participatory methods to
risk-avoidant “small circles,” maintaining critical and competence-
oriented practices only discreetly and at personal cost. Students’
accounts confirmed limited deliberation on contested topics and
instrumental framing of sustainability in school routines. Together,

frontiersin.org



https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1682669
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Sposab et al.

these patterns highlight both ESD’s fragility under authoritarian
governance and the adaptive agency of teachers and students
working within tight constraints.

As an interpretive lens, our results align with a dual ESD
framing: ESD1 (functional skills and compliance with immediate
goals) was amplified, while ESD2 (critical reflection, deliberation,
civic agency) was curtailed (Vare and Scott, 2007); similarly,
competence-oriented ESD (e.g., Gestaltungskompetenz) was visible
mainly in discreet peer practices, not in policy or whole-school
structures (de Haan, 2010). We therefore read the post-2020
landscape as one where participatory and transformative ESD
survives in pockets, rather than systemically.

Belarusian ESD in the context of
international and theoretical frameworks

Belarusian experiences with ESD must be read in light of
international debates, yet they also reveal distinct specificities.
ESD
transformative, supporting competencies such as critical thinking,

Internationally, is conceived as participatory and
agency, and intergenerational responsibility (UNESCO, 2017; Wals,
2011). In European contexts, especially Germany and Scandinavia,
research has stressed civic agency and whole-school approaches,
while North American literature has highlighted experiential and
community-based learning.

Belarusian educators and schools drew inspiration from these
global debates but often adapted them locally, most notably
through the idea of “grandchildren-oriented thinking” (Savelava
and Kulik, 2023), which links sustainability to moral responsibility
and community-based learning. The present findings extend this
perspective, showing how such grassroots understandings continue
to shape educators’ and students’ values even in post-migration and
transnational contexts.

At the same time, official strategies presented a narrowing
of ESD. They increasingly equated it with techno-economic
modernization and patriotic socialization, excluding broader civic
or political aspects (see Supplementary Tables 1, 2 for detailed
CDA results). This reflects a wider international pattern of “SDG-
washing” (Alkan and Kamasak, 2023; Szklarski, 2024), in which
achievements are rhetorically highlighted while deficits—such as
scarce funding, weak professional capacity building, and the
silencing of civil society—remain unaddressed. Yet research also
shows that, when adapted through participatory and context-
sensitive processes, ESD can be a catalyst for local transitions
toward the SDGs (Kioupi and Voulvoulis, 2022). It is precisely
this political and participatory dimension, regarded as vital by
scholars (Bormann, 2013; Singer-Brodowski, 2016; Huckle and
Wals, 2015), that was absent in Belarusian pedagogical research and
education management.

This creates a paradox: Belarusian discourse aligns rhetorically
with international agendas but in practice excludes core
ESD elements such as participation, reflexivity, and civil
society involvement.

These patterns resonate also with authoritarian education
dynamics in post-socialist and comparative contexts. Silova (2010)
argues that post-socialist educational systems often fold into
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modernization narratives, marginalizing dissent and civil society
in favor of state-led growth agendas. Aydarova’s (2019) analysis of
Russian reforms as “political theater” similarly shows how change is
staged to legitimize state control rather than foster critical educator
agency. Comparable constraints are evident in Turkey, where
teachers report limited time, resources, and administrative support
for eco-citizenship initiatives, while students’ environmental
engagement remains framed in depoliticized, non-confrontational
terms (Oztiirk, 2023). These parallels suggest that Belarusian ESD is
not an isolated case, but part of broader regional patterns where state
agendas, institutional inertia, and cultural pressures constrain the
transformative potential of sustainability and citizenship education.

Transformations and constraints:
educators’ experiences post-2020

The 2020 crisis profoundly altered the possibilities for ESD
practice in Belarusian schools. Teachers in this study reported
heightened repression, with proactive educators facing professional
sanctions or informal pressures, and the pedagogical approaches
that once supported critical thinking being reframed within
state-driven ideological narratives. Proactive educators have faced
professional sanctions or informal pressures, and methodologies
such as project- or problem-based learning have been losing their
reflective and critical dimensions as they have been absorbed
2022;

Lsy

into state-driven ideological narratives (Mateo, Rudnik,
2025; Tereshkovich, 2024). This shift illustrates how authoritarian
constraint undermines ESD’s deliberative dimension — a move from
ESD2-style critical inquiry to ESD1-style procedural compliance
(Vare and Scott, 2007). Teachers who once led participatory clubs or
local projects spoke of retreating into isolated pedagogical practice.

Before 2020, despite the constraints of a centralized system,
many teachers managed to create spaces for participatory learning
using brainstorming, workshops, games, and project-based
activities—often focusing on “safe” topics such as biodiversity
conservation and climate adaptation (Koshel and Savelava, 2014).
These approaches fostered critical thinking and reflection, aligning
with the transformative potential described by Sterling (2010).
After 2020, however, such spaces contracted sharply. Interviewees
described how ecology and civic engagement topics were displaced
by patriotic and ideological content, with school plans rebranded
from “educational activities” to “ideological and educational work”

Teachers depicted the post-2020 school environment as
dominated by fear, indoctrination, and what some referred to
as “normalized violence” Many abandoned student-centered
approaches, shifting toward compliance-focused teaching to
avoid professional risks. Coping strategies varied: some educators
avoided controversial subjects, reduced extracurricular initiatives,
or overextended their working hours to secure their positions;
others reoriented their energy toward personal development
or sought alternative venues for meaningful educational work.
Informal “small circles” emerged as particularly significant in this
context—trust-based networks that functioned as protective micro-
contexts for critical dialogue, collaborative problem-solving, and
mutual support. Within these spaces, elements of transformative
learning could still occur, enabling participants to reflect critically
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on their roles, experiment with alternative approaches, and reaffirm
values, even when formal institutional channels had closed.

The further
underscored the state’s disinterest in grassroots educational

dismantling of teacher-driven innovations
initiatives, even when apolitical in content. For example, the
Adukavanka online community—which had co-developed lesson
planning tools to foster 4C competencies and brought together over
1,000 educators—was dismantled by the authorities in 2024.

These experiences align closely with Paul’s (2014) notion of
transformative experience, encompassing both epistemic shifts
(painful insights into “what it is like” to teach under authoritarian
conditions) and personal transformations (changes in values,
identity, and professional goals). The dissonance between long-
held assumptions and the post-2020 reality represents the kind
of disorienting dilemmas described in transformative learning
theory, where emotional disruption and loss of orientation
can catalyze deep identity work and, in some cases, personal
growth (Illeris, 2013; Mezirow, 2000). For some teachers, these
pressures prompted a cautious reorientation toward personal
development or the cultivation of small peer-support networks;
for others, they resulted in withdrawal from proactive educational
efforts entirely.

Limitations

This study is based on a small and highly specific sample
of 26 participants recruited mainly through diaspora networks,
which substantially limits the generalizability of the findings.
Focus group interviews were therefore context-specific and
exploratory, as researchers in exile could not access in-service
educators, policymakers, or families inside Belarus. Moreover,
students—representing typical school environments with limited
ESD exposure—were contrasted with teachers who, due to prior
ESD collaborations, had greater familiarity with such practices.
These sample differences shaped participants’ perspectives,
but taken together they provide valuable insight into how
opportunities and constraints for ESD are perceived under
authoritarian conditions.

Implications for ESD and future research

The Belarusian case illustrates both the fragility of ESD
under authoritarian governance and the resilience of grassroots
actors. While systemic pressures have curtailed participatory
and transformative practices, local educators continued—often
discreetly—to foster sustainability competencies through adaptive,
context-specific strategies. Concepts such as functional literacy, the
4Cs (communication, critical thinking, collaboration, creativity),
and “grandchildren-oriented thinking” exemplify how global ESD
principles can be localized to reflect cultural and social realities, even
in politically constrained environments (Gruenewald, 2003; Wals,
2011).

For ESD scholarship, these findings underline the importance
of examining how transformative pedagogies operate—or are
suppressed—in contexts where governance architectures restrict
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critical engagement. They also point to the need for refining
transformative learning theories to account for conditions in
which epistemic and metacognitive shifts carry significant personal
risks and require deliberate survival strategies. Extending this
theorization would involve integrating perspectives from critical
policy discourse analysis (Hyatt, 2013; Taylor, 2004; Wodak,
2014) to capture how ideological narratives shape the space for
transformative learning.

Future research should investigate how educators navigate
such environments, how peer networks and transnational
collaborations can sustain critical competencies over time, and how
students’ transformative experiences—explored in a companion
study—intersect with these dynamics. Comparative studies across
other politically constrained contexts could further elucidate the
adaptive strategies and micro-contexts, such as “small circles,” that
enable ESD to persist despite systemic restrictions.

Conclusion

This study examined the opportunities and constraints for
engaging with sustainability in Belarusian schools before and
after the 2020 political crisis, combining critical discourse analysis
of six policy documents with interviews with educators and
students. The analysis highlights a stark contrast between state
narratives—where ESD was rhetorically linked to the SDGs
but narrowed to environmental literacy, safety awareness, and
ideological loyalty—and grassroots practices, where teachers
fostered participatory skills and context-specific competencies,
such as grandchildren-oriented thinking, through local projects
and ecological initiatives.

After 2020, these fragile openings largely closed. Four
recurring dimensions of transformative experience emerged:
politically motivated dismissals, the loss of educational spaces for
sustainability, the collapse of peer and international collaboration,
and growing ideological influence on school communities.
Educators responded with survival strategies, ranging from non-
formal online peer communities, discreet circles of support to
withdrawal from proactive engagement.

These findings underline both the fragility of ESD in
authoritarian contexts and the resilience of educators who
adapt to sustain critical learning under pressure. Supporting
such context-driven practices and exploring how transnational
collaborations might provide safe spaces for exchange remain
crucial tasks for future research.
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