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Israel's policy for education for sustainable development (ESD) is based on Government Resolution 246, taken on 14.5.2003, which states that each government ministry will draft a strategic plan for sustainable development (SD) relating to the period up to 2020, and to be updated every three years.

The ministries are requested to submit an annual report to the government.  They did so in August 2004 and November 2005.

The Ministry of Education has been asked to implement SD principles in all curricula and other activities in schools, and to make sure that the principles are known and shared by all school participants.

The Government Resolution also appointed the Director General of the Ministry of the Environment to form a task force which would include representatives of the ministries, as well as representatives of the business community, environmental and social non-governmental organizations (NGOs), local government and the academia.

The task force's function is to oversee the drafting of the strategic plans of all ministries, and to propose principles and ways of consolidating a joint strategy regarding issues relevant to more than one ministry or sector.

The Ministry of the Environment coordinates and facilitates the task force's work.  It has established a professional unit to assist in drafting the strategic plans, thereby assisting other ministries to identify common problematic inter-ministerial or intersectoral issues and to propose ways of dealing with them.

In the spirit of the implementation plan, in its action plan every ministry must include: the means of implementation, sources of funding from within its own budget, measurable goals and the target dates by which they should be met.  The plan will also include means of identifying activities incompatible with SD principles.

The task force meets on a regular monthly basis to exchange ideas, present progress updates and debate policy changes.

This approach to implementing SD can be seen as an intra-governmental bottom-up approach, where agents for change are empowered within the government to change driving forces.  This method leads to shared responsibility, as SD issues become the concern and responsibility of all government ministries.  Policy changes that are introduced internally are perceived to hold a higher chance of successful adaptation and implementation.

The different ministries (and other institutions) interpret SD in different ways, depending on their point of view.  Therefore, fifteen principles have been adopted to fit the Israeli context and serve as a common national base for SD.  These principles are the main parameters for assessing each ministry's program and, subsequently, for identifying subjects to be improved.

As a great deal of flexibility is given to the ministries to follow their abilities and enter into a dynamic process for SD, the Ministry of Education's strategy planning task force has adopted seven out of the fifteen principles which are relevant to education as its major principles for ESD, and which have been reformulated to serve the education system.

The principles are:

1. integrated resource management:  basing educational system management (as a top-down process from the ministerial level through local education authorities and governments to the school itself) on a top-down integrated system approach, taking into account the impact of educational actions on environmental, social and economic resources,

2. mainstreaming sustainable development principles into all educational action plans and policies, internalizing and implementing environmental, social and economic considerations in the decision-making system of the educational scene, i.e., curriculum planning, professional development of teachers and investments in students, "our future trust",

3. eco-efficiency: basing production provision and use of services on efficient use and conservation of resources such as energy, water, recycling and upcycling of waste, especially school waste, and promoting efficient and sustainable consumption,

4. advancing knowledge as a resource: advancing research and development with regard to teacher training and in-service training, developing life skills toward environmental and social justice and equity, developing an ethical perspective and ethical code for implementation,

5. involving the public and stakeholders: encouraging partnerships with local authorities, civil societies and the private sector in the educational advancement of SD and inviting them to take an active role,

6. integrating all curriculum subjects relating to SD in to the national core curriculum (one mandatory curriculum for all primary schools), which will eventually be the K – 12 mandatory core curriculum; ensuring that a regulatory support framework for teachers operates in all in-service training agencies so as to equip educators with the competence to include SD in their teaching; ensuring that adequate tools and materials for ESD are accessible,

7. accountability and transparency: establishing transparent assessment mechanisms as indicators for monitoring the advancement and achievement of the above listed principles.

Where are we now?

The strategy suggested by the UNECE Committee was translated into Hebrew.  Each item was discussed with members of our Ministry's strategic planning team as part of the work in progress.

The next step will be the distribution of the strategy among various other parties in the Ministry, and thereafter to representatives of the public (stakeholders, NGOs, etc.)

As already stated with regard to the first principle, in January 2004 the Ministry of Education distributed a special circular to all educational institutions in the country (K – 12 and teacher training colleges), entitled Implementation of Education for Sustainable Development in the Education System.  The circular presents benchmarks for sustainability in educational institutions, relates to education for environmental literacy at every level of education (K – 12) and provides examples of community and school sustainability projects.

Sustainable Development Week 

To further the sustainability message, the education system celebrates an annual Sustainable Development Week.  The Week, now in its third year, will take place (as in the last two years), immediately before schools break for the Easter/Passover holidays, in the early spring.

NGOs, local authorities and various organizations with an SD orientation are involved in supporting schools by launching and developing projects and activities.  

The Ministry of the Environment encourages schools to take part in a school competition, which includes activities such as preserving local natural resources (a stream or natural reserve), cleaning a nearby beach, reviving natural flora and fauna within the school vicinity, constructing feeding facilities for birds from natural materials, exhibiting sculptures and paintings made from recyclable materials, dealing with a social or economic dilemma which the school wishes to explore with the aid of the local community and other stakeholders, working with a local industry to investigate dilemmas caused by use of polluting detergents and other pollution issues, solid waste management, etc., projects aimed at preserving natural heritage and biodiversity.

A subsidy of 10,000 NIS (2,000 USD) is granted by the Ministry of the Environment to about 100 schools which enter the national competition.

Awarding schools with accreditation as green schools 

In its third year, this is a joint project of the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of the Environment, NGOs and other organizations, such as the Society for the Protection of Nature in Israel.

Eligibility for the award is based on three steps:  

· curriculum integration of SD subjects, 

· rational use of resources (such as energy consumption per student, number of facilities for paper collection and water consumption per student) and

· contribution to the community involving adopting a site project.

In the 2005 budget year, the Ministry of the Environment granted 5,000 NIS to schools seeking achieve accreditation.

About 50 schools have already joined the green schools network.

The Division for Curriculum Planning and Development has mapped all the principles of sustainability in all school subjects and curriculum areas (including special education schools) from K – 12, based on the ten principles of Agenda 21 and in accordance with the Government Request of May 2003.

Phase two of this mapping concerns devising an implementation action plan and preparing teaching materials and achievement standards.  This is an elaborate scheme calling for special budgeting.  It will be introduced to the new Israeli Minister of Education after the March 2006 elections.

The Division for Curriculum Planning and Development has completed a new syllabus for teaching environmental studies at high school levels (10th grade and up).  The syllabus includes chapters regarding SD principles.

The environmental studies syllabus prepares high school students for a matriculation examination which includes both theoretical understanding of the concepts and foundations of environmental sciences and a research project, known as ecotope, which requires field work, observation surveys and submission of a written paper.  (About one third – 200 – of all Israeli high schools offer the environmental science matriculation program; about 4,500 students took the examination by the end of the 2005 school year.)

The new syllabus is being implemented as of the current school year.

Creating a website for ESD and the principles of its implementation

This is a new initiative of the Division for Curriculum Planning and Development.  Its Director is a member of the Ministry's strategy planning team.

The website will be open to teachers and students.  It will expose them to various projects and hands-on practices, link to other websites and form a forum for sharing ideas, experience and practice.  The website will be ready for the 2006 school year.

Teacher training

A teacher training program, specifically targeted at environmental science teachers, is provided as a joint project of the Ministry of Education and Tel Aviv University.  The program is geared primarily toward high school teachers.  The Ministry is currently devising a program for in-service training, which will integrate the principles of sustainability into every basic course of in-service and pre-service training.

The Beit Berl Teacher Training College has initiated the establishment of a green college.  This initiative is in its first stage of drafting aims and principles.

The globe is in our hands

This is an annual environment education conference, now into its sixth year.  It aims at placing the subject of SD on the public agenda.  The conference is a joint venture of the Ministries of Education and the Environment, the Society for the Protection of Nature in Israel, the Heschel Center for Environment Leadership and the Karev Foundation.  The conference brings together educators, counselors and principals from the formal and informal education systems for an exchange of ideas, a social gathering and a real happening, as more than 300 individuals participate.

The same partners are responsible for yet another initiative - an annual children's conference entitled The National Young Environmentalists Conference.  The motto of these young environmental activists is "The globe is in our hands".  (As the same word is used in Hebrew for "globe" and "ball", the motto implies that both the ball and our globe are in the children's hands.)

Some 400 children take part in this event, which has taken place in the Israeli Planetarium and open spaces such as national parks and has dealt with themes such as "Democracy and the environment".

The children's conference brings together children from all sectors of the Israeli school system:  secular and religious, rural and urban dwellers, Jews and Arabs.

Preschool education for SD

The motto of preschool ESD is taken from Genesis 2:15:  "And the Lord God took the man and put him into the Garden of Eden to till it and to keep it."

It is known that the best stage for instilling behavioral patterns that will last a lifetime is the preschool level, that is, nursery and kindergarten.  At this age, children are best suited to use their sense of wonder about the world and appreciate its beauty.

The rationale for the emphasis placed on preschool environmental education is that the earlier children are involved in environmental activities, the more likely they will be to develop a deep commitment towards it as part of their value system.

Preschool environmental studies aim to help children to:

· become familiar with problems in the vicinity of the kindergarten,

· understand the link between cause and effect regarding issues such as energy waste, the consumption of water, etc., 

· take responsibility on the individual and communal level (children, parents, staff, neighbors) for long-term sustainability, 

· develop ethical judgment as to what is "allowed" or "prohibited", what is "proper" and "improper" with regard to the environment.  

One major project is taking place in the town of Rishon Lezion, where children between the ages of two to six, from 244 nurseries and kindergartens, together with their parents and representatives of the community, aim at establishing green kindergartens, from which children will grow to become self-aware citizens, committed to an SD society.

The program is very elaborate, deriving its content from the principles of Agenda 21.  I will be happy to send the program by e-mail to anyone who is interested.  
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