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Abstract  

Universities play a significant role in producing the social and economical change 

essential to achieve sustainable development. Therefore, it is vital for universities 

to integrate the principles of sustainability in all its functions including teaching, 

research and community services. This paper discusses the challenges and 

prospects of integrating sustainability education in the university curriculum.  The 

paper synthesizes the insights provided by lecturers and students from selected 

universities in Tanzania. Data were collected through interviews and documentary 

review. The key findings indicate that the selected universities in Tanzania have 

incorporated topics that promote some aspects of sustainability in their 

curriculum. However, most of the topics related to sustainability were added as a 

by the way and were not key in the courses taught at the universities. The barriers 

that universities face in implementing sustainability education includes, inter alia, 

lack of funds, lack of institutional drive and commitment and, lack of expertise on 

the part of lecturers. The argument, in this, paper is that through integration of 

sustainability education in their curriculum, universities can respond to contextual 

sustainable development challenges.  

 

Key words: Sustainability, Sustainable Development, Sustainability Education, 

Education for Sustainable Development 
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Introduction   

The current trend and patterns of climate change, coupled by increasingly 

problems of poverty, unemployment, food security, wars and violence, HIV/AIDS 

and environmental related diseases (Paden, 2007; UNEP, 2008; FAO, 2008) 

highlight the need for educational institutions including universities to full embrace 

the challenge of sustainability education to address these wicked problems 

(UNESCO, 2009).  In this paper, sustainability education is described as an 

approach to education that prepares students to engage in and work toward 

solutions for the current world situation where ecological, social and economic 

problems are the order of the day. Sustainability education challenges traditional 

modes of education and requires educational institutions to integrate new methods 

of teaching, learning and assessment (Sterling, 2001; Corcoran, 2010). Moore 

(2005) identified themes for sustainability curriculum as critical and transformative 

content, interdisciplinary learning and engaging in teaching methodology that 

encourages participatory learning experiences. This kind of education therefore, 

emphasizes the integration of the environment, economy and society-and the way 

the inter-relationships between them are configured and understood (UNESCO, 

2004). Moreover, it requires interactions between disciplines along with the 

competence to integrate, connect, confront, and reconcile multiple ways of looking 

at the world (Wals, 2002). 

 

The Role of Universities in Promoting Sustainability 

Universities have a particular interesting potential for transforming the society 

towards sustainable present and future (Cortese, 2003; Moore, 2005; Thomas, 

2009).  This is due to the fact that these institutions contribute to economic success 

and long-term development of the nations by producing qualified human capital 

that is able to adapt and generate knowledge to compete in the global knowledge 

based economy that enhances realization of Universal Sustainable Development 

Goals (USDGs) (Aichi-Nagoya Declaration, 2014). Internationally, the UN, 

UNESCO and other relevant organizations have issued declarations, seminars, 

reports and conferences on the importance of higher learning institutions to take a 

leading role in promoting sustainability. Chapter 36 of Agenda 21 (United Nations 

General Assembly, 1992), the Declaration of Thessaloniki (UNESCO, 1997), the 

Johannesburg Declaration (World Summit on Sustainable Development [WSSD], 

2002), The Future We Want (United Nations General Assembly, 2012), the Global 

Higher Education for Sustainable Partnership (GHESP), the International 

Association of Universities (IAU) and the University Leaders for Sustainable 



 Conference Proceedings: The 1st International Conference on Innovative Education and Policy Reforms for Industrial Economy in Africa 

 

118 

 

Future (USLSF) have recognized the role of higher learning institutions in 

promoting sustainability. 

 

This urgent need requires higher learning institutions to rethink their missions and 

restructure their programmes in order to support education for sustainability 

(Wright 2002; UNESCO, 2006; Nolet, 2013). As a result of this, different 

countries have adopted different approaches to implement sustainability. In the 

developed countries, many universities have engaged in sustainability through the 

greening of their campuses. Some Spanish universities engaged themselves in 

redefinition of their studies to improve the quality of graduates through what they 

called ACES (Curriculum Greening of Higher Education - acronym in Spanish) 

network project (Geli & Filho, 2006). The University of Applied Sciences in 

Germany, offer diploma in ecology and environmental protection and all students 

engage in the eco-management and audit scheme steps through practical training 

and projects (Delakowitz & Haffman, 2000). In the US for example, strategies for 

sustainability education started with the Greening the Campus movement in late 

2000s. This movement demonstrated sustainability in practice within the 

management and administration of University sites (see Wright and Elliott, 2011). 

The Greening of the Campus movement was culminated in the 2008 Higher 

Education Sustainability Act (HESA) which supports the implementation of 

sustainability initiatives on campus in the US. Other parts of the world have also 

engaged in sustainability in their campuses. In African countries, through 

Mainstreaming Environment and Sustainability in African (MESA), some 

universities have agreed on developing approaches to teaching that focus on 

sustainable development objectives, develop green universities and education 

institutions that create change they would like to see in the world (UNEP, 2006).  

 

It is clear from the foregoing observation that the reform for sustainability 

education varies between countries and across regions of the world. Some scholars 

have reported challenges to the practice of sustainability education in higher 

learning institutions. "Challenge" here is the idea that sustainability education is 

either not well known that many higher learning institutions appear to be reluctant 

and/or unable to grapple with in any systematic way. Tilbury (2013), for example, 

argues that much of sustainability education practice in higher learning institutions 

tend to engage minority groups and fail to reach the core of staff, students and 

stakeholders or influence the culture of the institutions. Tilbury suggests that, to 

make sense of this challenge, one needs to appreciate that sustainability is more a 

journey than a checklist of activities to be done and accomplished. As Torres 

(2012) has observed, the institution of education is focused on improving the 
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quality of education instead of revisiting it; increasing the numbers than the quality 

and an understanding of education as mainly or solely as schooling. 

 

Overview of Sustainability in Universities in Tanzania  

The concept of sustainability education in Tanzanian education system can be 

linked with the philosophy of education for self-reliance (ESR) (1967) where 

education was expected to equip learners with skills for work and life (Nyerere, 

1968; Ishumi & Maliyamkono, 1995). The advocacy for sustainability education in 

the philosophy of education for self-reliance (ESR) was meant that each level of 

education would provide the learners with knowledge and skills that would equip 

them with critical thinking and necessary skills to transform their social, economic 

and natural environment.  The emphasis in ESR aimed to develop high-minded 

individuals who were creative, problem solvers, and who could adapt to different 

environmental and socio-economic contexts (Nyerere, 1968). 

 

In interpreting ESR, education and teaching had to relate both theory and practice 

(Ishumi & Maliyamkono, 1995). In higher learning institutions, teaching and 

learning had to integrate practical activities that could give students opportunities 

to practice the knowledge and skills acquired in classroom.  According to Nyerere 

(1967), education was needed for socio-economic, cultural and political 

development. During this time, the focus was on the delivery of local higher 

education and the abolishment of all forms of discrimination on racial and religious 

basis in education at all levels. Other transformations included reforms in 

curriculum and instructional approaches in order to integrate theory with practical 

life skills. Thus, these changes transformed the long-lived theoretical-based 

education and enhanced students‘ critical, creative, and independent thinking 

(Ishumi, 1976). 

 

Studies revealed that there have been some initiatives in higher education in 

Tanzania to provide sustainability education. These initiatives include to re-define 

university roles, missions and functions and to review the education provisions 

(Mosha, 2006; Mushi, 2009). Some of these initiatives have resulted in the 

introduction of some courses that were not on offer in higher learning institutions 

in Tanzania. Some of these courses include environmental education, gender 

studies, HIV/AIDS education, civic education, and entrepreneurship education. All 

these initiatives aimed to enable the students cope with social, economic and 

ecological changes (UDSM, 2007).  
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It is clear from the foregoing studies that the reform for sustainability education in 

higher education in Tanzania has been effected. However, some scholars (e.g 

Shriberg, 2002; Moore, 2005) have reported challenges to the implementation of 

sustainability education in higher learning institutions. Perhaps failure to have a 

clear concept of sustainability education is the reason why we continue to see the 

increase in poverty, unemployment, food insecurity, wars and violence, HIV/AIDS 

and environmental related diseases. It is a fact that worldwide and Tanzania in 

particular, many University graduates are not critical on many social, economic 

and political issues, and many more cannot employ themselves (see Hakielimu, 

2007).  This means, education that is gained in higher learning institutions is not 

sustaining the graduates. This disjointed relationship is creating a sustainability gap 

between the global intentions stipulated in the Belgrade Charter (1975), the Tbilisi 

Declaration (1977) and the United Nations Conference on Environment and 

Development (1992) and the realities of many graduates from higher learning 

institutions in Tanzania. 

 

The gap has led to the emerging criticism that higher learning institutions in 

Tanzania as elsewhere are not effective, as a number of graduates are claimed to 

graduate without critical thinking abilities, innovative ideas or reflective minds. 

Studies conducted in Africa revealed that students finish degrees without necessary 

competencies in the labour market (Broekhuizen, 2014; Swai, 2015). This is an 

indication that sustainability education is more theoretical than practical (Dipholo 

& Biao, 2013). Other studies have shown that higher learning institutions have 

become unsustainable as they are severely lacking basic essentials needed to 

implement sustainability education (Benell & Mukyanuzi, 2005). Furthermore, 

researchers have shown an increased interest in studying higher education for the 

aim of improving the quality of education they offer (Samoff, 2007). However, 

much has not been done on the strategies that universities use to integrate 

sustainability education in the curriculum. This indicates a need to understand the 

various perceptions and experiences that exist among lecturers and students of the 

four selected universities. If the country aims to produce well educated and 

competitive society capable of producing sustainable growth and shared benefits, 

(Tanzania Vision 2025), integration of sustainability education in higher learning 

institutions should be a priority. 
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Methodology  

This study employed a qualitative research method approach. The main reason was 

choosing qualitative approach was to a deeper understanding of about the 

integration of sustainability in the university curriculum. The study of was 

conducted in four selected universities in Tanzania, two of them being public and 

the other two private universities.  A total of 27 university academic staffs were 

involved in the study. Interview was used to collect data from academic staff about 

their views on the inclusion of sustainability in the courses they teach. 

Furthermore, documents such university prospectus, strategic plans, course 

outlines and other relevant documents were reviewed to find out the extent to 

which they contain the elements of sustainability education. Data analysis was 

carried out through thematic analysis. 

 

Findings and Discussions  

The respondents considered the inclusion of sustainability education in the 

university curriculum in terms of three aspects: social, economic and 

environmental. Firstly, they perceived the inclusion of social aspects. The word 

social was used in terms of social justice where the institution promotes prospects 

irrespective of an individual‘s social background, including gender, religion, 

ethnicity, age and ability/disability. In other words, social aspect of sustainability 

education can be understood from multicultural and inclusive education. Secondly, 

the respondents perceived economic aspect in terms of offering courses that teach 

elements of economics such as social economics, environmental economics, 

political economy and the like. Thirdly, on the environmental aspect, this included 

the courses in environmental issues such as global warming, climate change, 

wildlife conservation, and the like.   

 

 Social Inclusion as Sustainability Education 

 The findings of this study show that the selected universities in Tanzania have 

incorporated topics that promote social aspects of sustainability. However, the 

extent of coverage of such topics was found to be minimal. This implied that social 

aspects related to sustainability education were not comprehensively covered by 

the selected universities. Again, this could suggest that the teaching of themes 

related to social sustainability is not a priority in universities in Tanzania. These 

findings corroborate with those from the interview schedule where the respondents 

listed topics related to environmental and economic dimensions of sustainability 

than those related to social dimension. Again, the findings observed in this study 
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mirror those of the previous studies by Filho‘s (2010) who suggests that 

sustainability has been related to environmental and economic dimensions than to 

social dimensions.  

 

Economics Aspects of Sustainability Education 

With regard to economics aspects of sustainability education, the findings of this 

study confirmed the presence of topics related to economic aspects of sustainability 

in courses and programmes offered by the selected universities. It was also found 

that the extent of inclusion of such issues were slightly above average. 

Furthermore, the findings showed that there were variations in the extent of 

coverage of such topics depending on the fields of specialization. For example, 

economic themes related to sustainability were popular in economics, geography 

and sociology. These findings partly corroborate with that of interview schedule 

and documents analysis where it was found that the selected universities offer a 

wide range of topics related to economic aspects of sustainability. These findings 

support that of study conducted by Togo (2009) in the Rhodes University which 

has also found that issues related economics were popular in business and 

economics programmes.  

 

Environmental Aspects of Sustainability Education 

With regard to environmental issues as sustainability education, the findings from 

quantitative data showed that the respondents rated the inclusion of environmental 

issues as average or slightly above average. Nevertheless, the results were varied 

across the disciplines of study with those from natural sciences rating it higher than 

those in education and social sciences. This was perhaps not surprising because, 

traditionally, environmental issues have been a concern of fields of study related to 

natural sciences than education and social sciences. The results from interview and 

documents analysis partly corroborate with quantitative results. Through interview 

and documents analysis it was found that the selected universities offer a wide 

range of course with environmental contents. It was also found that environment 

contents were incorporated in disciplines related to natural sciences, economics 

and geography than in other disciplines. This could be attributed to the fact that 

environmental issues were perceived to be related those disciplines than could be 

to other disciplines. These findings support that of Reid and Petocz (2006) and 

Kongela, 2010 as discussed in Chapter Two.   
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Barriers to Sustainability Education 

There are a number of barriers which universities in Tanzania have to overcome to 

successfully implement sustainability education. The most prominent barrier 

mentioned by academic staff and students was lack of fund. This was followed by 

lack institutional drive and commitment and, lack of expertise.  In fact, these 

barriers are predominant in most higher education institutions. These results were 

consistent with those of studies done in Canada, UK, USA and Australia that have 

also reported that higher education institutions face a number of barriers in 

implementing sustainability education (Moore, 2005; Elliot, 2015; Shriberg, 2002; 

Dawe et al., 2005; Cotton et al., 2007). For example, similar to this study, a study 

by conducted by Dawe et al in United Kingdom identified the main barriers to 

sustainability in higher education institution in UK as lack of financial resources, 

stakeholders‘ attitudes, institutional issues and government priority (Dawe et al., 

2005). From interview and documents review, the results of the barriers to 

implement sustainability education are discussed in terms of structural barriers, 

conceptual barriers and those barriers related to lack of resources. 

 

Institutional Barriers 

Similar to the findings in the previous studies such as Moore (2005) and Dawe el 

al. (2005), the findings in this category illustrated that, the Tanzanian university 

education system seems to be too rigid for it to comprehensively accommodate 

sustainability education needs. Analysis suggested that the rigidity in the structure 

of university education in Tanzania was largely due to university‘s tendency of 

organizing and offering academic courses through faculties/schools or 

departments. These disciplinary units followed structured curricula which are 

mandated by specific governing bodies and, for that reason; there were no 

flexibility in the courses/programmes to integrate sustainability issues. It was also 

found that the structure of academic disciplines have made their members respond 

differently depending on their disciplines of specialization. These implied that, 

although universities have many academic disciplines which offer multiple skills, 

the use of these disciplines in promoting sustainability education is still limited. 

 

 Conceptual Barriers 

The findings also supported the observations in the previous studies by Moore 

(2005) with regard to lack of understanding of sustainability education being one 

of the major barriers for its implementation. These studies found that lecturers in 

universities would not feel confident to teach about subject they were new to or 
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unsure of themselves. Consistent with the findings of these studies, the current 

study revealed that lecturers in the selected universities were reluctant to 

incorporate sustainability issues in their courses due to lack of understanding of the 

concept. This suggests that, in order to support universities to develop knowledge 

and skills necessary to educate for sustainability, the stakeholders need to be 

educated about the concept of sustainability education. 

  

Barriers Related to Lack of Resources 

The results - with regard to barriers related to lack of resources, supported that of 

the previous studies (such as, Wrights, 2010; Shriberg, 2002) which have shown 

that time and finances were some of the major resources that were in short supply 

in universities. Consistent with the findings of these studies, lack of financial 

resources and time were found to be the major barriers for implementation of 

sustainability education in Tanzanian universities. The results obtained from 

quantitative data analysis indicated that the two barriers were ranked as among the 

top barriers by both the academic staff and students. The findings from the 

quantitative data partly agree with the responses of the participants who took part 

in the qualitative interview. The general response expressed by the participants was 

that their institutions could not effect sustainability education due to limited time 

and financial resources.  

 

Conclusion 

The selected universities have variedly incorporated sustainability into courses or 

programmes they offer. In some instances, they are taught as module or topics in 

the existing courses and in others as an independent course or programme. 

Regarding the teaching of sustainability as topic or module in the existing courses, 

it was found that sustainability issues have been incorporated in traditional subjects 

such as geography, Biology, development studies and economics. However, this 

strategy of adding sustainability topics in the existing courses may make it less 

tailored to fit across academic disciplines. An implication is that sustainability 

education skills and attitudes are not reflected in the course objectives, but it is 

expected that students should acquire those skills by taking the add-on topic in 

sustainability. In this case the result of variations in understanding of sustainability 

education might make it difficult for sustainability education skills to be acquired.  

There were a number of barriers that limited the implementation of sustainability 

education in the selected universities. These barriers are structural; others are a 

result of lack of clear understanding of the concept among stakeholders across their 

disciplines. In addition, lack of time and financial resources impacted the 
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implementation of sustainability education in universities in Tanzania.  Therefore, 

the need for effective strategies that collaborates the institutional structures, and 

the stakeholders‘ perceptions is important. 
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