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Abstract

Sustainability and sustainable development are now centre-stage in economic,
environmental, social and educational activities around the world. However, these
are not only complex concepts, but the perspective and understanding vary in differ-
ent places, time, geographical and economic conditions. What is of particular
relevance to Bangladesh, is the importance of educating for sustainability while
emphasising values education and responses to the current realities that have result-
ed from factors, such as economic development and climate change. This is particu-
larly the case in primary education which builds the foundation for preparing
children for dealing with future challenges. This paper argues that sustainability
attitudes can be communicated by embedding folk values in primary education as a
way to communicating complex concepts and supporting the sustainable develop-
ment journey of Bangladesh which as a country has to respond to issues related to
population growth, poverty, inequality and climate change. It investigates the place
of values and wisdom from the country’s rich folklore as a tool in formal and
non-formal primary education in Bangladesh to encourage a holistic approach to
sustainability which looks at the needs of people within the boundaries of the
natural environment.

Keywords: Bangladesh, Challenges, Folk Values, Primary Education, Sustainability,
Unsustainability.

Introduction

Sustainability is a living and dynamic concept which describes a state of
fulfilment of the planet’s ecosystems in a way that allows for well-being of the
human population. Unsustainability can be recognized as a depleting or failing
sustainability. Both sustainability and unsustainability, can be applied to bio-physi-
cal entities such as soil, water and biodiversity, as well as to non-physical aspects,
such as education, health, equity and politics. The tradition of Bangladesh has inher-
ently adopted a balance between natural resources and human needs (Hossain,
1995; 2001), however more recently under the impacts of globalization the culture in
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the country has changed towards unsustainability by promoting only the material-
istic well-being of its people. In the cultural and geo-environmental contexts of
Bangladesh, sustainability refers sustainable management of land, water and other
natural resources which is essential for basic physical needs in people’s life (such as
food, shelter and clothing), as well as upkeeping the cultural integrity that required
their spiritual health to live meaningful lives and uphold the sustainability of natu-
ral resources.

Despite opinions that there is a difference between sustainability (e.g. the
outcome of sustainable development) and sustainable development (e.g. the
process leading to sustainability), these two terms are most commonly used inter-
changeably (e.g. Holden et al., 2014) as they entail the same dimensions and have
similar implications for policy making, practitioners and educators. At a global
level, there have been many ways of conceptualising sustainability as a develop-
ment process within the boundary limits of the planet. The first and most-quoted
definition of sustainability as a process is from the Brundtland Commission’s report
‘Our Common Future” (WCED, 1987, p. 43). As a boundary concept, sustainability
emerged even earlier with the 1972 “Limits to Growth’ report by the Club of Rome
(Meadows et al., 1972) which discussed the planetary constraints compared to expo-
nential economic and population growth. More recently the ecological and social
dimensions were put together within the “doughnut model” (Raworth, 2017) which
combines nine planetary boundaries (climate change, ocean acidification, chemical
pollution, nitrogen and phosphorus loading, freshwater withdrawal, land conver-
sion, biodiversity loss, ozone layer depletion and air pollution) and 12 social
footings (water, food, health, education, income and work, peace and justice, politi-
cal voice, social equity, gender equality, housing, networks and energy).

The world through the United Nations has responded to these concepts
with practical approaches. They include the 2000-2015 Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs), 2005-2014 Decade of Education for Sustainable Development and
2016-2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) or Agenda 2030. Sustainability,
including education for sustainability, is now one of the most important agendas to
across the world maintain peace and allow for a development that integrates envi-
ronmental and social priorities. However, there is still a fundamental gap in devel-
oping pro-sustainability attitudes, practices and habits (Linder et al., 2022). The
issue of human values is pivotal in the quest for solutions. Modernisation and
industrialisation have been associated with a shift away from traditional human
values which were perceived as hampering development (Tipps, 1976; Mensah,
2019). On the other hand, people are at the core of sustainable development and
their knowledge, skills and values can encourage conservation and regeneration of
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the natural environment as well as influence what production methods are accept-
able (Mensah, 2019).

Education can influence people in developing knowledge, skills and
behaviours, and for this purpose, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) has asserted the importance of re-orienting
education for sustainability to be value-laden (Rhaman, 2011). Education that
fosters values and attitudes and synergistically inspires students towards pro-sus-
tainability behaviour building can instigate related sustainability practices. Differ-
ent countries of the world, based on their geographical location, socio-economic,
political and cultural context, are taking appropriate steps to determine the appro-
priate education systems and educational tools that can encourage sustainability.
The challenges they face differ. There is no country in the world yet that has man-
aged to achieve social prosperity and good life without transgressing the planetary
boundaries (O’Neill et al., 2018). Countries are also differently affected by unsus-
tainability.

Despite the small contribution to the global ecological footprint, Bangla-
desh is one of the biggest victims of the problems caused by industrialised wealthy
countries. In fact, Bangladesh has not yet transgressed the country’s biophysical
boundaries (O'Neill et al., 2018) despite making significant economic and social
progress and since 2015 becoming a low middle-income economy (World Bank,
2022a). Bangladesh can follow along the route of abandoning traditional values and
replacing them with modern attitudes that leads towards exceeding the planetary
boundaries or can aspire for a different model of development where social thresh-
olds are achieved without compromising ecological health. We have attempted to
explore the sustainability challenges that Bangladesh is dealing with from a differ-
ent perspective by examining the need for an approach in primary education that
motivates children to develop pro-sustainability attitudes by instilling folk values
into their daily-life practices.

Materials and Methods

The study is based on a review of literature and practical experience
combined with critical reflection. As a research method, the aim of critical reflection
is to learn from experience with the explicit task to improve professional practice
(Fook, 2011), such as primary education. Educating for sustainability provides the
context, theoretical perspective and transdisciplinary approach to translate theory
into practice by drawing on non-established ideas and breaking away from existing
assumptions, restrictions and philosophies (Meyer and Lemaire, 2018). This is
where critical reflection and other similar concepts used in qualitative research,
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such as reflectivity, reflexivity and reflective practice (Fook, 2011), can assist. Reflec-
tive practices in research allow the researcher to be aware of their thoughts and the
learnings that emerge from the analysis while reflexivity and critical reflection
consider how these insights can influence the broader context of professional prac-
tices (Kallos, 2021).

Research in sustainability and educating for sustainability require such a
critical-reflection approach in order to improve current practices. Moreover, for
primary teachers to be not mere technicians in delivering basic literacy and numera-
cy skills, they also need to embrace reflectivity and engage in a deep way (Mortari,
2015) in the process of building sustainability values. This requires them to under-
stand sustainable development as a complex journey with a range of interdepen-
dent dimensions as well as the specifics of Bangladesh and the wealth of opportuni-
ties that the country’s folklore offers in building up sustainability values. These
issues are further analysed in the remainder of the paper.

Sustainability and Sustainable Development as a Complex Journey

At the core of sustainability is integration of environmental and social prior-
ities within an economic framework that often takes precedence over the other two
sets of considerations. There have been numerous voices that humanity - that is,
individuals, communities, economies, societies and cultures, is embedded in the
planet’s biosphere, on which it depends but which it also shapes (Folke et al, 2016).
Using the case of protecting the global oceans, Pretlove and Blasiak (2018) argue
that the health of the biosphere is the pre-condition for addressing societal issues
and any economic development should improve people’s lives without causing
environmental degradation. In other words, there is a clear hierarchy with the natu-
ral environment representing the foundations for social development which in turn
is the basis for economic prosperity (see Figure 1). Although complex, these three
concepts can be easily conveyed at a primary school level using simple toys. What
is more difficult to convey are the limits of the three rings (see Figure 1), and particu-
larly that on the top, that is, the economy. While the biosphere is determined by the
boundaries of the planet and society by the population numbers, the economy
needs to be contained and justified in order not to transgress the other two rings. In
fact, exactly such transgression has been happening in the wealthier countries
contributing to climate change, social injustice and the overall planetary unsustain-
ability. Let’s now look closer in how to convey the concept of Sustainable Develop-
ment.
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Figure 1. The interconnectedness between the three aspects of sustainability

Definition

The definition of sustainable development by the Brundtland Commission (WCED,
1987, p. 43) report ‘Our Common Future’ is: “a development that meets the needs of
the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs.” The concept of ‘needs’ in particular is essential in this definition. It
includes the needs of the world’s poor, to which overriding priority should be
given. In addition, there is also the idea of limitations imposed by the state of
technology and social organisation represented through the notion of ability to meet
present and future needs. There is complexity right from the original definition of
sustainable development. For instance:

1.

Interpretations can vary across different economic and social development in
countries (developed or developing, market-oriented or centrally planned);
There can be conflict between “physical sustainability” or the biophysical world
and the “social-political setting’ or the level of society, particularly when logical-
ly the concept is extended to equity between generations;

The discrepancy within a generation with potential divergence between the
basic needs of the vast numbers of people around the globe and their aspira-
tions for an improved quality of life and those who are wealthier and have
access to larger resources. Thus, poverty and inequity are present prone to
ecological, social and other crises;

The perceived needs are socially and culturally determined. Thus ‘consump-
tion” is not clear in regard to long-term sustainability as ‘living standards’ do
not have any “set parameters” within countries, societies and communities;
Sustainable development requires economic growth which may compromise
the non-exploitation of others. In fact, ‘growth’ itself is not enough if it fails to
meet the essential needs of people;
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6. Few immediate problems can be solved by technological developments but
often lead to even greater challenges. Large sections of society may be marginal-
ized by ill-considered development.

Therefore, it appears that the economic dimension was missing from the
Commission’s definition (Spangenberg, 2016). Spangenberg (2016) also stresses that
the complexities of the three systems, namely biosphere, society and economy, is
tremendous and beyond the analytical capabilities of current economic theories and
models. This requires attention to be given on the interlinkages and systems co-evo-
lution. Whilst the theoretical status of sustainable development has remained a
polemical and passionate area of research, some have argued that sustainability is
not something to be defined but to be declared as an ethical guiding principle
(Trisoglio, 1996). Since the 1980s, our understanding of sustainability continues to
evolve as do the critiques of the concept for being vague, challenging and multifac-
eted (Agbedahin, 2019).

Despite the lack of a “unified theoretical definition” (Trisoglio, 1996, p. 23),
the four original primary dimensions of sustainability as outlined by the Brundt-
land Commission, namely: safeguarding long-term ecological sustainability, satis-
fying basic human needs, promoting inter- and intragenerational equity, continue
to be valid (Holden et al., 2014). This remains a point of agreement among the
plurality of views expressed by businesses, governments, international bodies,
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), environmental groups and educators. So
far, no country has managed to achieve sustainability when these four dimensions
are analysed (Holden et al., 2014) and the SDGs with 169 explicit targets are concen-
trating the efforts across of the global community towards positive transformation.
This requires collaboration and contribution from all stakeholders across society at
a global, national and local level.

Stakeholders

Since 2000s, peace and partnerships for sustainability emerged as a new
lens that defines the sustainability agenda (Sachs, 2012; UN 2015). Rahman (2011)
explains that in terms of governance, it is a challenge to make any particular institu-
tion administratively responsible for this transformational agenda; instead, sustain-
ability should permeate across all sectors and government structures as there is a
need for fast changes that humanity has never experienced before under the current
pressures of climate change, global poverty and other manifestation of unsustain-
able development. This is why it is important to identify the stakeholders and create
meaningful and effective partnerships underpinned by the dimensions and values
that define sustainable development. Education has a vital role to play in empower
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ing people of all ages, and particularly young children, to take responsibility in
creating a sustainable future (Agbedahin, 2019). Interestingly enough, education for
sustainability so far has not been shaped by the pedagogical community but rather
initiated by people, be it by well-intended policy-makers and other stakeholders,
from outside the educational sector (Agbedahin, 2019).

Despite the lack of uniformity and agreement about its theoretical defini-
tion, Rahman (2011) believes, sustainability is a concept that ordinary people can
easily understand. Moreover, it has a different meaning depending on their
geographical, social or political context. The term itself is complicated representing
a western concept to which non-westerns relate differently, mainly because their
resilience is high, and they are more attuned to the natural environment. The global
education for sustainability agenda has many universally applicable aspects but it
needs to be grounded in the specifics of each locality and creatively use the available
resources and tools, including those that people have used traditionally for millen-
nia to support life. Most importantly it needs to make sense and be understood by

the local people.
Comprehension

Defining sustainability in different realms is making it complex to be under-
stood by the mass people and children in particular. While sustainability has come
to be associated with the protection of biodiversity in biology, in economics, it is
advanced by those who favour accounting for natural resources. In sociology, it
involves environmental justice and in planning, the process of urban revitalization.
In environmental ethics, sustainability means preservation, conversation or sustain-
able use of natural resources. The principles associated with sustainability, such as
the futurity principle or the precautionary principle (Basiago, 1995), are also inter-
preted differently depending on contexts, perceptions, priorities and change with
the course of time. While the wealthier countries are researching and producing
new theories about biodiversity, forests, sea levels, renewable energy, global warm-
ing, climate change, human lives in countries, such as Bangladesh, Syria or Pales-
tine, have become most vulnerable and the futurity and precautionary principles
have less relevance compared to current risks.

Leading businesses, NGOs and academics are now referring to ‘mega
forces’, such as population growth, globalisation and new work patterns (Kubik,
2012), and ‘megatrends’, such as the human dimension, geopolitical shifts and
digitalisation (CSIRO, 2022), that influence sustainability in a way which is not fully
understood. Often long-term consequences are ignored in favour of fixing one issue
in a system that doesn’t work (Holland & Wielgus, 2013). For example, building a
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school in a developing country does not necessarily lead to more educated children.
Teachers are also needed, which means teachers’ training. We need books and
computers, which means transport and logistics. The children must be able to get to
the classroom safely and their parents need to be well-off enough to send them to
school instead of having them work. Children also need to be well-nourished to be
able to concentrate. People are at the core of the notion of sustainability. This
includes not simply ensuring that they are fed and kept in good health but that they
lead purposeful and productive lives.

Demography

More than half of the world’s population since 2007 has lived in urban
centres. It is estimated that in 2018, 55% of the world’s population resides in urban
areas and this share will reach 68% by 2050 compared to 30% in 1950 (UN, 2018).
Urban population is not uniform around the globe and increasing urbanization will
affect differently various parts of the world. Urbanization creates new jobs and
opportunities for millions of people and has contributed to poverty eradication
worldwide. At the same time, rapid urbanization adds pressure to the resource base
and increases demand for energy, water and sanitation, as well as for public
services, education and health care. Asia and Africa are the two continents where
90% of the expected growth in urban population will occur (UN, 2018). Yet most
“governments in these two continents seem woefully unprepared for the challenges
they will face in providing their urban citizens with the basic services and security
from poverty, environmental degradation, and crime” (Siddiqui et al., 2016, p. 1). A
vast infrastructure of roads, housing, public transport, power plants, manufactur-
ing, municipal waste collection and public open spaces will be needed for the new
urban dwellers, including those residing in informal settlements. In 2018, it is
estimated that 1 billion people across the globe live in slums and informal settle-
ments with 80% of them in Asia and sub-Saharan Africa (UN DESA, 2022). Urban
areas are seen as manifestation of a modern lifestyle in which traditional cultural
values are gradually fading and replaced with consumerism and marketplace
behaviours (Arnould& Thompson, 2005). From culture bearers, people become
consumers in a society where individualism prevails over community life. This
trend of increasing population poses many challenges which include growing
inequality, concerns about safety and security, rising crime associated with social
tensions and disparities, as well as health issues with air, water and land pollution
and other environmental risks.

While carbon emissions due to fossil fuels are contributing to climate
change, they also are linked to providing comfortable living in the city with the use
of electricity in employment, transport, food preparation, air conditioning and
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recreation. Communicating effectively about a topic like climate change can be
complex, confusing, uncertain, sometimes overwhelming, often emotionally and
politically loaded and overall challenging (APS, 2019). Food is another challenge for
the world’s population with over 800 million people going to bed hungry and more
than a billion being overweight and obese (Marinova & Bogueva, 2022). It is also
estimated that 32% of the total food produced globally is wasted (UN DESA, 2013,
p. xii). Furthermore, livestock is consuming a staggering 50% of all grains grown in
the world (Sansoucy, 1995) with this figure being even higher at 56% in Europe
(Greenpeace, 2020), meaning that industrially raised, grained animals are compet-
ing directly with hungry human beings for food. Therefore, the quest for sustainable
food production is also highly complex, multifaceted and site-specific with no
one-size-fits-all solutions (ICSSL, 2016). It also needs to be communicated in a way
that conveys these complexities.

Sustainable urbanisation is key to sustainability. To ensure that no one is
left behind, urban growth needs to help maximise the benefits of population
agglomeration while minimising adverse effects on the environment and providing
infrastructure, food, education and services for all, including the poor, socially weak
and vulnerable groups (UN, 2018).

Social

Social inequality, insecurity, and inadequate health and education services
in developing or underdeveloped countries persist while the western world is
struggling with providing more efficient public service. Even if global income
inequality has receded slightly in recent years, inequalities within many countries
have been rising (UN, n.d.). Still, the affluent 20% of the global population continue
to consume 80% of the world’s resources, such as water and land (Christian Aid,
2012). Since 1995, the top 1% of the world’s richest people have captured 20 times
more global wealth than the bottom 50% of humanity (Oxfam, 2021). Left unad-
dressed, these inequalities threaten sustainable development prospects in multiple
ways.

According to Raphaely (2012), the economic aspect of development is
embedded in the social and environmental conditions and can only be secondary to
efforts of individual empowerment for sustainability. Education can contribute
towards such individual empowerment for sustainability which needs to start from
the very first years at school.

Within the complexity of sustainability, there are threats and theories but
not that many solutions, plans and options. We are chasing after the effects rather
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than stopping the causes; we are discussing and debating the consequences rather
than finding the solutions. Education offers the opportunity to counteract unsus-
tainability. However, there is neither any specific global solution nor is it possible to
find one. Every nation and region must find not only specific solutions to deal with
climate change and any other issues dealing with sustainability, but also ways to
communicate them and develop the required level of comprehension. Common
people might think it's too much to know. People who are living with $1 or less a
day can’t ever think of renewable energy or solar panels. Thus, sustainability has
always been complexed for millions of inhabitants of the earth! The challenges,
solutions and opportunities vary from place to place and Bangladesh is no excep-
tion.

Challenges for Bangladesh

In the geo-environmental and cultural contexts of Bangladesh, sustainabili-
ty means sustainable management of land and water-based natural resources as
well as cultural integrity. This obligation is stipulated in Article 18A of the Constitu-
tion of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh, added in 2011, as follows: “The state
shall endeavour to protect and improve the environment and to preserve and
safeguard the natural resources, biodiversity, wetlands, forests and wildlife for the
present and future citizens” (Laws of Bangladesh, 2019, para. 1). Despite some
successes in sustainable development initiatives in recent years, Bangladesh has yet
to stretch the threshold in many areas. A full litany is beyond the scope of this paper
and several challenges were identified for discussion to characterize the scale and
seriousness of what Bangladesh is facing distinctively from the rest of the world and
what measures should be taken.

Population

With 170 million population (1278 people/km?2), Bangladesh is sitting as
the 10th most densely populated country in 2021 (UN Population Division, 2022)
and its environmental and ecological balance is under severe threat due to the
over-exploitation of natural resources, deforestation, degradation, and habitat loss.
Adding 700,000 Rohingya refugees who fled from Myanmar in 2017 (reaching later
850,000) has made these challenges more pressing for the environment, food securi-
ty, law and order situation. Around 4,300 acres of hills and forests were cut down to
make way for temporary shelters and 198 acres out of a total of 375 acres of natural
forest land was invaded and around 3,000 to 4,000 acres of hilly land has been
cleared of vegetation. From the remaining forest and jungles in Ukhia and Teknaf of
Cox’s Bazar, 6,800 tonnes of fuelwood are being collected each month (Uddin, 2018).
Conversely, greenhouse gas emissions from human activities in 2020 were about 35
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billion tonnes (t) of CO2 equivalent (CO2e), which equates to 4.47 t of CO2e per
person, the highest per capita annual emissions being from oil-rich countries, such
as Qatar at 37.02 t, Australia at 15.37 t, USA at 14.24 t, Canada at 14.2 t, and Europe
at 6.61 t (Ritchie et al., 2020), being less densely populated countries. Bangladesh
contributed 93 million t of CO2e in 2020 compared to 392 million by Australia,
representing only 0.56 t of CO2e per person and making it one of the least polluting
countries in the world (Ritchie et al., 2020). The largest geographical populations of
China and India contributed 7.41 t and 1.77 t per person, respectively (Ritchie et al.,
2020). In addition, the accumulated historical emissions per person per year over the
period 1750-2020 show that US contributed 24.56% compared to 13.89% by China,
3.21% by India and only 0.09% by Bangladesh (Ritchie et al., 2020). These widely
differing statistics raise ethical questions about the responsibility for reducing emis-
sions and consequences from climate change. It also feeds into the challenges associ-
ated with the much higher rate of pollution to be generated by fast-industrialising
nations like China and India in the short-term future. Challenges in providing
necessities like energy, food and water, and essentials like health care and educa-
tion, are related directly to population size in Bangladesh in the absence of neces-
sary qualified personnel, institutional capacity, lack of awareness and education as
well as extreme poverty making any law enforcement difficult in the country’s
setup.

Poverty

The lack of a minimum nutritionally adequate diet plus essential non-food
requirements being not affordable (Townsend, 1993, p. 9) is the most obvious mani-
festation of poverty. It may be caused by social norms associated with the use and
distribution of available resources, lack of social safety nets, political turmoil, civil
unrest or war conflicts but it could also be the outcome of natural phenomena,
including droughts, floods, fires, earthquakes, hurricanes and other extreme weath-
er events and geographic phenomena. Both groups of factors - social and natural,
are creating poverty in Bangladesh. Brammer (1997), for example, explains that soil
or land erosion due to river migration causes poverty to hundreds of thousands of
families in the Char (bar) lands of Bangladesh. This is in addition to the inherent and
difficult to address poverty characteristics that exist in Bangladesh - the needy,
beggars, mystics and landless poor (Hossain, 2001). Hossain (2001) also gives anoth-
er example - the neo-poverty generated through foreign aid which forces rural
people to take loans that they cannot repay.

In 2018, 22 million people lived below the international poverty line of
US$1.90 per day in Bangladesh (World Bank, 2018). Urban slum population is
estimated at 28 million or 47% of total urban population (World Bank, 2022b). A
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large number of poor people depend on agriculture and meeting the basic demands
of life is their major survival and resilience concern. The Green Revolution of the
1970s was an attempt of the West to assist in poverty alleviation in Bangladesh
which had very mixed results and serious environmental consequences (Shiva,
2015).

Despite of 20.5% of its population living below the national poverty line of
US$5.50 per day in 2019 (Asian Development Bank, 2022), Bangladesh has a very
positive outlook at the world and its country. Its economic progress, human capaci-
ty building and resilience reduction have been extraordinary (World Bank, 2018).
Between 2016 and 2019, the share of population living below the international
poverty line of US$1.90 per day decreased from 14.8% (World Bank, 2020) to 4% for
those who are employed (Asian Development Bank, 2022). In 2021, Bangladesh
achieved a 6.9% GDP growth (World Bank, 2022a). Even amidst the global challeng-
es of the COVID-19 pandemic, Bangladesh moved up in the World Happiness
Report 2022 to 94th place (from 101st in 2021) out of 146 countries (World Happiness
Report, 2022).

Climate change

Bangladesh is one of the most vulnerable countries in the world when it
comes to natural disasters whose frequency has increased in recent years due to
climate change (BBS, 2022). The impact on households has increased close to tenfold
during 2015-2020 compared to 2009-2014 with flooding being the biggest contribut-
ing factor (BBS, 2022). According to the 2021 Global Climate Risk Index (Eckstein et
al., 2021), Bangladesh as the world’s 7th most vulnerable country to extreme climate
events, 9th in annual fatalities, 37th in fatalities per 100,000 inhabitants, 13th in
losses and 37th in losses per unit GDP with 185 disaster events between 2000-2019.
This is despite Bangladesh having a negligible impact on greenhouse gas emissions
and a very low ecological footprint (Harmeling & Eckstein, 2013). The historic
responsibility for global warming through carbon emissions and the resulting
change in climate lies with the industrialized nations making Bangladesh one of the
most vulnerable countries in the world (Carbon Brief, 2021). Indeed, the rich biodi-
versity of Bangladesh is under threat from climate change as well as from pollution,
deforestation, river erosion, loss of soil fertility and land degradation.

In response to its vulnerability, Bangladesh is one of the first countries to
develop a National Adaptation Plan of Action (NAPA) in 2005 for addressing
climate change through a consultative process among government organisations,
NGOs, civil society, academia, professional bodies, private sector, research organi-
zations, thinktanks and development partners. It is also the first country in the
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world to adopt a Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan (BCCSAP) in July 2009.
Bangladesh has largely focused on adaptation (Pielke, 1998) and mitigation to an
extent, committed to a low carbon development path endorsing a ‘green develop-
ment’ concept that promotes a ‘green economy’ and provides ‘green jobs” in the
future. However, this must be in the context of Bangladesh’s priorities for accelerat-
ing economic growth, poverty reduction, social emancipation and sustainable
development. Bangladesh is now committed to achieving the SDGs. Any green
development initiatives must be homegrown and country-driven, and externally
imposed conditions are not acceptable. The 2030 Agenda requires a massive change
in behaviours, decision making and pro-sustainability attitudes of the country’s
children, who will be left with the future earth.

Degradation of Traditional Values

With economic development and urbanisation, there has been a decline in
traditional values (Tasnim, 2021). Education has not been able to preserve and
encourage the aged-long heritage of social and traditional values of respecting
others, living a simple life and serving others. This is causing a failure in social,
economic and environmental sustainability. The situation also has complex histori-
cal roots. During the 1971 liberation war with Pakistan, many prominent meritori-
ous people were killed leaving the new nation drained of intellectuals and talent.
All governments formed after 1971 undervalued the education sector which was not
prioritised and sacrificed in political duels.

There is a popular saying that destroying a nation does not require the use
of atomic bombs or long-range missiles. It requires weakening the quality of educa-
tion and allowing cheating during examinations by students seeking better grades.
The results are patients dying from the hands of doctors, buildings collapsing at the
hands of engineers, money being lost at the hands of economists and accountants,
justice being lost at the hands of lawyers and judges, governance being lost at the
hands of policy makers and legislators. Moral education emerges as a way to
preserve and resurrect cultural and social values. The education system should
carry human values and plans of actions, particularly as we face the challenges of
sustainable development.

One of the reasons for the declining education system of Bangladesh is that
the sector is entirely politically dominated. From teachers to students, officials and
employees, everyone is directly involved in or influenced by politics in one way or
another. There are some recognized and tested methods for destroying a nation and
they begin with destroying its education system. In the aspiration for high grades,
children have learned and have been allowed to be unethical. Obsession with secur
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ing first place in the class or scoring a perfect grade points average (GPA) of 5 causes
mental stress with pressure from parents and peers.The tendency to committing
suicide among children has never been so high, 70 cases from January to April 2018
(Dhaka Tribune, 2017 & 2018). Whilst children are forced to be obsessed with excel-
lence in literacy and numeracy, we forget to sow the seeds of harmony, sense of
responsibility and stewardships towards self, society and the earth. Without a
balance between academic success and moral values, economic success will come at
the expense of transgressing the planetary boundaries. If Bangladesh is to repeat the
pitfalls of other nations, this would come at a very high cost because of its vulnera-
bility. The problem is very complex and needs to be approached from a variety of
ways. What we argue is that the sustainability journey of Bangladesh needs to be
supported from the very start of the formal educational process through embedding
traditional folk values and wisdom.

Folk Values in Primary Education

Gandhi once said, “Earth has enough to meet everyone’s need, but not
everyone’s greed” (Misra, 2007, p. 352). It is important to build stewardship in
young children at the primary level of education to be more eco-friendly and that by
following sustainable living guidelines, they can reduce the effects of climate
change, pollution and other environmental factors that harm our health and the
environment. This stewardship can be introduced and instilled in them through the
school curriculum as well as through informal education or after school
programmes. Showcasing traditional practices and values would be a good way to
live sustainably.

Education is the prerequisite to any sustainable development and when a
country designs its transition plan, priority should be given to the development of
primary education. According to data from Macrotrends (2022), Bangladesh has
had a very significant trend of a declining education budget during 1980-2022. This
compromises the ability of children to take the country forward and how we are
educating them will determine whether the progress is towards development or
destruction. Values education is part of the sustainability journey and responding to
any types of disasters - in the form of floods, cyclones, tsunamis, earthquakes or
molten lava as well as the world’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Folklore has been used as a tool to inculcate morals and values in children
across the time in every nation. Much of folklore has been created especially for
children to serve them from birth (Jaffro, 2003). ‘Folklore” has been translated as “the
wisdom of a nation” (Mailybaeva, 2015) and reflects the nation’s morals and man-
ners, people’s lifestyle, knowledge of life, nature, cults and beliefs. All genres of
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folklore, such as fairy tales, legends, epics and shezhire were widely used as
techniques in children’s education (Hartwick & Brannigan, 2008) considering the
level of development of imagination, mentality, and the use of visual techniques
combined with imaginative, expressive language. Bangladesh inherently possesses
the enormous treasure of folk genres considered a source of sustainability wisdom
and a ‘code of life’. The values generated from those folk genres can be used as a
powerful tool to explore effective and practical ways of cultural expressions of
traditional folklore that can be maintained, with their wisdom transmitted through
education to create citizens who are personally honest, modest, and healthy;
economically solvent and self-reliant; socially respectable and kind to nature.

Primary education needs to apply lessons of how we learn from the stock of
local knowledge to build spirituality for resilience under all circumstances, includ-
ing the impacts of climate change. The curriculum of the conventional educational
systems has reasonably failed to address social, economic and ecological sustain-
ability and the lack of appropriate tools and pedagogical approaches is one of the
reasons. Using examples from the traditional and available practices, the values for
sustainability need to be addressed and acquired for them to become mainstream
culture. Acquisition of certain values can influence attitudes and therefore can
promote practices towards a more sustainable way of life. Thus, it is not possible to
achieve a transition towards sustainability without sustainability education being
values-based, for this helps develop the spirit of environmentalism valuing local
traditions, knowledge, and culture; and access to appropriate technologies to live
sustainably. To do this, sustainability in education needs to be in an acceptable
format, such as folk tales, poems and songs, at an early stage.

Conclusion

Bangladesh’s strong track record in economic growth in the last decade was
also accompanied by the achievement of the MDGs. This country is also committed
to achieving the SDGs and becoming an upper middle-income country by 2031
(World Bank, 2022a). These impressive achievements need to be supported by a
different model of development where traditional folk values continue to guide the
Bangladeshi people’s habits and practices. The analysis presented in this study
shows that this should start from primary education where there are ample oppor-
tunities to bring folk stories, songs and proverbs in building pro-sustainability
attitudes.

Education can be the most powerful and transformative force (Agbedahin,
2019), but it can also fail the huge expectations put on it by other sectors of society.

A dry scientific curriculum may convey the right ideas but not engage properly
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with the minds and hearts of the learners. This is even more important at a primary
level of education. Primary school teachers can enrich their way of communicating
the complex sustainability values by drawing on powerful folk stories, proverbs,
songs and other texts to create a vision for a better world but also a moral compass
how this can be achieved.

Bangladesh is one of the prime stakeholders to implement and achieve the
UN Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. Climate change, sustainable consump-
tion, self-reliant lifestyle and value education are considered vital in the sustainabil-
ity journey. For the achievement of these goals, the reinforcement of traditional
knowledge, values and lifestyles through primary education can play a key role.
Almost all obstacles or challenges for sustainable development identified so far
have direct human involvement. In the same way, the solution to them is largely up
to the people. A new vision for education, one that seeks to empower people to
assume responsibility for creating a sustainable future, can be built on the basis of
the knowledge and wisdom created be those from whom we have inherited the
world.

An informal/social education and formal/classroom education based on
folk heritage can convey values, such as respect for nature and ecological steward-
ship for the young pupils. The ultimate desirable outcomes are to prepare the future
generation as individually consumption conscious, socially responsible, economi-
cally self-reliant, and respectful to nature (naturalism). Sustainability can then be
reinstated within the timespan of achieving the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs).
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