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1 Context  

The European Union (EU) has set ambitious targets through its Union of Skills1 strategy, 

reflecting its aim to strengthen competitiveness and social cohesion in a rapidly changing 

geopolitical context. Research and innovation are core drivers of the EU’s position, but 

without a skilled workforce to implement new ideas, innovation cannot reach its full 

potential.  

 

Skills development is therefore critical. Not only for competitiveness but also for 

delivering on the EU’s ambition to become the first carbon-neutral continent by 2050. In 

this context, Vocational Education and Training (VET), including initial (IVET) and 

continuing (CVET) pathways, plays a vital role in equipping Europe’s workforce with the 

skills needed for green transitions. Vocational Education and Training (VET) thus becomes 

a catalyst for change, and in order to truly drive forward the green transition, the quality 

of green education must be continuously monitored and interventions must be evaluated.  

 

As it stands, in the Netherlands, most VET institutes are working on integrating 

sustainability in their operations and education. For example, by following the Whole 

School Approach (WSA)2. In doing so, interventions have been developed and 

implemented at the institutional level, and national fora for cooperation and 

benchmarking progress have been set up, such as the SustainaBul MBO3. However, the 

implementation of green competences in the curricula and interventions on programme 

level are less developed. Most programmes are still in a start-up phase, where 

sustainability interventions occur ad-hoc and are dependent on early adopters. While such 

ad-hoc interventions do drive noticeable progress, effective monitoring of what works, 

and why, remains a challenge. Hence, considering the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA)4 quality 

assurance cycle, little attention is paid to the ‘Check’ and ‘Act’ phases.  

 

This research project explored which green education frameworks (such as GreenComp5) 

are implemented in Dutch VET institutions and how the implementation and quality of 

these frameworks is being monitored. Hence, it will examine which quality criteria and 

indicators6 are currently used, how they are monitored and evaluated, and what support 

teacher teams need to successfully implement sustainability and green competences in 

the curricula. Outcomes of this research project are useful for sustainability coordinators, 

teacher teams (including team coordinators) and quality assurance staff working on the 

integration of sustainability in VET.  

 
1 European Union. Union of skills: https://commission.europa.eu/topics/eu-competitiveness/union-skills_en  
2 Whole School Approach (WSA): https://wholeschoolapproach.lerenvoormorgen.org/ 
3 SustainaBul MBO: https://mbo.sustainabul.com/ 
4 EQAVET quality assurance cycle 

 
5 GreenComp: the European sustainability competence framework: https://joint-research-

centre.ec.europa.eu/greencomp-european-sustainability-competence-framework_en 
6 Quality criteria refer to the basic standards or conditions that educational quality must meet. These criteria guide 

the quality assurance process and help determine what is considered ‘good’ in vocational education and training. 

Quality indicators are measurable data that indicate the performance and effectiveness of educational processes 

and outcomes. They help to monitor and evaluate progress and compliance with the criteria. 
 

https://commission.europa.eu/topics/eu-competitiveness/union-skills_en
https://wholeschoolapproach.lerenvoormorgen.org/
https://mbo.sustainabul.com/
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/skills-and-qualifications/working-together/eqavet-european-quality-assurance-vocational-education-and-training/about-eqavet/eqavet-quality-assurance-cycle_en#:~:text=At%20both%20the%20system%20and,Act)%2C%20as%20shown%20above.
https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/greencomp-european-sustainability-competence-framework_en
https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/greencomp-european-sustainability-competence-framework_en
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To this end, NCP EQAVET has applied an action research approach. The gained insights 

inform practical improvements and are shared with Dutch stakeholders through a 

dedicated dissemination event (on 12 February 2026). The action research approach is 

beneficial to explore what support teachers and teaching teams need in order to 

successfully implement sustainability and green competences in their curriculum, monitor 

them, and foster a reflexive quality assurance system. 

 

Overall, the aim of this research is to explore how the implementation of green 

competences is assured in Dutch VET. While doing so, we answer the following research 

questions: 

1. Wat green competences and sustainability frameworks exist and are used in Dutch 

VET? 

2. What quality criteria and indicators are currently used to monitor the implementation 

of green competences and sustainability frameworks in Dutch VET? 

3. How are these indicators monitored and how is the effectiveness of interventions 

evaluated? 

4. What do teacher teams need (in terms of skills, and support) to successfully 

implement green competences and sustainability frameworks? 
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2 Literature review  

To successfully implement sustainability in education, various frameworks have been 

developed that guide educational institutions, teachers and students. This literature 

review presents key sustainability and green competences frameworks relevant to the 

context of Vocational Education and Training (VET) on the European as well as on the 

Dutch level. The frameworks included address sustainability at various levels, such as 

institutional strategy, curriculum design, teachers’ professional development, and 

students’ sustainability competences needed for sustainable development. 

2.1 Sustainability frameworks  

Sustainability frameworks focus on embedding sustainability in the broader educational 

context, including institutional policy, organisational culture, and curriculum design. These 

frameworks can be applied by educational institutions when creating learning 

environments where sustainability is a visible and integrated part of daily practice. Hence, 

this chapter provides a short overview of the sustainability frameworks, tools and 

instruments used by (Dutch) VET institutions to integrate sustainability in their institution 

and education.  

2.1.1 Green & Sustainability Competences  

Green and sustainability competence frameworks focus on the specific knowledge, skills, 

and attitudes required to engage with sustainability challenges. An example of such 

framework is the GreenComp framework which will be explained in chapter 2.1.9 

GreenComp: the European sustainability competence framework (EU).  

 

The competence-oriented frameworks are designed to support learners and/or educators 

in developing sustainability competences. Research by CINOP7 has indicated that a holistic 

approach is the most important factor in integrating sustainability competences into 

education. The competences should not be confined to a single subject or module but be 

interwoven throughout the curriculum. Accordingly, teaching these competences in 

isolation does not lead to the desired behavioural change. Their impact depends on how 

students are enabled to apply them in their personal and professional behaviour. 

 

It is expected that sustainability competences can be integrated to some extent in all VET 

study programmes. Competences like critical thinking and collaboration may already be 

present but need to be explicitly connected to sustainability themes. However, some 

occupational profiles are more closely linked to sustainability than others. While certain 

professions engage with sustainability constantly and others less so, this does not mean 

the sustainability competences should be excluded from those VET study programmes.  

 
7 Jansen, F., Termorshuizen, D., Veldhuizen, N. (2024). Toepasbaarheid van internationale competentiesets – Leren 

voor Duurzame Ontwikkeling in het mbo en LLO. From: https://cinop.nl/publicaties/toepasbaarheid-van-
internationale-competentiesets/ 

https://cinop.nl/publicaties/toepasbaarheid-van-internationale-competentiesets/
https://cinop.nl/publicaties/toepasbaarheid-van-internationale-competentiesets/
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The implementation of sustainability competences in the curriculum  

Rather than implementing an entire competence set all at once, schools may choose to 

integrate competences where space and context allow. For example, students can 

practice competences like collaboration and conflict resolution during lessons and in 

connection with sustainability topics. It is important that sustainability is formalised to 

allow for its inclusion in assignments, case studies, or discussions. The sustainability 

competences are complex and cannot be taught in isolation. They must be connected to 

students' personal and professional development. Thus, inclusion in just one part of the 

curriculum, such as citizenship or electives, is insufficient. To achieve the intended 

outcomes, the competences must appear throughout the entire learning path. Moreover, 

the repetition across various contexts is important to support transfer of learning. 

2.1.2 Whole School Approach (WSA) (NL) 

The Whole School Approach (WSA)8 provides a systemic and holistic approach to 

integrating sustainability throughout the whole educational institution. Originating from 

the Netherlands, the WSA is a widely used framework that reflects a Dutch vision on 

education for sustainability.  

 

The WSA is aimed at weaving sustainability through all levels and elements of the school: 

vision, curriculum, pedagogy & didactics, building management & operations, professional 

development, and school environment. The framework provides support to school 

management, sustainability coordinators, policymakers and teachers to integrate 

sustainability in education.  

 

 

Figure 1. The elements of Whole School Approach  

 

 
8 Whole School Approach (WSA): https://wholeschoolapproach.lerenvoormorgen.org/  

https://wholeschoolapproach.lerenvoormorgen.org/
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As this study is aimed at researching sustainability and green competences, the 

integration of these competences into the curriculum, and teacher’s professional 

development, the following elements of the WSA will be highlighted: 

 

Curriculum: According to the WSA, environmental sustainability challenges are complex 

and interconnected. Therefore, an integrated and holistic approach to teaching is 

required. Environmental challenges should be approached from a multidisciplinary 

perspective. In doing so, it is important that sustainability is not only addressed during a 

few lessons or lectures, but is integrated within the entire curriculum and cross-

disciplinary. Important to consider is, based on the vision on sustainability, what 

sustainability education should entail? Which knowledge and skills are considered 

important? And also, what (in regard to sustainability) is meaningful for students to learn 

and how can we connect sustainability education to the reality of students and their 

(future) careers?  

 

Pedagogy and didactics: This element of the WSA focuses on how teaching methods 

and teacher-student interactions contribute to the development of students’ sustainability 

competences and knowledge.  

 

Pedagogy is about the relationship between the teacher and the student. How does an 

educational professional contribute to the personal development of students? It is not 

only about what is taught, but also about how it is taught: with attention, engagement, 

and the ability to create a safe and meaningful learning environment. In the context of 

sustainability, this also means approaching students with an open and curious attitude.  

 

Didactics refers to the way learning is structured: the teaching methods, learning 

activities, and environments used to actively involve students in the learning process. In 

regard to sustainability, this means giving students the opportunity to explore what they 

find important and guiding them in developing the skills to take action for a sustainable 

future. Sustainability is not just a theme to be addressed in a lesson; it also entails 

introducing new forms of learning. Examples of this are inquiry-based and design-based 

learning, project work, collaboration on real-world challenges, and learning outside the 

classroom. This fosters ownership, critical thinking, and the capacity to act, which are 

skills students need in a world undergoing transition. 

 

Professional development: The element of professional development is about what 

employees of educational institutions should learn to contribute to sustainability 

education. This focuses on all employees, from management to teachers and supportive 

staff. Additionally, it may serve as a tool to stimulate dialogue between employees to 

consider which knowledge and skills are already existent within the institution. This 

makes the topic of sustainability a priority and provides insight into knowledge and skills 

still needed to promote sustainability within the institution. For teachers specifically, it is 

considered important to be educated and stay up to date with sustainability topics and 

knowledge.  
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2.1.3 The Green Thread (NL) 

The Green Thread (Groene Draad9 in Dutch) is an instrument aimed to give teaching 

teams the tools to integrate sustainability, like a green ‘red thread’, in their education. 

The instrument is developed for the context of Dutch VET institutions and consists of 

several steps necessary for integrating sustainability into educational practices. These 

steps consist of: vision, curriculum (the integration of green competences), didactics, 

curriculum & didactics, monitoring & evaluation, and professional development.  

 

When using the instrument, teaching teams can decide their own pace and sequence for 

working through the steps. Instead of it being used in a linear manner, the process is 

intended to be ongoing and iterative. Thus, the instrument takes an integrated approach 

on sustainability competences, learning goals and content (what is learned), the 

pedagogical and didactical design (how it is learned), teacher professional development, 

and student learning activities (the way of learning). Focusing on only one of these 

elements during the process of working on sustainability would lead to limited or 

unsustainable results.  

 

The Green Thread consists of two documents: the Service document10 and the Toolbox11. 

The Service document provides an explanation of the steps of the Green Thread, while 

the Toolbox offers background information, working materials such as templates and 

sources of inspiration such as examples, sustainability experts, and training opportunities.  

The goal of using the Green Thread instrument is filling in the Green Thread Matrix. This 

is a matrix to be used by teaching teams with the aim to provide them an overview of the 

integration of sustainability in their curriculum. The matrix can be used to map where in 

the curriculum sustainability (competences) are already integrated and where there is 

room for further integration of sustainability in the curriculum. This demonstrates how the 

Green Thread tool supports teacher teams in moving from an abstract level (vision) to a 

more concrete level of integrating sustainability in the curriculum and day-to-day 

educational activities.  

2.1.4 SustainaBul MBO (VET) (NL) 

The SustainaBul MBO12 is a Dutch learning network of educational institutions to promote 

sustainability in education. It facilitates knowledge sharing among administrators, 

directors, and sustainability coordinators. Moreover, it includes a peer review process that 

results in feedback on the integration of sustainability in the institution. This peer review 

helps schools measure and monitor their progress, ambitions, and initiate internal 

dialogue.  

 

During the peer review process, participating schools complete an annually updated 

questionnaire on sustainability, which is distributed internally. Often, this functions as an 

intervention by itself. Answers and evidence are assessed by pairs, often being 

sustainability coordinators and experts. The answers are qualitative in nature and the 

 
9 De Groene Draad: https://lerenvoormorgen.org/artikelen/de-groene-draad/  
10 The Service document can be downloaded here.  
11 The Toolbox can be downloaded here.  
12 SustainaBul MBO: https://mbo.sustainabul.com/  

https://lerenvoormorgen.org/artikelen/de-groene-draad/
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/lerenvoormorgen.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/De-Groene-Draad-Servicedocument.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/lerenvoormorgen.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Toolbox-De-Groene-Draad.pdf
https://mbo.sustainabul.com/
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paired expert approach is used to provide a complete evaluation. Besides doing the 

assessments, schools receive feedback and practical tips. Afterwards, each institution 

receives a report highlighting its current standing and improvement areas. This results in 

an overview of where VET institutions are regarding their sustainability practices. The 

best-scored school is given the SustainaBul award. This approach enhances the 

professional development of sustainability coordinators and promotes engagement and 

shared ownership across institutions. 

2.1.5 Education for Sustainable Development (UNESCO) 

The theory Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)13 is focused on students’ 

development of knowledge, skills, attitudes and values needed for a sustainable future. 

The framework Education for Sustainable Development: Learning Objectives14 developed 

by UNESCO is aimed at educational professionals to implement the Sustainable 

Development Goals15 (SDGs) in their educational practices. ESD contains an integrative 

approach focused on sustainability knowledge, the learning environment within and 

outside of the school, and it contains a pedagogical and didactic perspective necessary for 

sustainable education. 

 

The ESD: Learning Objectives competency set aligns the learning objectives and 

outcomes, topics, and activities for each of the 17 SDGs. The learning objectives (from 

the SDGs) are referred to as key competences. The eight key competences are: systems 

thinking, anticipatory competency, normative competency, strategic competency, 

collaboration competency, critical thinking, self-awareness competency, and integrated 

problem-solving competency.  

 

According to the guideline Education for Sustainable Development: Just do It!16, the 

knowledge of teachers is considered as very important while teaching students about 

sustainable development. Teachers should have an open, stimulating and coaching 

attitude towards their students, while also encouraging reflection. Moreover, teachers 

need to possess knowledge of ecological principles, the relationship between people, 

planet, and profit, and sustainable development in general. In addition, teachers should 

be willing to acquire new knowledge about sustainability within their subject areas and be 

open to innovate their didactic approaches. Furthermore, ESD requires a “state of mind” 

that goes beyond process-oriented teaching and brings educators into a different 

relationship with their students, including reflection on their own sustainable actions. 

 

The framework also demands organisational competences, as ESD often involves hybrid, 

interdisciplinary learning activities both inside and outside the classroom. These activities 

require coordination across subjects and collaboration with colleagues and external 

partners. Teacher competences specified for ESD include interpersonal and pedagogical 

 
13 Education for sustainable development (ESD): https://www.unesco.org/en/sustainable-development/education  
14 Education for Sustainable Development: Learning Objectives: 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000247444  
15 The Sustainable Development Goals  
16 Leren voor Duurzame Ontwikkeling: Gewoon Doen!. Sam Frijters (2016): https://lvdo.nl/wp-
content/uploads/2019/02/Leren-voor-Duurzame-Ontwikkeling_-Gewoon-doen.pdf 

https://www.unesco.org/en/sustainable-development/education
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000247444
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://lvdo.nl/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Leren-voor-Duurzame-Ontwikkeling_-Gewoon-doen.pdf
https://lvdo.nl/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Leren-voor-Duurzame-Ontwikkeling_-Gewoon-doen.pdf
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skills, subject-specific and didactic knowledge, organisational capacity, teamwork, 

cooperation with external stakeholders, reflective ability, and research competence.  

2.1.6 Quality criteria for ESD 

SEED and the ENSI Networks17 have conducted a research on quality criteria for ESD. 

According to this study, a first step in school development inspired by ESD involved 

researching a shared agreement on what the school wants to achieve and the tools to 

implicitly or explicitly evaluate these achievements. When doing so, a set of quality 

criteria should be developed. Those should not be seen as an instrument for ‘quality 

control’, but rather as a means of fostering ‘quality enrichment’, encouraging ongoing 

debate through a participatory process. Accordingly, quality criteria are intended to 

provide orientation and inspiration, but should not be considered as ‘performance 

indicators’. A school should have its own list of quality indicators fitted to its own situation 

and the school’s plans for change towards ESD. According to the study by SEED and the 

ENSI Networks, the proposed quality criteria are presented in 3 main groups: 

 

1. Quality criteria regarding the quality of teaching and learning processes  

2. Quality criteria regarding the school policy and organization  

3. Quality criteria regarding the school’s external relations 

 

Accordingly, the quality criteria should be formulated and evaluated through discussion. It 

should be an interactive process involving an action research approach.   

 

As this study focuses on the integration of sustainability in the curriculum, a focus will be 

on ‘quality criteria regarding the quality of teaching and learning processes’ provided by 

the study of SEED and the ENSI Networks. These quality criteria consists of nine areas:  

1. Area of teaching learning approach 

2. Area of visible outcomes a school and in local community 

3. Area of perspectives for the future 

4. Area of a ‘culture of complexity’ 

5. Area of critical thinking and the language of possibility 

6. Area of value clarification and development 

7. Area of action-based perspective 

8. Area of participation 

9. Area of subject matter 

 

A few examples of quality criteria are provided in the following box:  

 

 
17 Quality Criteria for ESD Schools: Engaging Whole Schools in Education for Sustainable Development. (2015).  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283485687_Quality_Criteria_for_ESD_Schools_Engaging_Whole_Schools_in_Education_for_Sustainable_Development
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2.1.7 Learning for the future (EU) 

The Learning for the Future framework18 is developed by United Nations Economic 

Commission for Europe (UNECE) and outlines a set of competences aimed at educators 

involved in Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). It includes four overarching 

pillars (all including 5 to 15 competences):  

• Learning to know: involves the understanding global and local challenges and 

recognising the potential role of both educators and learners.  

• Learning to do: focuses on developing practical skills and agency in the context of 

sustainable development. 

• Learning to live together: refers to competences that foster partnerships, 

interdependence, pluralism, mutual understanding, and peace.  

• learning to be: emphasises personal development, autonomy, judgment, and 

individual responsibility in relation to sustainability.  

 

Although the framework targets competences of teachers, it also includes suggestions for 

educational practice and emphasises that curricula should be adjusted accordingly to 

support educators in developing and applying these competences. These competences are 

not minimum standards but aspirational goals for all educators. 

2.1.8 A Rounder Sense of Purpose (EU) 

A Rounder Sense of Purpose19 builds upon Learning for the Future. The competences for 

Education of Sustainable Development in this framework are aimed at educators and are 

described not as minimum requirements but as aspirations toward which all educators 

should strive. This framework also includes learning objectives for students, directly 

linked to the educator competences required to guide learners in achieving those 

objectives. The twelve competences in this framework are: systems thinking, decision-

 
18 Learning for the Future – competences for education for sustainable development: 

https://unece.org/info/Environment-Policy/Education-for-Sustainable-Development/pub/3098  
19 A Rounder Sense of Purpose: https://aroundersenseofpurpose.eu/  

Quality criteria in the area of the teaching-learning approach: 

“The teachers facilitate students’ participation and provide contexts for the development of 

students’ own learning, ideas and perspectives.” 

“The teachers encourage cooperative learning and experiential learning.” 

 

Quality criteria in the area of perspectives for the future: 

“Students get involved in comparing short term and long term effects of decisions and 

alternatives.” 

 

Quality criteria in the area of critical thinking and the language of possibility: 

“Students are encouraged to give arguments for different positions.” 

 

Quality criteria in the area of participation:  

“Students become experienced in democratic participatory processes.” 

https://unece.org/info/Environment-Policy/Education-for-Sustainable-Development/pub/3098
https://aroundersenseofpurpose.eu/
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making, agency, values awareness, participation, responsibility, creativity, empathy, 

futures literacy, critical thinking, transdisciplinary work, and mindfulness. These 

competences are also translated into student competences and serve as a foundation in 

the context of professional development and curriculum design. 

2.1.9 GreenComp: the European sustainability competence framework (EU) 

GreenComp20 is developed in 2022 by the European Commission being part of the Green 

Deal. GreenComp is a reference framework for sustainability competences, offering a 

common framework for students and educational professionals regarding green and 

sustainability competences. The framework consists of twelve green and sustainability 

competences which can be applied to all students, regardless of age, education level, type 

of learning (formal versus informal) or national context. 

 

According to this framework, a competence is defined as a combination skills, attitudes 

and elements of knowledge that learners should possess to contribute to sustainability. 

Skills refer to the ability to apply knowledge and use know-how to carry out tasks and 

solve problems. These skills may be cognitive (such as logical, intuitive, and creative 

thinking) or practical (such as the use of methods, materials, tools, and instruments). 

Attitudes are considered the driving forces behind performance, encompassing values, 

aspirations, and priorities. A sustainability competence, according to GreenComp, enables 

learners to embody sustainability values, embrace complex systems, and take or 

advocate for action that restores and maintains ecosystem health and strengthens justice, 

ultimately contributing to a sustainable future. 

 

The twelve competences are grouped into four main clusters: 

1. Embodying Sustainability Values 

a. Valuing sustainability  

b. Supporting fairness 

c. Promoting nature 

2. Embracing Complexity in Sustainability 

a. Systems thinking 

b. Critical thinking 

c. Problem framing 

3. Envisioning Sustainable Futures 

a. Futures literacy 

b. Adaptability 

c. Exploratory thinking 

4. Acting for Sustainability 

a. Political agency 

b. Collective action 

c. Individual initiative 

 

To develop these competences, GreenComp suggests various pedagogical approaches, 

including active learning, student-centred and project-based learning contexts, 

 
20 GreenComp: the European sustainability competence framework: https://joint-research-
centre.ec.europa.eu/greencomp-european-sustainability-competence-framework_en  

https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/greencomp-european-sustainability-competence-framework_en
https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/greencomp-european-sustainability-competence-framework_en
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gamification, role-plays and simulations, case study analysis, blended and distance 

learning, project work, extracurricular approaches, and cooperation with external 

partners. 

 

 

 

Even though the presented frameworks offer guidance for integrating sustainability in 

(Dutch) VET institutions, most models lack a clear focus on quality criteria or indicators 

for evaluating their effectiveness. For instance, the Green Thread emphasizes curriculum 

development but offers limited guidance on how to assess the quality of sustainability in 

educational practice. While SEED and ENSI have developed quality criteria for ESD21, their 

work dates back to 2015 and is not specified to VET, underlining the need for more recent 

and practice-oriented research in this area. Therefore, within the PDCA cycle, particular 

attention should be paid to the ‘Check’ phase, which remains underexplored in the 

context of sustainability implementation in education.  
 

 
21 Quality Criteria for ESD Schools: Engaging Whole Schools in Education for Sustainable Development. (2015). 

Professional development  

Teachers play a key role in applying sustainability (competences) frameworks in education. In 

order to develop sustainability and green competences with students, teachers need to 

integrate them into their own actions. As sustainability is a dynamic field where insights 

continuously evolve, it can be challenging for teachers to stay fully informed and integrate 

new developments directly into their teaching. This may require professionalisation in the 

field of sustainability. This means that teachers should have the opportunity to develop 

themselves in sustainability themes. Examples of doing so include organising (online) 

information sessions on competence frameworks, facilitating informed discussions among 

teachers to share good practices and challenges, and arranging sector-specific sessions 

where frontrunners from business and education come together. 

 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283485687_Quality_Criteria_for_ESD_Schools_Engaging_Whole_Schools_in_Education_for_Sustainable_Development
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3 Methods  

As the objective of the study is to co-create a set of quality criteria and indicators for the 

integration of sustainability in the curriculum, a participatory action research approach is 

fit for this purpose. Action research has been acknowledged as a suitable methodology to 

help professional and academic teaching staff generate knowledge and promote progress 

of ESD in educational institutions22. Additionally, action research stimulates both 

continuous professional development (CPD) as well as curriculum development on ESD23.  

 

In action research the researchers adopt the role of facilitator within a communal learning 

process. Rather than acting as external evaluators, they collaborate with participants to 

identify shared challenges, and through an iterative process of planning, action, 

observation, and reflection, co-develop and test practical solutions. This reflective cycle 

aligns well with the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) methodology, which is already familiar to 

many Dutch teacher teams and quality assurance professionals, thereby increasing the 

approach’s accessibility and applicability in the Dutch VET context. 

 

Within this study, the core challenge is defined as a lack of quality criteria and evaluation 

tools to critically assess integration of sustainability in curricula and the development of 

green competences. The intended outcome is a co-developed set of quality criteria and 

indicators that support VET institutions in monitoring and evaluating the progression of 

sustainability and green competences within their educational programmes.  

 

The first phase of the action research was the literature review (see chapter 2), which 

explored existing sustainability education frameworks in VET. This was followed by semi-

structured interviews with teacher teams and sustainability coordinators to identify the 

integration of sustainability in education and the quality assurance of this. The results 

from these interviews were analysed thematically to identify key insights and quality 

criteria and indicators. Based on these findings, an online co-creation workshop is 

organised with teacher teams and sustainability coordinators to collaboratively co-create 

quality criteria and indicators for sustainability integration in the curriculum. Finally, the 

research concludes with the creation of a sustainability education quality assessment tool, 

based on the results of the co-creation workshop, that can be used by VET institutions to 

monitor and evaluate sustainability education. 

 

 
22 Gisela Cebrián, "A collaborative action research project towards embedding ESD within the higher education 

curriculum", International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education, https://doi.org/10.1108/IJSHE-02-2016-

0038   
23 Tilbury, D., Podger, D., and Reid, A. (2004). Action Research for Change Towards Sustainability: Change in 

Curricula and Graduate Skills Towards Sustainability: Final Report. Sydney: Australian Government Department of 
the Environment and Heritage and Macquire University. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/IJSHE-02-2016-0038
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJSHE-02-2016-0038
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3.1 Semi-structured interviews  

We conducted semi-structured group interviews with teacher teams that are engaged in 

sustainability-related curriculum development and educational innovation. See appendix I 

for the topic list of the semi-structured interviews. The interviews explored the strategies, 

challenges, and support needs experienced by the participants, as well as their 

perceptions of quality in sustainability implementation. 

 

The data from these interviews were analysed through a combination of deductive and 

inductive coding. Codes are based on pre-existing frameworks discussed in the literature 

review (e.g. Green Thread, Whole School Approach, GreenComp, ESD learning 

objectives). Emerging codes are developed inductively to capture emerging context-

specific factors that can be relevant to quality assurance in ESD.  

3.2 Co-creation workshop  

The online co-creation workshop brought together a diverse group of participants (9), 

including teachers, researchers and sustainability coordinators, to collaboratively develop 

quality criteria and indicators for the integration of sustainability in the curriculum. The 

workshop focused on identifying key aspects that should be measured to assess the 

effectiveness of sustainability education.  

 

The online workshop was hosted through Microsoft Teams and during the co-creation part 

participants worked in the visual workspace Miro24 to create an interactive online 

brainstorm environment. See Appendix II for the questions and prompts used in the Miro 

workspace. 

 

The online co-creation workshop was divided into a few themes: 

• It started off with a presentation about the research of NCP EQAVET. Key findings of 

the interview phase were presented.  

• The co-creation part of the workshop was divided into three parts: 

• Individual brainstorm on what means quality of sustainability education  

• Interactive group brainstorm on quality criteria and indicators to measure the 

quality of sustainability education.  

 
24 Miro creates a visual workspace for innovation where distributed teams of any size can design and build together. 
https://miro.com 

Literature 
review of 

sustainability 
education 

(VET) 
frameworks

Semi-
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interviews 
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teams and/or 
sustainability 
coordinators

Thematic
analsysis

Co-creation 
workshop 

teacher teams 
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coordinators

Creation of a 
sustainability 

education 
(VET) quality 
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https://miro.com/
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• Individual brainstorm on the creation of a tool that would help teaching teams 

most to evaluate the quality of their sustainability education.  
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4 Results from interviews  

In the first phase of the action research, five interviews (see table below) were conducted 

with several people from Dutch VET organizations. All interviewees had a large role in 

integrating sustainability in their VET programmes. This chapter will provide an overview 

of the information obtained during the interviews.  

 

Interview Position in organization Name programme/field of studies  

1 Sustainability coordinator and 

teacher  

Advisor on sustainable living environment 

2 Sustainability coordinator  Faculty of economics and business  

3 Interviewee 1: Teamlead  

 

Interviewee 2: Electronics 

teacher  

Engineering  

4 Teacher, Coordinator & Projects 

IEMS programme, Mentor & 

Sustainable Track Coordinator 

for Bildung Climate School  

 

International Event and Marketing Studies 

(IEMS) 

5 Programme manager  Fashion  

4.1 Qualification files 

During the interviews the integration of green competences into curricula was discussed. 

In the Netherlands VET providers are free to develop their own curricula based on 

qualification files set by the SBB25. Qualification files26 frame the national qualification 

structure. The labour market and VET institutes determine together the learning 

requirements of educational programmes, validated by the ministry of education. All VET 

providers use these qualification files to design their education and examination. These 

qualification files thus serve as the parameters for curriculum development by VET 

institutions in the Netherlands. 

 

Sustainability is integrated in very different manners in the VET programmes of the 

interviewees. Most programmes have sustainability elements embedded in the 

qualification file of their programme. This means that sustainability is a mandatory part of 

 
25 SBB (Cooperative Organization for Vocational Education, Training and the Labour Market) is the Dutch national 

organisation that connects VET and the business community to ensure well-trained professionals and a good 

connection to the labour market by performing tasks such as recognising training companies, developing 

qualifications and providing internship and labour market information. From: https://www.s-bb.nl/  
26 Dutch Education System Quality Assurance (2019) 

https://www.s-bb.nl/
https://www.eqavet-nrp-slo.si/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/7-CaseNL-AllieKamphuis.pdf
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the curriculum and students will be examined in the content. Nevertheless, there are 

differences between the programmes where the extent and explicitness of sustainability 

and green competences in the qualification files varies largely. At the same time, all 

programmes also integrate sustainability ad-hoc, in addition to the mandatory content in 

the qualification files, through assignments, projects or curriculum redesign. 

 

For instance, in the programme International Event and Marketing Studies (IEMS), 

sustainability is explicitly embedded:  

 

“In the new qualification files, sustainability runs as a recurring theme… the 17 SDGs run 

through all work processes.” 

 

For IEMS the inclusion of green competences in the qualification files for their programme 

have served as a catalyst for greens skills. Sustainability is a pressing issue within the 

events sector, as the sector, to date, heavily relies on unsustainable practices. The 

introduction of green competences in the qualification is therefore key to greener 

practices in the events industry. The interviewee explains, “Events are often temporary 

(‘pop-up’) by nature, which makes sustainability a structural challenge within the sector.”. 

This implies the importance for students to learn about this. Moreover, since these 

qualification files are developed together with labour market partners, the integration of 

green competences in the qualification files reflects the needs and expectations of the 

professional field. 

 

Sustainability is also a big part of the qualification file of the programme Engineering: 

 

“Circularity is included. It is written into the qualification file, and we are required to 

address it.” 

 

Moreover, sustainability themes are added to beyond the requirements of the qualification 

file by, for instance, additional assignments focusing on material use and recyclability.  

 

Sustainability is also part of the qualification file of the programme Advisor on sustainable 

living environment. Here, the qualification file includes green competences which are 

formulated as concrete abilities for analysing and acting on sustainability challenges. 

These competences are operationalized through the design-thinking cycle in the 

qualification file:  

 

“The qualification file is structured in such a way that students follow a design-thinking 

methodology to address complex sustainability challenges.” 

 

In regard to the qualification file for Fashion programme, the programme lobbied with the 

SBB to get sustainability integrated into the qualification file. As part of this effort, a 

manifesto was written, arguing that:  
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“Vocational education should not prepare students for today’s labour market, but for the 

labour market of the day after tomorrow”. 

 

This forward-looking position, at the time27, resulted in discussion and eventually some 

elements of the manifesto were integrated in the qualification file. Sustainability ended up 

being represented mostly under professional attitude components and in many places of 

the qualification file, it was written “between brackets”. However, it still created a 

significantly stronger foundation for addressing sustainability in Dutch VET fashion 

programmes. 

 

On the other hand, sustainability is not part of the qualification file at the economics 

programme. According to the interviewee, “if you read the qualification files, sustainability 

hardly appears”. Hence, the Module of the future28, is developed as an add-on to the 

original curriculum. This ten-week module integrates sustainability into education and 

prepares first-year students for a rapidly changing economy and society. The module is 

added with the goal to ensure that assignments and assessments directly address 

sustainable practices and the new economy. 

 

In sum, the interviews show that the integration of green competences into VET curricula 

in the Netherlands is largely determined by the extent to which sustainability is embedded 

in qualification files. While many programmes include sustainability as a mandatory and 

examinable component, the level of explicitness and depth varies considerably. Where 

green competences are clearly articulated in qualification files, they function as a strong 

driver for structural curriculum integration and alignment with labour-market needs. In 

other cases, sustainability is mainly addressed through add-on modules, projects, or ad-

hoc curriculum adaptations. 

 

Based on the findings, the following good practices can be identified: 

 

1. Structural embedding in qualification files: Explicit inclusion of green competences in 

qualification files provides a strong and durable foundation for curriculum 

development and assessment. 

2. Complementary curriculum innovation: Additional projects and assignments can 

strengthen sustainability learning beyond formal qualification requirements. 

3. Strategic use of add-on modules: Separate modules can be effective when 

qualification files offer limited space, especially as a stepping stone towards future 

structural integration. 

4.2 Sustainability and green competences frameworks  

In the interviews the usage of common frameworks such as GreenComp or the Green 

Thread were discussed. The interviews highlighted that in regard to the integration of 

sustainability frameworks or green competences frameworks, the awareness and use of 

 
27 The interviewee referred to a time six years ago which means that this was in 2019. 
28 Read more at: Module van de Toekomst: Albeda-studenten ontdekken duurzaamheid in de praktijk 

https://www.albeda.nl/nieuws/module-van-de-toekomst-albeda-studenten-ontdekken-duurzaamheid-de-praktijk
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such frameworks varies considerably. Across the interviewed VET programmes, the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have an important role in shaping the direction 

and content of sustainability education. Nevertheless, the extent to which the SDG’s are 

integrated in the programmes varies, which we further illustrate below. Besides the 

application of the SDG’s, other frameworks, such as the Green Thread, the Inner 

Development Goals and the GreenComp framework are applied by the programmes to 

further integrate sustainability in the educational programmes.  

 

For instance, the SDG’s are integrated in the programme IEMS where students gain in-

depth knowledge on the SDG’s and apply them in projects. Here, the SDG’s are fully 

integrated as a “red thread” throughout the programme, as it also is part of the 

qualification file. IEMS integrates green competences into their education in several ways. 

One example provided by the interviewee is the GreenVETComp29 project, an Erasmus+ 

project with international partnerschools. The aim of this project30 was to make 

sustainability education content more engaging and emotionally resonant for students, in 

line with the GreenComp framework. During the project, sustainability education and 

curricula of the participating countries were compared and the GreenComp sustainability 

competences were integrated in the curricula.  

 

Moreover, the programme IEMS participates in the Bildung Climate School31, where 

students engage in workshops and reflective sessions to deepen their understanding of 

sustainability from ethical and personal-development perspectives. Through these 

project-based learning approaches IEMS has managed to integrate green competences 

into their education practices. One challenge of this approach however is the reliance on 

external funding from the European Union which makes the integration of such projects 

subject to external factors.  

 

In the case of the programme Advisor on sustainable living environment, the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) are not simply used as a list of 17 goals. Instead, the 

programme uses the SDG wedding cake model (see Figure below) as its conceptual 

framework for understanding and teaching sustainability. According to the interviewee, 

the wedding cake model offers a clearer way to “make sense” of what sustainability 

represents across different levels: 

 

“We use the SDG wedding cake. If you reorganise the 17 goals, the lower layer is the 

ecological goals … that is your foundation. Above that is the social layer, and only then do 

you look at the economic layer.” 

 

Besides the application of the SDG’s, the interviewee is also considering other frameworks 

such as the GreenComp framework and the Inner Development Goals (IDG’s): 

 

 
29 The GreenVETComp Europe Project Empowers European Students and Teachers to inspire, share and work 

together on Sustainable Education. 
30 Red more at: Erasmus+ GreenvetComp -project 1.9.2024 – 31.8.2025 
31 https://www.rutgerengels.com/home/bildung-climate-school  

https://www.instagram.com/greenvetcomp/?igsh=emVrb293bTRicGk0&utm_source=qr
https://www.lhkk.fi/yhteistyo-ja-verkostot/hankkeet/erasmus-greencomp-hanke/
https://www.rutgerengels.com/home/bildung-climate-school
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“The IDG’s are much more focused on the basis needed to deal with the future, and 

GreenComp is more a specialist dive into the ecological part.” 

 

Hence, the programme is exploring and considering the possibilities to apply the IDG’s in 

the curriculum.   

 

 

Figure 2. The SDGs wedding cake32 

 

Within the programme Engineering, the instrument the Green thread (Groene Draad) is 

used as a framework to integrate sustainability in the curriculum as “a green thread”. The 

Green Thread is an instrument used for curriculum development (read more in chapter 

2.1.3). Currently, sustainability is formally present in the qualification file of the 

Engineering programme, where concepts such as circularity are explicitly included. 

Nevertheless, the programme plans to strengthen the integration of sustainability even 

further in upcoming curriculum revisions. To do so during the 2025–2026 school year, a 

group of selected teachers have been allocated development hours to integrate 

sustainability more systematically, using the Green Thread as a guidance.  

 

The Module of the Future is also based on several sustainability frameworks. It is 

primarily based on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Doughnut 

Economy of Kate Raworth33 initially was applied as an overarching conceptual framework. 

As explained by the interviewee:  

 

“We mainly looked at the Sustainable Development Goals… and we had taken the 

Doughnut Economy as our guiding framework.” 

 

However, the team found the doughnut model too abstract for students to work with in 

concrete learning outcomes. Therefore, the module now relies more on the sustainable 

 
32 The SDGs wedding cake: https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2016-06-14-the-sdgs-

wedding-cake.html  
33 https://doughnuteconomics.org/about-doughnut-economics  

https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2016-06-14-the-sdgs-wedding-cake.html
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2016-06-14-the-sdgs-wedding-cake.html
https://doughnuteconomics.org/about-doughnut-economics
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variant of the Business Model Canvas. This provides a more accessible, practice-oriented 

structure.  

 

At the Fashion programme, sustainability education is integrated through the Future of 

Fashion lessons:  

 “We have 14 modular Future of Fashion lessons taught by different teachers in different 

subjects (both vocational and general education subjects) covering topics such as: fair 

wages, sustainable materials, the doughnut economy, microplastics, circular fashion 

design, gender equality, SDGs, etc. These lessons form the basis for the vocational 

subjects and the optional module Sustainability in the profession.” 

 

In addition, the school participated in the Eco-Schools34 programme. Eco-Schools is the 

global movement of schools that work with students to promote sustainable thinking and 

behaviour. As part of the Eco-Schools programme, students and teachers of the Fashion 

programme collaborated on sustainability actions and successfully achieved the Green 

Flag certification35. The Green Flag is an accreditation for schools that consistently take 

sustainable steps -large or small- while putting their students first.  

 

In sum, while the SDGs seem to be used by most of the participating education 

programmes, the extent to which they are foundational to their education varies 

considerably. Some good practices can be distilled:  

 

1. The use of external funds: Start project-based with extracurricular projects funded by 

external funds.  

2. Use of modular programmes: Modular programmes may also provide easy access to 

embedding green competences before they are integrated into qualification files. 

3. No one-size-fits-all approach: There is no one-size-fits-all solution, so select the 

approach carefully based on the context. 

4.3 Specific sustainability activities and projects   

Across the interviewed Dutch VET programmes, sustainability is integrated through many 

activities and projects. These activities illustrate how the institutions integrate 

sustainability in their teaching and learning programmes.  

 

For instance, IEMS was part of the Erasmus+ GreenVETComp project. As explained by the 

interviewee: 

 

“The GreenVETComp framework has been used, and it was also used for developing our 

assignments.” 

 

 
34 Red more at: https://eco-schools.nl/  
35 Read more at: https://eco-schools.nl/en/about-eco-schools/the-green-flag  

https://eco-schools.nl/
https://eco-schools.nl/en/about-eco-schools/the-green-flag
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This means that sustainability competences guide the way assignments are structured 

and assessed within the programme. As mentioned before, IEMS also participates in the 

Bildung Climate School, where they work with real cases from the events and marketing 

industry. For instance, they analyse examples of greenwashing and explore how 

companies address sustainability challenges. The programme also incorporates practical 

event and marketing assignments in which students evaluate the sustainability impact of 

events. Examples include developing concepts that reduce waste and resource use, and 

applying SDG-based criteria to event planning.  

 

Within the programme Engineering, several activities and projects demonstrate how 

sustainability is being integrated into the programme. In terms of student activities, 

sustainability is incorporated through practical assignments. For example, students work 

on technical assignments where they analyse the material use, recyclability, and 

environmental impact of their design choices. Moreover, in several courses, students 

engage with topics such as wind energy, solar energy, and sustainable installation 

systems, giving them hands-on experience with technologies central to the energy 

transition.  

 

Furthermore, in the past school year, a dedicated study day on sustainability was 

organised to raise awareness among the Engineering teaching staff and strengthen the 

shared understanding of the topic. A study day is a professional development day where 

educators deepen their knowledge and improve their competences on specific topics 

through, for instance, workshops, interactive discussions, case studies and group 

activities. 

 

Moreover, the interviewees from the programme Engineering explained that from school 

year 2025–2026 onwards, a structured curriculum development trajectory has been 

initiated during which several educators will work on integrating sustainability more 

systematically into the curriculum.  

 

Within the Module of the Future, students engage in a range of activities geared towards 

industry engagement. The activities are based on industry needs and designed to develop 

sustainable thinking and to explore alternative economic models. The module includes 

project-based assignments. For instance, students work on regional case studies, visiting 

organisations, from small community initiatives to large companies, to “see, feel and 

experience” how new economic and sustainability models are applied in practice. In 

addition, the module integrates guest lectures, events, and practical sessions in which the 

“outside world is brought inside”, enabling students to analyse real sustainability 

challenges.  

 

In the fashion programme, sustainability is a large part of many lessons and projects. For 

instance, students participate in a “journey of the jeans project”, where they learn about 

the full lifecycle of denim and explore how the fashion chain can be made more 

sustainable. Furthermore, students follow an elective on sustainability. During their 

internship, students have to complete assignments on sustainability. Additionally, 
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students learn to design circular fashion collections, explore concepts such as the donut 

economy, and use digital tools like CLO 3D36 to reduce waste in their production 

processes.  

 

At the programme Advisor on sustainable living environment real-world sustainability 

projects are integrated. Students engage in initiatives like the National Hackathon Circular 

Economy37, where they work on sustainability challenges. Additionally, their Green Office 

organises extra-curricular projects that encourage students to participate in projects 

outside the school, fostering practical sustainability projects and experiences. Moreover, 

students also conduct internships and from that, impactful sustainability initiatives arise 

which are sometimes further developed by students after their internship periods.  

 

In conclusion, sustainability is integrated into Dutch VET programmes through various 

activities, projects, and real-world applications. The following practices stand out: 

 

1. Integration through real-life projects: Programmes such as IEMS and Engineering use 

projects with tangible outcomes to embed sustainability competences, like analysing 

greenwashing or evaluating the sustainability impact of events. 

2. Hands-on learning with sustainability technologies: Programmes offer practical 

assignments where students engage with sustainable innovations, helping them gain 

direct experience with sustainable practices. 

3. Professional development for educators: The organisation of study days, like at the 

programme Engineering, enhances staff knowledge, fostering a shared understanding 

of sustainability across teaching teams. 

4. Industry collaboration: Through labour market engagement activities, students gain 

exposure to real-world sustainability challenges. 

4.4 Quality criteria and indicators of sustainability education  

While many VET programmes actively work on integrating sustainability into their 

curricula, translating these ambitions into systematic monitoring and evaluation remains 

challenging. In particular, the “check” and “act” phases of the PDCA-cycle frequently 

remain underdeveloped, making it difficult to assess the quality and impact of 

sustainability education in a consistent way.  

 

However, EQAVET includes a set of quality criteria and indicators that are used to 

evaluate and improve VET institutions38. To evaluate and measure the quality of 

sustainability education and the interviewed VET programmes, several quality criteria and 

indicators have been allocated through the interviews.  

 

 
36 https://www.clo3d.com/en/  
37 https://www.leadership-circular-transition.nl/hackathon  
38 European Reference Framework for quality assurance in vocational education and training: Improving Quality 
Assurance in Vocational Education and Training across Europe through common principles of quality management.   

https://www.clo3d.com/en/
https://www.leadership-circular-transition.nl/hackathon
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/eqavet.nl/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/EQAVET-brochure_Engelstalig.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/eqavet.nl/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/EQAVET-brochure_Engelstalig.pdf
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For the programme Advisor on sustainable living environment at the quality of 

sustainability education is seen as the ability of students to think critically and take 

meaningful action. According to the interviewee: 

 

“Good sustainability education is when students are able to adopt a critical attitude and 

are actionable, able to do something." 

 

This means the focus is on developing practical skills that enable students to tackle 

sustainability challenges effectively. Furthermore, it is essential that education not only 

focuses on increasing knowledge but also prepares students to have an impact on society. 

This enables students to make a positive impact in their environment, not just in terms of 

ecological or social sustainability, but also in their personal and professional choices. 

 

To evaluate the integration of sustainability, the programme Advisor on sustainable living 

environment uses a combination of feedback and assessment:  

 

"We evaluate our sustainability education using regular evaluations, both from students 

and teachers"  

 

This includes monitoring the achievement of learning objectives and success criteria as 

well as monitoring student satisfaction. Additionally, the effectiveness of sustainability 

education is also reflected in how well students can apply what they have learned outside 

the classroom. This is shown by students’ participation in external sustainability projects 

and their impact on their local community. Also alumni are monitored, "we monitor 

student satisfaction and track their career paths," said the interviewee, saying that alumni 

often continue working on sustainability-related issues. 

 

For the Module of the Future at the Faculty of Economics and Business, good quality of 

sustainability education is closely tied to its vision of making education relevant to 

students and their future careers. According to the interviewee, quality sustainability 

education is about engaging students with real issues: "It’s not just about teaching from a 

textbook, it’s about seeing, feeling, and experiencing what’s happening in the real world." 

This approach emphasises active involvement and ownership by the students. Quality 

criteria and indicators are monitored through feedback loops, which include feedback from 

students, teachers, and external stakeholders. These feedback mechanisms help evaluate 

the relevance and impact of the education:  

 

"We have feedback loops before, during, and after, involving discussions, surveys, and 

direct conversations with all stakeholders." 

 

This approach ensures that their curriculum is continuously adjusted to meet the evolving 

needs of the students and their future work environments. 

 

The Module for the Future staff monitors student satisfaction and performance through 

KPIs (Key Performance Indicators) and qualitative feedback. KPIs are designed to 
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measure specific outcomes, such as student engagement, academic success, and student 

retention rates, which are tied to the integration of sustainability content. The impact of 

sustainability education is also assessed through the students' understanding of 

sustainability issues, which are tracked through discussions, practical assignments, and 

real-world applications in their studies. These ongoing assessments help ensure that 

sustainability education remains relevant and impactful, fostering critical thinking, 

problem-solving abilities, and action-oriented knowledge among students. 

 

In the case of the programme Engineering, quality assurance in sustainability education is 

measured by whether the curriculum meets the standards of the qualification file and 

whether the curriculum aligns with the prescribed criteria in the Service document and 

the Toolbox of the Green Thread (de Groene Draad). According to the interviewee the 

Toolbox provides specific criteria that can be applied to the courses:  

 

"If we use criteria from the Toolbox in our courses, we can say that this part of the 

curriculum meets sustainability standards". 

 

Quality is also evaluated through the process of monitoring and adjusting. After a year of 

implementation, courses and modules are reviewed using iterative cycles:  

 

"We look at how well sustainability has been incorporated, what worked, what didn’t, and 

then we make adjustments based on feedback and results". 

 

To evaluate the effectiveness of sustainability education, the programme International 

Event and Marketing Studies (IEMS) uses feedback from both students and private sector 

professionals, gathered through guest lectures, industry visits, and student reflection. 

They also engage in Erasmus+ exchange programmes which have built in requirements 

for monitoring and evaluation. In such projects students collaborate with international 

partners on sustainability-related projects. These projects are measured by their impact 

on students' understanding and application of sustainability practices in projects and 

events, such as organising a sustainable fashion show.  

 

For the fashion programme, high-quality sustainability education is about integrating 

sustainability into both the curriculum and practical application. The key to delivering 

quality sustainability education is through active engagement and reflection. The quality is 

monitored through feedback loops and regular evaluations. Assessments such as student 

reflection and project work are used to track progress in applying sustainability 

knowledge. Nevertheless, the focus is not just on student outcomes, like outcomes and 

diplomas, but also on how effectively sustainability principles are integrated into the 

curriculum. The interviewee explained:  

 

“We regularly evaluate what we've done as a team. Are we on the right track?”. 

 

Hence, the evaluation process includes feedback from students, industry professionals, 

and guest speakers.  



 

Quality assurance of green education in VET: A study on the implementation of Green Competences

 25 

 

In conclusion, while sustainability is increasingly embedded in Dutch VET programmes, 

systematically monitoring and evaluating the quality and impact of sustainability 

education often is not structurally and formally embedded in the programmes. However, 

across the studied programmes, several recurring practices and insights regarding 

monitoring, evaluation, and quality assurance can be identified: 

 

1. Focus on action-oriented outcomes: Programmes such as the Advisor on Sustainable 

Living Environment emphasise quality sustainability education as students’ ability to 

think critically and take meaningful action, rather than knowledge acquisition alone. 

2. Use of feedback loops for continuous improvement: Several schools rely on structured 

feedback from students, teachers, and external stakeholders before, during, and after 

educational activities to adjust curricula and learning activities. 

3. Combination of qualitative and quantitative indicators: Student satisfaction, learning 

outcomes, engagement, and performance are monitored through a mix of qualitative 

feedback, reflections, and KPIs, allowing programmes to capture both educational 

impact and relevance. 

4. Alignment with formal frameworks and instruments: At the Engineering programme, 

quality assurance is closely linked to qualification files and instruments such as the 

Green Thread, providing concrete criteria for evaluating sustainability integration. 

5. Evaluation beyond the classroom: Several programmes, including IEMS, assess 

impact through students’ participation in external projects, industry collaboration, 

international exchanges, and alumni career paths, extending evaluation to societal 

and professional contexts. 

4.5 Professional development of teachers and teams  

While sustainability is increasingly embedded in VET curricula through projects, learning 

activities and institutional ambitions, these efforts strongly depend on the knowledge, 

skills and attitudes of teachers and teaching teams. All interviewees therefore emphasised 

the need for targeted professional development of teachers and teaching teams as a key 

condition for the successful and structural integration of sustainability into educational 

programmes. 

 

At the programme Advisor on sustainable living environment, professional development 

for teachers is seen as essential for the effective implementation of sustainability 

education. Teachers need to be prepared to guide students in sustainability, as the 

interviewee emphasised:  

 

“Teachers need to have the tools to coach students through sustainability education.” 

 

This highlights the importance of equipping teachers with the necessary skills to support 

students in understanding and applying sustainability concepts. In terms of support, the 

interviewee recognizes the importance of time and resources for teachers to ensure that 

sustainability education is integrated effectively. The interviewee mentioned that teachers 
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benefit from external training and workshops to stay updated on sustainability 

frameworks. Moreover, the collaborative effort within teaching teams is critical. The 

interviewee noted: 

 

“It’s important to have shared vision and collaboration among teachers, where each 

contributes their expertise to achieve the collective goal of sustainability.” 

 

At the Module of the Future, professional development for teachers is seen as essential to 

successfully integrating sustainability into education. Teachers need to have the skills and 

support needed to implement sustainability frameworks effectively. As mentioned in the 

interview, “We need time, space, and the right resources” to teach sustainability 

effectively. Moreover, the interviewee emphasised that teachers need to be empowered to 

contribute to sustainability education. For example, a teacher who initially had no 

involvement with sustainability but was skilled in student engagement was encouraged to 

take the lead in facilitating discussions regarding sustainability with students. This 

approach allowed the teacher to use their talents to contribute to the larger sustainability 

goals of the programme. 

 

The interviewee also shared their perspective on how to engage teachers in sustainability 

education. While talking directly about sustainability can sometimes cause resistance to 

the topic, the key is to explain why sustainability education is valuable. By showing 

teachers and students how it connects to real-world practice, how students are involved 

in professional activities, and how these lessons benefit them both in their careers and 

education, sustainability education becomes more engaging and meaningful. Moreover, 

the interviewee mentioned that achieving meaningful sustainability education requires a 

clear vision including long-term commitment, and that it is important to implement 

changes gradually, through small steps.  

 

At the Engineering programme, the professional development of teachers is seen as an 

important factor in successfully implementing sustainability education. Teachers are 

encouraged to stay informed and continuously improve their understanding of 

sustainability issues. As mentioned in the interview: 

 

“We need time, space, and the right tools to be able to teach sustainability effectively”. 

 

Support for teachers includes both internal and external resources, such as specialised 

training and guidance from external sustainability experts. 

 

Additionally, the interview highlights the need for teachers to be well-equipped with 

frameworks and tools that help integrate sustainability into their lessons. The interviewee 

mentioned the importance of "best practices" being shared, as well as engaging with 

external networks and resources. This allows teachers to remain updated on the latest 

sustainability frameworks and pedagogical approaches. 
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In the interview with IEMS, the interviewee highlighted that the high workload in 

education can make it difficult to implement new initiatives, including sustainability. 

However, the most important factor of successful integration of sustainability in education 

is ensuring that colleagues are onboard with these changes. This can be achieved by 

investing time and energy into training and sharing success stories to motivate teachers 

and encourage their involvement. To support this process, the establishment of a 

community around sustainability is crucial. Teachers from different programmes should be 

connected and given opportunities to meet regularly to share best practices and inspire 

each other. Such a community would foster knowledge exchange and collaboration, 

making it easier for teachers to implement sustainability in their teaching. Furthermore, 

to engage teachers in making their education more sustainable, it is important to 

encourage teachers to actively participate in innovation and include them in the process. 

This can be done by offering training sessions, organising inspiration meetings, and 

promoting knowledge sharing within teams.  

 

According to the interviewee, the fashion programme is subject to a quickly changing 

fashion industry. Accordingly, there is a constant need for professional development of 

teachers. Teachers need to have both theoretical knowledge and practical skills to 

effectively integrate sustainability into their lessons. Moreover, the interviewee said it is 

essential that they not only teach about sustainability but also model sustainable 

practices themselves. As the interviewee mentioned, “leading by example” is crucial for 

the integration of sustainability. The team also emphasises the importance of maintaining 

a shared vision, where all teachers are aligned with the goals of their sustainability 

education. To foster continuous improvement, the team believes in the importance of 

professional development. Teachers are encouraged to attend training, engage in 

workshops, and work closely with external experts to stay updated. Additionally, the team 

stresses the need for time, resources, and institutional support to successfully integrate 

sustainability into the curriculum and ensure that teachers have the capacity to teach 

these sustainability themes. 

 

In conclusion, the findings show that the successful and structural integration of 

sustainability in Dutch VET programmes depends on the professional development of 

teachers and teaching teams. Across the studied programmes, several patterns can be 

found in regard to professionalisation for sustainability education: 

 

1. Professional development as a prerequisite: Across all interviewed VET programmes, 

professional development is considered important for integrating sustainability into 

education, as teachers need the knowledge, skills, and confidence to guide students 

effectively. 

2. Time, resources, and institutional support: Several VET programmes highlight the 

importance of sufficient time, space, tools, and resources to allow teachers to develop 

and apply sustainability-related competences. 

3. Shared vision and team collaboration: A shared vision on sustainability and close 

collaboration within teaching teams are essential to avoid fragmented implementation 

and to ensure collective ownership. 
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4. Learning through (external) expertise and networks: External training, workshops, 

expert input, and engagement within sustainability networks supports teachers in 

staying up to date with knowledge, didactical skills and pedagogical approaches. 

5. Leading by example and continuous learning: At programmes such as the fashion 

programme, teachers are expected not only to teach sustainability but also to model 

sustainable behaviour, reinforcing the importance of continuous professional 

development in rapidly changing sectors 
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5 Results from co-creation workshop  

5.1 The quality of sustainability education  

During the first part of the co-creation workshop, participants individually brainstormed 

about their definition of good quality of sustainability education. They were asked to 

answer the following question: when is sustainability education of good quality? The 

answers given can be grouped in several themes, all being elements of good quality of 

sustainability education: 

 

Vision and ambition  

Participants emphasised that the quality of sustainability education starts with a clearly 

defined vision and ambition. Institutions need to determine what they aim to achieve with 

sustainability education. This is based on the sector and target group, what you educate 

your students for and how sustainability is essential for the specific sector. Some 

participants also questioned whether the term “sustainability” itself is always meaningful, 

suggesting that education should instead focus on the future of the planet and its 

inhabitants. 

 

Curriculum integration  

Most participants indicated that sustainability education is of high quality in case it is 

structurally and integrally embedded throughout the entire programme, rather than 

offered as a standalone subject. Participants stressed that it should be multidisciplinary, 

cross-curricular, and approached holistically, including attention to micro, meso and 

macro levels and systemic thinking.  

 

In terms of content, high quality of sustainability education is associated with clearly 

defined sustainability competences, combining knowledge, skills and values, and fostering 

critical thinking, solution-oriented action and a mindset shift. Participants highlighted that 

sustainability education should move beyond knowing towards being able to act. 

 

Student perspectives and motivations  

Student perspective was considered an important element of the quality of sustainability 

education. According to the participants, sustainability education should resonate with 

students and create a sense of urgency for them. Sustainability should not be a topic that 

is forced on them but sustainability education should resonate with students perspectives. 

Active dialogue with students ensures that their perspectives are integrated in 

sustainability education and thus alights with their interests. This makes the topic 

interesting for students and increases their motivation. 

 

Moreover, participants noted that students grow up in a world characterised by complex 

challenges and should be supported in developing the ability to make nuanced and 

conscious sustainability choices, both as professionals and as citizens.  
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Connection with the professional field of studies  

Participants underlined that sustainability education should be closely connected to the 

challenges and developments within the relevant professional field for which students are 

being educated. Collaboration with external partners and the active involvement of the 

professional field were seen as essential for high quality of sustainability education. 

Furthermore, quality was associated with integrating real sustainability challenges of the 

sector within the curriculum.  

5.2 The development of sustainability education quality criteria and 

indicators  

In the second part of the co-creation the participants were divided into four groups. They 

went through multiple brainstorming rounds to identify quality criteria and indicators 

which can be used to measure and evaluate sustainability education. 

 

These brainstorm rounds provided much input that has been clustered and thematically 

analysed. Based on this, a list of quality criteria and indicators are identified (Appendix 

III). For several criteria, concrete indicators are identified through the workshop. 

However, the results from the workshop does not provide indicators for all criteria.  

 

The list is structured around five interconnected themes: 

1. Organisation: this concerns the extent to which sustainability education is 

strategically embedded in the institutional level. 

2. Curriculum: this addresses how sustainability is integrated within the curriculum and 

curriculum development. 

3. Didactics: this focuses on student-activating and meaningful learning methods for 

sustainability education. 

4. Students: this concerns learners’ experiences and outcomes. 

5. Teaching team: this relates to criteria of teachers and teams for high quality of 

sustainability education. 

 

To create a complete list of quality criteria and indicators from the interviews and the co-

creation workshop, the quality criteria and indicators obtained from the interviews will be 

added to the list displayed in Appendix III.  

5.3 The creation of a tool to measure sustainability education  

In the third and final part of the workshop, participants were invited to brainstorm on the 

practical design of a tool that could support educational teams in monitoring and 

evaluating sustainability education. They were asked: What format would be useful for 

teams to evaluate sustainability education? Besides an overview of the indicators, what 

should be added to make such a tool applicable in practice? 
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Participants’ responses were analysed both descriptively and interpretatively. This 

resulted in the categorisation of several main themes: (1) Visualisation and monitoring, 

(2) Embedding within existing quality structures, and (3) Dialogue and collective 

reflection.  

 

Importantly, participants interpreted the term “format” broadly. Rather than limiting their 

responses to visual or material outputs (e.g. posters or infographics), they also referred 

to process-oriented considerations. This indicates that, for practitioners, the value of an 

evaluation tool lies not only in its design. 

 

1. Visualisation and monitoring 

Participants proposed formats that would make sustainability visions, ambitions, goals 

and impact visible. Suggestions included a dashboard or visual overview linking objectives 

and outcomes, as well as a visual conversation tool (e.g. an infographic) including guiding 

questions. 

 

The emphasis on visualisation reflects a strong need for creating more overview. Such a 

format should not only present separate indicators, but also (allow to) clarify the 

coherence between goals, actions and their resulting impact. In this way, visualisation 

serves as a means to enhance collective understanding of how sustainability efforts 

translate into educational practice and outcomes. 

 

2. Embedding within existing quality structures 

A high number of responses during the brainstorm referred to existing models and 

instruments. While some participants suggested aligning a tool with established 

sustainability related frameworks. This reflects a clear preference for integration over 

innovation. It was explicitly indicated that educational teams are already confronted with 

multiple instruments and initiatives. Therefore, the added value of a sustainability 

evaluation tool would lie in its alignment with, and integration into, existing quality 

assurance and governance structures. 

 

One of the respondents provided the example of a matrix developed by the Quality 

Network VET (Stichting Kwaliteitsnetwerk mbo). This matrix39 is part of a set of game 

cards which can be used to facilitate the dialogue of teaching teams about the quality of 

education. Two matrixes are provided. In the first matrix, x-axis stands for how well is it 

going? (not going well - going well). The y-axis stands for how urgent is it? (not 

immediate - urgent). In the second matrix, the x-axis is the same (how well is it going?). 

Here, the y-axis stands for how coincidental is it? (we do not know why it is or is not 

going well - we know exactly why it is or is not going well). This is an example of an 

existing tool for educational teams to reflect on quality of education. According to the 

 
39 This practical card set supports teams in discussing the quality of education and the underlying processes in an 

accessible and interactive way. The cards help to reflect together, connect different perspectives and engage in 

focused discussions about what is going well and what could be improved. Ideal for team meetings, study days and 

quality discussions within vocational education. Read more: 
https://www.wegwijsinkwaliteit.nl/document/kaartenset-rwg/  

https://www.wegwijsinkwaliteit.nl/document/kaartenset-rwg/
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respondent, the identified quality criteria and indicators arriving from this research can be 

plotted on these matrixes.  

3. Dialogue and collective reflection  

Besides the ideas regarding formats, several participants highlighted the importance of 

work forms that stimulate conversation and shared reflection. Suggestions included panel 

discussions involving students, teachers and educational experts, self-evaluation, and 

interactive dialogue methods linked to existing materials. These contributions indicate 

that evaluation is perceived not primarily as measurement, but as a facilitated reflective 

process.  

 

Taken together, these findings reveal several strategic implications. First, there appears 

to be limited enthusiasm for entirely new instruments. Instead, participants advocate for 

integration within existing quality systems. Second, evaluation is conceptualised as a 

dialogical and developmental process rather than a compliance-driven measurement 

activity. Third, strong emphasis is placed on making sustainability education visible and 

coherent. 
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6 Overview of quality criteria and indicators  

As mentioned before, the results of the interviews and the co-creation workshop have 

been combined in order to establish a comprehensive list of quality criteria and indicators 

applicable to evaluating the quality of sustainability education. The findings from the 

interviews largely corresponded with those emerging from the co-creation workshop. This 

convergence suggests that the workshop served not only to validate a substantial number 

of the criteria and indicators identified in the interviews, but also to refine and expand the 

framework by introducing several additional criteria and indicators. 

 

1. Organisation  

Criterion 1.1: Vision and ambition for sustainability education  

• The organisation has explicitly formulated a vision for sustainability education. 

• The organisation has ambitions for sustainability education. 

Indicator:  

• Vision and ambitions for sustainability competencies are defined and formulated.  

 

Criterion 1.2: Prerequisites and facilitation are guaranteed 

• The organisation supports sustainability by facilitating time and resources. 

• Participation in sustainability networks and professionalisation activities is supported 

by the organisation. 

Indicators: 

• Time and resources demonstrably facilitated. 

• Professionalisation activities and opportunities are facilitated.  

 

Criterion 1.3: Open culture and dialogue about sustainability 

• The culture of the organisation supports sustainability. 

• The culture is in line with the vision. 

• There is an open culture for discussing sustainability. 

• Involving teaching teams in innovation processes 

 

2. Curriculum 

Criterion 2.1: Sustainability is an integral part of the curriculum. 

• Sustainability is integrated into the whole curriculum, it is not approached as an 

isolated theme.  

• Cross-curricular part of the curriculum. 

• Holistic approach to integration of sustainability into the curriculum. 

Indicators: 

• Curriculum overview or matrix shows that sustainability is part of all elements of the 

curriculum.  

 

Criterion 2.2: Sustainability theory and competencies integrated into the curriculum 

• Sustainability competencies and/or theory are implemented in the curriculum (such 

as: GreenComp and Inner Development Goals). 
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Criterion 2.3: Connection to the professional field  

• Sustainable innovations and technologies (relevant to the field) are part of the 

curriculum. 

• Involvement of and collaboration with the professional field in the development of 

education. 

• Sustainability issues from the professional field are part of the curriculum. 

• Sustainability education is valuable for the sector and the professional field. 

• Sustainability is context-related.  

• Sustainability content is relevant to students' future careers.  

• Students do internships with sustainability-related content.  

Indicators: 

• Contact with the professional field about the knowledge/skills required. 

• Feedback from the professional field and external stakeholders on sustainable 

education 

 

Criterion 2.4: Assessment and evaluation of sustainability 

• Student reflection on sustainability competencies and knowledge 

Indicators: 

• Number of reflection moments held with students. 

• Results of evaluation of sustainability education. 

 

Criterion 2.5: Student participation in curriculum development 

• Students' views and perspectives are integrated into the development of the 

curriculum.  

• Student participation is part of projects, internships and activities inside and outside 

school. 

• Student satisfaction 

Indicators: 

• Degree of student participation and involvement of students in educational 

development.  

• The degree of student satisfaction.  

 

3. Didactics 

Criterion 3.1: Student-activated and meaningful learning 

• Student-activating projects are integrated.  

• Learning activities extend beyond classroom and include the professional field.  

• Teachers fulfil a supervisory and facilitative role, guiding students in their learning 

processes. 

• Sustainability education encompasses not only the acquisition of knowledge but also 

the development of competences, including practical skills and the formation of 

values. 

Indicators: 

• Number of student-activating project. 

• Number of activities inside and outside school. 

 

 



 

Quality assurance of green education in VET: A study on the implementation of Green Competences

 35 

 

4. Students 

Criterion 4.1: Students experience urgency and a perspective for action 

• Education is in line with the students' experiences and perspectives.  

• Students experience a sense of urgency in regard to sustainability themes.  

• Students experience prospects for taking action when it comes to sustainability. 

• Students experience ownership.  

 

Criterion 4.2: Students make sustainable choices 

• After graduation, conscious sustainability choices in their profession and as citizens. 

• Students show participation in sustainability issues outside school.  

• Students find jobs in sustainable companies or in sustainability-related areas.  

Indicator: 

• Impact on extracurricular participation in their own time. 

• Number of alumni’s that end up in sustainable jobs.  

 

5. Teaching team 

Criterion 5.1: Shared vision and ambitions 

• Teams have a shared vision and ambitions regarding the integration of sustainability 

at the training level. 

Indicators: 

• Vision and ambitions are formulated and documented. 

 

Criterion 5.2: Cross-curricular collaboration 

• Cross-curricular coordination and collaboration between staff and teachers with regard 

to sustainability. Ether internally within the organisation or externally with other VET 

providers to learn from sustainability practices at similar VET programs.  

Indicators:  

• Degree of teachers' involvement in external networks related to sustainability.  

 

Criterion 5.3: Structural professionalisation 

• Teachers and teams undergo structural professionalisation in the theme of 

sustainability. 

Indicators: 

• Professionalisation activities are clearly presented in an overview. 

• Number of times teachers participate in (external) professionalisation activities 

focused on sustainability. 

 

Criterion 5.4: Exemplary behaviour in the learning environment 

• Technologies and materials used are sustainable to provide students with good 

examples.  

• The school is considered a learning environment and a testing ground. 

• Teachers and staff modelling sustainable behaviour and setting a good example.  

Indicators: 

• Best practices are shared among teachers and teaching teams.  
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Criterion 5.5: Knowledge and skills of teachers  

• Teachers’ knowledge and skills in regard to sustainability themes relevant for the 

sector is up to date.  

• Teachers’ have the necessary didactical and pedagogical skills to integrate 

sustainability in their teaching.  
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7 Conclusions  

This study started from the observation that many Dutch VET institutions are actively 

working on integrating sustainability in their education. Although a variety of frameworks 

and inspiring initiatives are available and increasingly implemented, numerous 

programmes remain primarily focused on the “plan” and “do” phases of the PDCA cycle. 

The subsequent “check” and “act” phases are still insufficiently developed. As a result, 

systematic monitoring and evaluation of the quality and impact of sustainability education 

are often lacking, underlining the need for a more structured and reflexive approach to 

quality assurance in this domain. 

 

To gain more insights into the “check” and “act” phases of sustainability education, this 

research explored how the implementation of green competences is assured in Dutch 

VET, focusing on four guiding research questions. 

 

Green competences and sustainability frameworks  

First, regarding the question which green competences and sustainability frameworks 

exist and are used in Dutch VET, the literature review demonstrated that a wide range of 

European and Dutch frameworks is available, including competence-based models, 

institutional approaches and curriculum development tools  

 

The interviews confirmed that several of these frameworks are indeed applied in practice. 

The Sustainable Development Goals are most frequently used as a guiding reference, 

sometimes embedded structurally in qualification files and sometimes applied more 

conceptually or project-based. Other frameworks, such as GreenComp and the Green 

Thread, are used more selectively, often depending on the programme’s profile and the 

initiative of individual staff members. At the same time, while frameworks provide 

direction for implementation, they offer limited guidance on how to monitor and evaluate 

quality in a systematic and practice-oriented manner.  

 

Quality criteria and indicators for sustainability education  

Second, with regard to the quality criteria and indicators currently used to monitor the 

implementation of sustainability education, the findings show that explicit and shared 

indicator sets are largely absent. Instead, programmes rely on general quality assurance 

mechanisms, such as student satisfaction surveys, reflection moments, feedback loops 

with the professional field, and KPIs, without these being explicitly connected to 

sustainability competences. 

 

The interviews and co-creation workshop resulted in a set of quality criteria and indicators 

across five interconnected domains: organisation, curriculum, didactics, students, and 

teaching team. High-quality sustainability education is characterised by a clearly 

articulated vision and ambition at organisational level; structural curriculum integration 

rather than isolated activities; meaningful, student-activating didactics; students who 
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experience urgency and develop the capacity to act; and teaching teams that collaborate, 

professionalise structurally and model sustainable behaviour. 

 

Evaluation and monitoring of sustainability evaluation  

Current evaluation practices within Dutch VET programmes are predominantly embedded 

in existing quality cycles and are often applied in a formative and dialogue-based manner. 

While these practices provide valuable insights, they remain fragmented and are not 

consistently used to assess the impact of sustainability education over time. The co-

creation workshop therefore also explored how the developed quality criteria could be 

applied in practice and whether a tool should be created to help teaching teams to apply 

the list of quality criteria and indicators.  

 

Participants stressed that a tool should function as a reflective and dialogical instrument 

rather than a compliance-driven checklist. Embedding the criteria within existing PDCA 

cycles and quality systems was considered essential. Visual tools, such as matrices or 

dashboards, were suggested to create coherence between vision, actions and outcomes 

and to support structured team dialogue. In this way, the tool enables teaching teams to 

make sustainability evaluation more explicit and to strengthen the “check” and “act” 

phases of their quality processes. 

 

Teaching teams  

Fourth, regarding what teacher teams need in order to successfully implement green 

competences and sustainability frameworks, both the interviews and the co-creation 

workshop provide clear insights. Structural professional development is consistently 

identified as a prerequisite. Teachers require up-to-date knowledge of sustainability 

themes relevant to their sector, as well as didactical and pedagogical competences to 

translate abstract sustainability challenges into meaningful learning activities. 

Furthermore, time, resources and institutional support are essential conditions. A shared 

vision within the team and cross-curricular collaboration are necessary to avoid 

fragmented implementation. 

 

These outcomes contribute to strengthening the “check” and “act” phases of sustainability 

implementation in VET. They offer sustainability coordinators, teacher teams and quality 

assurance professionals concrete starting points for dialogue, reflection and monitoring. 

In doing so, they support VET institutions in moving from ad hoc initiatives towards a 

more reflexive, coherent and sustainable approach to developing green competences for 

the workforce of the future. 
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8 Appendix I: Topic list semi-structured interviews  

Introductie  

1. Hoe heten/heet de opleiding(en) waarbij je werkzaam bent?  

2. Kun je kort vertellen wat jouw rol is in het team en hoe je betrokken bent bij 

duurzaamheidsonderwijs? 

3. Wat betekent "duurzaamheid in het onderwijs" voor jou persoonlijk? 

Wat green competences and sustainability frameworks exist and are used in the 

educational field (VET)?  

 
5. Welke initiatieven of activiteiten zijn er op dit moment in jullie opleiding gericht op 

duurzaamheid? 

6. Wat zijn voorbeelden van lessen, projecten of opdrachten waarin duurzaamheid is 

geïntegreerd? 

7. Staan duurzaamheidscompetenties in jullie KD? Of integreren jullie de competenties 

meer ad-hoc? 

8. Zijn jullie bekend met kaders zoals GreenComp of de Groene Draad en werken jullie 

hiermee?  

a. In hoeverre is het duurzaamheidsonderwijs hierop gebaseerd?  

a. Hoe bruikbaar vinden jullie zulke kaders in de praktijk? Wat helpt, wat 

werkt juist niet? 

9. Welke ondersteuning (tools, formats, trainingen) gebruiken jullie bij het ontwikkelen 

van duurzaamheidsonderwijs? 

What quality criteria and indicators are currently used to monitor the 

implementation of green competences and sustainability frameworks in Dutch 

VET? 

 

How are these indicators monitored and how is the effectiveness of 

interventions evaluated? 

 

10. Wat zou voor jullie een goede kwaliteit zijn van duurzaamheidsonderwijs? 

11. Hoe weet je of jullie onderwijs bijdraagt aan de ontwikkeling van 

duurzaamheidcompetenties bij studenten?  

12. Zijn er op dit moment manieren waarop jullie de voortgang of kwaliteit van 

duurzaamheidsonderwijs monitoren of bespreken? 

13. Waar zou je op willen kunnen reflecteren of meten als team? 

14. Hoe zou zo'n evaluatie eruit kunnen zien: individueel, als team, via peer review, 

studentfeedback...? 

15. Stel je voor: er zou een set indicatoren zijn om de kwaliteit van 

duurzaamheidsonderwijs te evalueren. Wat moet daar volgens jou zeker in zitten? 

What do teacher teams need (in terms of skills, and support) to successfully 

implement green competences and sustainability frameworks? 

 
16. Welke rol zie je voor jezelf of je team in het bewaken van kwaliteit op het gebied van 

duurzaamheidsonderwijs? 
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17. Waar zou je behoefte aan hebben om duurzaamheidsonderwijs beter te kunnen 

evalueren? 

18. Welke randvoorwaarden zijn nodig om als team goed te kunnen werken aan 

duurzaamheidsonderwijs? 

19. Wat doen jullie aan professionalisering om ervoor te zorgen dat de 

kennis/competenties/vaardigheden/kwaliteiten van het team aansluiten bij 

(veranderd) duurzaamheidsonderwijs?  

a. Als het weinig/niet gedaan wordt: Wat hebben jullie als team nodig om dit 

te doen? 
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9 Appendix II: Miro workspace  

This appendix gives an overview of the Miro Workspace used in the co-creation session, 

including the questions and prompts used in each brainstorm session.  

 

The online co-creation workshop was divided into several parts: 

 

• Introduction & dissemination 

It started off with a presentation about the research of NCP EQAVET. Key findings of the 

interview phase were presented.  

 

• Brainstorm 1: what is quality of sustainability education? 

Individual brainstorm on what quality of sustainability education means. 

 

• Brainstorm 2: quality criteria and indicators  

Interactive group brainstorm on quality criteria and indicators to measure the quality of 

sustainability education.  

 

• Brainstorm 3: applicability of the quality criteria and indicators 

Individual brainstorm on the creation of a tool that would help teaching teams to evaluate 

the quality of their sustainability education. 

 

All brainstorm parts were performed in Miro and are explained in more detail below. 

 

Brainstorm 1: what is quality of sustainability education? 

During the first part of the co-creation workshop, participants individually brainstormed 

about their definition of good quality of sustainability education. The aim of this 

brainstorm was to create a shared understanding of quality. Participants were given the 

following instructions:  

 

Brainstorm individually on the following questions: 

• What do you consider good quality sustainability education? 

• When is education on sustainability (competences) considered good quality? 

 

Use post-its to jot down your thoughts. Put each thought/element/aspect on a new post-

it. The more, the better! 

If you already see a similar post-it, or if they match, drag yours over and create clusters 

together! 

 

After 5 minutes, we'll discuss the topic. 

 

Participants were also prompted to start their answer with: For me, good quality 

sustainability education means… 

 



 

Quality assurance of green education in VET: A study on the implementation of Green Competences

 42 

 

Two examples were given: 

Example 1: For me, good quality sustainability education means that sustainability isn't a 

separate topic but is visibly integrated into various courses and projects. 

 

Example 2: For me, good quality sustainability education means that students understand 

why sustainability is relevant to their field and their future. 

 

Brainstorm 2: quality criteria and indicators 

The second part of the co-creation workshop focused on identifying quality criteria and 

indicators which can be used to measure and evaluate sustainability education. The aim of 

this session was to come up with, cluster and determine these quality criteria. Participants 

were divided into four groups (consisting of two to three participants) within different 

online meeting rooms. Each group went through multiple brainstorming rounds that 

focused on identifying quality criteria and indicators for one of four themes. Participants 

were given the following instructions: 

 

We will divide teams into 3 or 4 groups/breakout rooms. In these groups, you will develop 

quality indicators for sustainable education. You will answer the main question: 

 

• Which aspects should you measure to determine whether sustainability education is of 

high quality? 

 

We will do this across four different themes, in 5 rounds. Each group will have worked on 

each theme. In each round, you will develop an answer to the main question for one of 

the 4 themes. The themes are: 

 

A: Organization & Preconditions (e.g., policy, vision, resources) 

B: Education & Learning Process (e.g., curriculum, didactics, assessment, subject 

integration) 

C: Student & Impact (e.g., student participation, learning outcomes, attitudes, impact 

outside of school) 

D: Teachers & Teams 

 

Write your answers on post-its. One idea per post-it! 

Each breakout room has its own color of post-its. 

This brainstorming session also applies: if something matches, put it together! Use your 

own color, of course. This way, we immediately create clusters and see which group the 

post-its belong to. So, start each round briefly with: what's already there? 

Each round is 8 minutes long, except for the first round. Here, you get an extra 2 minutes 

to quickly introduce yourselves. Finished early? Take a break. 

But huh? 4 themes and 5 rounds? Yes! In the 5th round, you're back to the first theme. 

Discuss for this theme: 

 

• Which quality indicators belong together? 
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• Where is there overlap between indicators? 

• Are the clusters correct? 

• What is the core of this cluster? 

 

Attach an overarching orange post-it with a word that describes this cluster for each 

cluster in your theme.  

 

Due to time limitations, the fifth round of clustering and naming clusters was not done. 

Participants were prompted with theme specific examples: 

 

Which aspects should you measure to know whether sustainability education is of quality 

within this theme? 

 

A: Organization & Preconditions  

Example: 

Criteria: Teachers and teams are given structured time to work on sustainability 

(development, coordination, reflection). 

 

Indicator: The level of satisfaction among teachers with the time available for 

sustainability (e.g., via a survey). 

 

B: Education & Learning Process  

Example: 

Criteria: Sustainability is structurally integrated into the curriculum and not a separate 

topic. 

Indicator: Number of times sustainability is covered within different subjects per year. 

 

C: Student & Impact  

Example:  

Criteria: Students contribute to sustainability initiatives both within and outside the 

school. 

Indicator: Number of students actively involved in external sustainability initiatives (such 

as volunteering, internships, or participation in community projects). 

 

D: Teachers & Teams 

Example: 

Criteria: Sustainability is a shared theme within the team and not an individual initiative. 

Indicator: The degree of alignment between team members regarding the content and 

implementation of sustainability within the curriculum and the school. 

 

Brainstorm 3: applicability of the quality criteria and indicators  

In the third and final part of the workshop, participants brainstormed on the practical 

design of a tool that could support educational teams in monitoring and evaluating 

sustainability education. Participants were given the following instructions: 
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We've just identified several quality indicators for sustainability education. Imagine that 

the quality indicators we've just identified are formulated to support teaching teams in 

monitoring and evaluation. What would be most helpful? 

 

We'll brainstorm together about the format and any support options. You don't have to 

wait for each other to submit ideas, and you can be as creative as you like: 

 

An idea on a post-it note? Great! 

Visually develop it using shapes/pictures? Awesome! 

Respond to an idea with an emoji? Please! 
 

Participants were prompted with the following questions and examples: 

• What format is useful for teams to evaluate education? 

• For example: infographic, poster, checklist, etc. 

• Besides an overview of the indicators, what should be added to make it applicable? 

• For example: in-depth questions, examples from other programs, background 

information, etc. 

The workshop was finalized by presenting the future steps of this research and thanking 

the participants for their participation.  
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10 Appendix III: Quality criteria and indicators 
obtained from co-creation workshop  

1. Organisation  

Criterion 1.1: Vision and ambition for sustainability education  

• The organisation has explicitly formulated a vision for sustainability education. 

• The organisation has ambitions for sustainability education. 

Indicator:  

• Vision and ambitions for sustainability competencies are defined and formulated.  

 

Criterion 1.2: Prerequisites and facilitation are guaranteed 

• The organisation supports sustainability by facilitating time and resources. 

• Participation in sustainability networks and professionalisation activities is supported 

by the organisation. 

Indicators: 

• Time and resources demonstrably facilitated. 

• Professionalisation activities and opportunities are facilitated.  

 

Criterion 1.3: Open culture and dialogue about sustainability 

• The culture of the organisation supports sustainability. 

• The culture is in line with the vision. 

• There is an open culture for discussing sustainability. 

 

2. Curriculum 

Criterion 2.1: Sustainability is an integral part of the curriculum. 

• Sustainability is integrated into the whole curriculum, it is not approached as an 

isolated theme.  

• Cross-curricular part of the curriculum. 

• Holistic approach to integration of sustainability into the curriculum. 

Indicator: 

• Curriculum overview or matrix shows that sustainability is part of all elements of the 

curriculum.  

 

Criterion 2.2: Sustainability theory and competencies integrated into the curriculum 

• Sustainability competencies and/or theory are implemented in the curriculum (such 

as: GreenComp and Inner Development Goals). 

Indicator: 

• Results of students’ (project) assignments.   

 

Criterion 2.3: Connection to the professional field  

• Sustainable innovations and technologies (relevant to the field) are part of the 

curriculum. 

• Involvement of and collaboration with the professional field in the development of 

education. 

• Sustainability issues from the professional field are part of the curriculum. 



 

Quality assurance of green education in VET: A study on the implementation of Green Competences

 46 

• Sustainability education is valuable for the sector and the professional field. 

• Sustainability is context-related.  

Indicators: 

• Contact with the professional field about the knowledge/skills required. 

 

Criterion 2.4: Assessment and evaluation of sustainability 

• Student reflection on sustainability competencies and knowledge 

Indicators: 

• Number of reflection moments held with students  

• The quality of the reflection outcomes.  

• Results of evaluation of sustainability education. 

 

Criterion 2.5: Student participation in curriculum development 

• Students' views and perspectives are integrated into the development of the 

curriculum.  

• Student participation is part of projects, internships and activities inside and outside 

school. 

Indicators: 

• Degree of student participation and involvement of students in educational 

development.  

 

3. Didactics 

Criterion 3.1: Student-activated and meaningful learning 

• Student-activating projects are integrated.  

• Learning activities extend beyond classroom and include the professional field.  

• Teachers fulfil a supervisory and facilitative role, guiding students in their learning 

processes. 

• Sustainability education encompasses not only the acquisition of knowledge but also 

the development of competences, including practical skills and the formation of 

values. 

Indicators: 

• Number of student-activating project. 

• Number of activities inside and outside school. 

 

4. Students 

Criterion 4.1: Students experience urgency and a perspective for action 

• Education is in line with the students' experiences and perspectives.  

• Students experience a sense of urgency in regard to sustainability themes.  

• Students experience prospects for taking action when it comes to sustainability. 

 

Criterion 4.2: Students make sustainable choices 

• After graduation, conscious sustainability choices in their profession and as citizens. 

• Students show participation in sustainability issues outside school.  

Indicator: 

• Impact on extracurricular participation in their own time. 
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5. Teaching team 

Criterion 5.1: Shared vision and ambitions 

• Teams have a shared vision and ambitions regarding the integration of sustainability 

at the training level. 

Indicators: 

• Vision and ambitions are formulated and documented. 

 

Criterion 5.2: Cross-curricular collaboration 

• Cross-curricular coordination and collaboration between staff and teachers with regard 

to sustainability. 

 

Criterion 5.3: Structural professionalisation 

• Teachers and teams undergo structural professionalisation in the theme of 

sustainability. 

Indicators: 

• Professionalisation is clearly presented in an overview. 

• Number of times teachers participate in professionalisation activities focused on 

sustainability. 

 

Criterion 5.4: Exemplary behaviour in the learning environment 

• Technologies and materials used are sustainable to provide students with good 

examples.  

• The school is considered a learning environment and a testing ground. 

 

 

 


