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How can partnerships for sustainable development
enhance educational outcomes for students and lifelong
learners? The higher education arena has changed dra-
matically in the past five years in response to global chal-
lenges including geopolitical and economic instability, the
COVID-19 pandemic, Artificial Intelligence, and the esca-
lating climate crisis. A generation of students face major
disruptions as educational systems struggle to keep pace
with emerging and established challenges. At the same
time, students’ views and expectations of education have
shifted. Students are rightfully demanding an education
that enables them to develop solutions through real-world
collaborations with society. Students understand that, in
a globalized and digital world, knowledge and capability
are no longer held by individuals but by collaborative net-
works of actors and knowledge repositories [1, 2]. They
see collaboration as the foundation to achieving the Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) and crucial in today’s
networked knowledge economy [3]. Given this - How can
Higher Education deliver contemporary programs that are
responsive to a changing world through using networked
knowledge systems to prepare future leaders to approach
the complex socio-ecological and geopolitical issues associ-
ated with sustainable development?
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Today, partnerships that bridge higher education and
wider society are crucial to provide learners with the
critical perspectives, contemporary skills, and social
networks they require to shape a positive future. Part-
nerships enable learners to become an active part of a
collaborative global knowledge system. Furthermore,
they ensure curricula are solutions-focused through
converging on contemporary issues that span differ-
ent regions of the world in addition to the community,
public and private sectors [4]. Today’s learners must be
immersed in an array of cross-sectoral, cross-cultural,
and transdisciplinary perspectives in order to grapple
with complexity. In doing so, they will develop the capac-
ity to accelerate social transformations [5].

Quality Education (SDG 4) is recognized as the most
potent tool at our disposal for realizing the SDGs [12].
Target 4.7 focuses on ensuring that all learners acquire
the ‘knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable
development’ with ‘global citizenship and appreciation
of cultural diversity’ [13]. Therefore, SDG 4 closely inter-
sects with SDG 17: Partnerships for the Goals, which
positions global cooperation as the foundation for devel-
oping solutions to secure Earth’s life support systems
and ensure human well-being [14]. The 2030 Roadmap
on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) by
the United Nations Education, Scientific and Culture
Organisation [15] reinforces this conceptualisation of
education, stressing that solutions-focused programs
are developed by ‘harnessing partnership and collabora-
tion. ESD uses transformative learning environments
and action-oriented pedagogy to develop probably learn-
ers’ ‘knowledge, skills, values and agency to underpin
cooperative action [16]. Partnerships occur not only at
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the multilateral, national and sub-national level but also
through the engagement of a breadth of actors across
sectors. This allows students to navigate alternative view-
points and challenge their own assumptions [17-18],
increasing their capacity to work in diverse teams to
approach complex issues like sea-level rise, inequities in
extreme heat exposure, and climate justice. In essence,
ESD is transformative and impactful when it leverages
rich and diverse educational communities that extend
well beyond the academy’s walls [19-20].

Here we argue that a networked approach to Learning
Sustainability reflects the goals of ESD and is required to
immerse future leaders in the complexities of sustainabil-
ity to meet the global commitments of the SDGs. Tomor-
row’s leaders require the skills, mindsets, and networks
to facilitate equitable, inclusive, and complex transforma-
tion (Fig. 1). It is only through participatory partnerships
that universities will hold the capacity and contemporary
knowledge to prepare learners for our changing climate,
the evolving landscape of sustainable development, and
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the realities of their dynamic careers [6-9]. Therefore,
higher education programming must evolve to actively
involve industry, government bodies, community stake-
holders, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and
international collaborators. The teaching must evolve
to be part of a complex network. A curriculum that is
designed and delivered through a network of partners
enables learning with and for society and builds local to
global capacity.

Global partnerships for the goals

The 17 interrelated SDGs, which embody a global com-
mitment to address critical societal and environmental
challenges [10], envision a future of equity, justice and
prosperity within environmental limits. This can only
be achieved by cooperation across developed and devel-
opment contexts. SDG 17 calls for the revitalization of
global cooperation, recognising that it is imperative to
innovative technological development, policy coher-
ence, equitable trade, and market access, particularly for
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developing nations [14]. As emphasized by the UNFCCC
[21], global cooperation is also key to a just transition
that recognises human rights, with governments, civil
society, industry, and not-for-profit organizations (NPOs)
each playing a pivotal role. Equitable partnerships across
borders generate shared understanding, innovative solu-
tions, and sustainable development for all.

One example of a cross-cultural network in education
is the Global Immersion Guarantee (GIG) at Monash
University, Australia [22]. This fully-funded program
engages students from 93 disciplinary backgrounds with
community projects in eight different countries and
brings community leaders, including local conservation
groups, ‘artivists’ and faith groups, together with stu-
dents to work on local issues within local contexts [22].
Another example is the European Universities Initiative
(EUI) which aims to promote cross-cultural cooperation
through alliances between universities from all across
Europe [23]. The goal is to enable the creation of diverse
knowledge-creating teams and multidisciplinary living
labs for civic initiatives [24]. A third example of a cross-
cultural education community is the Youth Environmen-
tal Alliance in Higher Education (YEAH) funded through
the National Science Foundation of the United States
(YEAH-net.org). YEAH consists of 15 institutions in four
countries and engages undergraduate and graduate learn-
ers from science, policy, anthropology, and law in virtual
classrooms and youth summits to accelerate the SDGs
[25]. YEAH trains students in global climate diplomacy
and provides a platform for their involvement in inter-
governmental negotiations through youth presentations
to national dignitaries, policymakers and UN agencies at
the annual United Nations Climate Change (UNFCCC)
Conference of the Parties (COP) [26-27]. These three
networks are models for how co-curricular and curricu-
lar programs can operate as collaborative networks that
can meet the goals of ESD while also promoting inter-
cultural learning among higher education institutions.

Cross-sectoral learning

Since all 17 SDGs intersect, from quality education to cli-
mate action, gender equality, and poverty reduction [11],
solutions must simultaneously recognise and improve
multiple SDGs; this requires cross-sector collaboration.
The higher education sector often falls short of fostering
the cross-sectoral partnerships targeted in SDG 17 [28].
This shortfall results in a “curriculum lag, wherein educa-
tional programming fails to keep pace with the evolving
strategies and insights of local industry, social enter-
prises, government, and civil society [29]. When work-
ing with partners some systemic institutional lag may still
exist but educators are linking in with changes in practice
and thinking, removing one reason for curriculum lag.
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Curriculum that is co-developed with multiple sec-
tors will encourage students to approach problems from
multiple stakeholder perspectives using diverse meth-
odologies, responding to the demand by employers
for graduates with the depth and breadth of skills and
perspectives to implement sustainability solutions in
real-world contexts. Climate change and sustainability
education should not be constrained within academic
and disciplinary confines, or it risks overlooking the mul-
tifaceted nature of sustainability solutions within local
cultural, socioeconomic, and political contexts. Further-
more, cross-sectoral learning provides students with
adaptability in a disrupted labour market. Today’s gradu-
ates are predicted to have 10-14 different careers, with
60-80% employed outside research and academia [30],
and graduates require a breadth of understanding to have
the ability to shift among sectors.

Tertiary institutions are only beginning to develop the
social infrastructure required to provide career impact
and agility through developing T-shaped professionals
with the depth and breadth of expertise to collaborate for
the SDGs [31]. One such approach is the Monash Uni-
versity Master of Environment and Sustainability degree
program, which focuses on developing the collabora-
tion skills and integrated breadth of knowledge to drive
positive social, economic, and environmental impact.
Students learn how to work across government, corpora-
tions, science, policy, NPOs and international develop-
ment organisations [32]. Alumni from this program now
serve as a global cross-sector network that supports each
node to enable local implementation of sustainability
initiatives [33]. The Technische Universiteit Eindhoven
innovation Space [34] is another example that uses a co-
learning hub enabling a full ecosystem approach where
academics, industry and other societal stakeholders
collaborate to provide education that “focuses on creat-
ing lifelong learners who are knowledgeable about their
discipline, but also have broader views, as well as focus
on environmentally and socially responsible consump-
tion and production” [35]. Another example is the MIT
Solve extracurricular program, which uses a marketplace
approach to provide seed funding and leadership train-
ing to social and environmental enterprises worldwide to
encourage tangible impacts on global challenges [36].

Partnerships for change agency

In a rapidly shifting and uncertain world, disruption and
change will be a feature of all students’ careers. The 2023
World Economic Forum [30] reports that 44% of work-
ers’ skills will be disrupted in the next 5 years and that
the largest job creation and destruction will result from
environmental, technological, and economic trends,
with ongoing disruption from economic, health and
geopolitical trends. Therefore, today’s employers almost
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universally demand adaptable lifelong learners who
can use their academic training in diverse contexts,
whilst adapting to change and driving innovation [38].
For example, the World Economic Forum’s top 10 skills
of 2025 allude to adaptability, collaboration, resilience
and innovation [39]. Within higher education we must
focus on developing those skills that enable students to
respond appropriately to change, empowering them to
become adaptable professionals who find opportunity in
disruption.

Sustainability leaders require a broad variety of change
management and interpersonal skills to effectively act as
pioneers of change within their fields and communities,
institutions and sectors. Driving transformation requires
a range of human skills that are not always incorporated
into a traditional learning environment. There has been
an historical focus on disciplinary content and struc-
tural rigidity in degrees, problematic given the inherently
social and political nature of implementation and adap-
tation. There are no guidelines for grappling with issues
like climate change, geopolitical tension, and gender
inequality; these must be approached within the nuanced
specificities of a particular local community with con-
sideration of the contexts and cultures of the workplace.
Therefore, best-practice education must incorporate cog-
nate knowledge but also socio-emotional and behavioral
learning and include people skills and leadership skills,
which are at the heart of personal and collective agency
[37]. This is represented by the Inner Development Goals
[40], which are transformational skills for sustainable
development. These focus upon relationship to self, cog-
nitive skills, caring for others and the world, social skills
and enabling change.

An example of a program that is focused on relational
skills, mindsets and behaviours is the Monash Innova-
tion Guarantee, which enables students from 93 degrees
to collaborate with 50 different industry partners, includ-
ing NPOs, government and UN agencies, startups and
small to medium and large corporations [41]. This pro-
gram builds 14 employability, innovation and collabora-
tion skills related to entrepreneurship, partnerships, and
human-centered design. Students are immersed in the
realities of stakeholder relations, change management
and dynamic trade-offs between economic, social, and
environmental outcomes. They work with host organiza-
tions such as UNITAR, Microsoft, major consultancies,
banks and Indigenous startups, to drive transformations
and create social and environmental good within the
workplace.

Networks and social currency

Forming collaborative networks requires disrupting
many common approaches to education, especially in
higher education institutions worldwide. For example,
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a collaborative curriculum could introduce students to
real-world challenges and diverse perspectives through
the networked partner organizations that represent sec-
tors within and outside of academic institutions (Fig. 2).
To foster problem-solving, cross-cultural, and cross-
sectoral awareness, actors from those sectors could con-
tribute directly to the curriculum by introducing new
concepts not typically covered in educational curricu-
lum. How different corporations approach sustainable
development, for example, could be explored through the
incorporation of a broad spectrum of networks of part-
ner organizations and stakeholders that students may be
unfamiliar with such as supply chain networks and trans-
portation organizations. Other networks may include
government and private actors such as when agricultural
systems partner with forestry stakeholders or agencies.
Such complex arrangements need to be included in stu-
dent training, so they are exposed to the complex rela-
tionships and partnerships needed to achieve the global
goals.

Co-developed curriculum is a collaborative process
that involves multiple stakeholders and creates net-
work structures with different nodes that provide links
across different areas of the network. These nodes act
as important connectors across knowledge systems,
whether they are institutional, community-based, or
otherwise. The power of the network nodes—connec-
tion points or organizations that link different sections
of networks together—which may represent knowledge
repositories or actors, contributes to not only how cur-
ricula are designed, but also the background knowledge
and memberships needed for students to use their edu-
cation to work effectively in diverse teams across sectors
like industry, government, and research. This is impor-
tant since most sustainability professionals will need to
work in cross-sectoral teams and to move between dif-
ferent career paths. Such networks need to have a variety
of diverse nodes representative of disciplines, organiza-
tional types, cultures, or geographic references, all asso-
ciated with achieving global sustainability.

What do students gain by learning from educational
networks with diverse nodes? They gain the intellectual
agility needed to integrate different perspectives on sus-
tainability [42]. They also gain membership into differ-
ent types of communities. Membership within diverse
communities enhances social currency, and the ability to
influence social systems and drive forward change. Influ-
ential social networks can also provide vast opportunities
including access to social support, learning opportuni-
ties, career pathways, mentorship and sponsorship, and
policy influence. Educating through such networks is an
important new mechanistic approach still being devel-
oped within academic institutions. For example, net-
works of education institutions could expose students
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to different cultural values, ethoses, evidence bases
and associated timeframes that different actors oper-
ate within, as well as the collaboration skills required to
navigate and operate within multi-dimensional social and
environmental dialogues. These networked approaches
can directly contribute to the development of graduates
who excel in diverse teams, leveraging their disciplinary
training alongside insights from other disciplines, sec-
tors and cultures. In other words, students gain the social
infrastructure, skills and knowledge to be able to form
complex partnerships in their future.

Defining the community

Defining dynamic community boundaries and under-
standing different types of communities requires agil-
ity and global perspectives that may include entities
that cross the boundaries of different communities with
unique identities. Educational institutions, and asso-
ciated partners, may be more dynamic than a local or
culturally-based community and may challenge more
geographically centered ideas of a community as a local
entity within a defined physical space [43]. Such issues
of community boundaries become more complex when
combining social or human communities with ecologi-
cal ones, both of which are responding to changing cli-
mates in fundamentally different ways with wholescale

movement across perceived community boundaries for
both human communities as well as ecologically defined
ones. Here the movement of organisms, either through
their own agency or through human activities, can funda-
mentally change the definition of a particular ecological
community with implications for the human community
[42].

The Action for Climate Empowerment or ACE agenda
(Article 12 of the Paris Agreement and Article 6 of the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change) is a complex example of defining a commu-
nity [44]. ACE focuses in part on educational outcomes
where national policies and strategies, collaboratively
designed curricula and approaches to improving public
literacy and engagement are fundamental to achieving
ACE within countries’ Nationally Determined Contribu-
tions (NDC) and thus give university leaders and educa-
tion specialists an additional layer of framing within their
country [44, 45].

Barriers versus enabling action

Learning sustainability is synonymous with collaborative
networks. While networking events are common in many
sectors such as conservation agencies and academic insti-
tutions, in our experience these network experiences
are usually one-off affairs. There is limited discussion
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of applying cross-sector networking within the curricu-
lum to support interactions of a deeper nature between
faculty, students and industry leaders. In the examples
provided above, such as the YEAH network, external
funding sources allow for actively connecting students
to communities outside of the classroom whether those
communities are local, regional, or global. Internal bar-
riers such as sharing educational materials among part-
ners and allowing network-based curriculum to exist
within the educational curriculum are more complicated.
Simple tools such as course credits shared among partner
universities or opening curriculum systems using a net-
work of institutions can be a significant barrier without
external support to provide access to educational materi-
als for participating partners or stakeholders.

Secondly, the dynamic nature of modern industries
in the era of sustainable development, at a time of chal-
lenging environmental extremes, requires agility to break
down barriers to collaborations. Whilst the benefits
of Partnering for the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDG 17) are clear, there are some structural and cul-
tural challenges to overcome as we move towards a more
future-focused and socially relevant curriculum. Agile
curriculum development requires nimble partnerships
across institutions and sectors coupled with exposing
students to those partnerships as part of the curriculum.
Scant time is allocated within educational workloads
for the rapid and iterative collaborative enhancements
required for the curriculum to keep pace with the global
challenges of our time. Learning sustainability trans-
lates to disruptions and agility that, when combined, can
enable the action needed to achieve sustainable develop-
ment goals and global partnerships.

Conclusion
Collaborative curriculum development involving net-
works of universities, industry, government, com-
munities, and NPOs constitutes a mutually beneficial
proposition that is agile but also disrupts the current
education paradigms. As the challenges of climate change
and extreme environmental events increase, ESD embod-
ies the goals of SDG 17 in being grounded in the part-
nerships that are needed to equip students with the skills
and mindsets to address SDG challenges. ESD requires
defining a community whether to focus on particular
goals or in practice for learning outcomes. These com-
munities once defined enrich the ESD significantly, foster
innovation, strengthen industry and community ties, and
advance society toward a more sustainable future [46].
ESD that uses collaborative networks as part of defining
communities is critical to help students align with real-
world sustainability practices.

Collaborative networks face barriers that need to be
disrupted to enable action. Building networks that cross
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sectors is one action to disrupt barriers by connect-
ing students through network partners representative
of the community and whole of the economy to bring
new voices into the academic setting. Graduates of ESD-
focused institutions can make a difference by learning
how to leverage their disciplinary training in concert
with a much broader range of skills within complex and
authentic industry and community contexts. As aca-
demic institutions increasingly adopt ESD approaches,
they become global catalysts for positive change by
accelerating SDG achievement on multiple fronts. We
call upon academic institutions to use education for sus-
tainable development at global, regional and local scales;
while defining and forging educational networks and
communities of practice that can guide students towards
climate action. To do so means to not only recognize the
tremendous societal value that can be unlocked through
networks and partnerships, but also to disrupt current
curriculum models focused on the academy and on sin-
gle disciplines and to promote and model cooperative
climate action through education. We understand the
challenges and issues with trust that exist among differ-
ent sectors and partners; however, the benefits of training
future leaders in sustainability cannot be ignored.
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