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ABSTRACT

In this chapter the author discusses the relationship between digitalization and education from the per-
spective of the concept of education for sustainable development. The aim is to counter a development 
that sees digitalization as a natural phenomenon or as inevitable technological “progress” to which 
education must respond. The starting point of the discussion cannot be the many possible applications 
of digital technologies and the question of how they can best support current educational practice, but 
instead an understanding of education that needs to be made explicit along with the educational goals 
associated with it. The international as well as national education policy benchmark for an education that 
prepares us to meet the challenges of the future is the concept of education for sustainable development. 
In this chapter is it shown, based on this concept of education, both the potential and the limitations of 
the use of digital technologies for the design of educational processes.
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INTRODUCTION

Education in the Face of Societal Challenges

Since Agenda 21 was endorsed by nations in 1992, education has been understood as a prerequisite for 
a societal transformation toward sustainable development, one that requires far-reaching changes in how 
we treat nature as the foundation of life and how we realize human dignity and justice in our societies. 
An understanding of how educational processes and institutions can advance this transformation has 
taken place nationally and in international cooperation, especially with the support of UNESCO (e.g. 
Vare, Lausselet & Rieckmann 2022).

Today, we can describe goals, working methods, content-related tasks and perspectives that are regarded 
worldwide as fundamental elements of the concept of (ESD). Every individual should be empowered to 
participate together with others in shaping sustainable development: in everyday life, in an educational 
institution, at the workplace, in the community, as well as in the context of civil society and political 
activities. ESD aims at both individual and social learning. Such education and learning processes in-
clude the acquisition of knowledge, skills and perspectives needed to promote sustainable development. 
Transformative potential is developed by making both the critical analysis of non-sustainable practices 
and the opportunities to experience and shape real challenges and tasks of sustainable development an 
integral part of educational processes.

Perspectives on the world, values, subject matter and methods that are grounded in the concept of 
ESD underlie further discussion on the relationship between digitalization and education. Although 
many considerations will apply to any particular educational opportunity, a special focus is placed here 
on schools. After all, school is the place where values and world views are engaged and reproduced, 
thus stabilizing societal conditions. It should become a place that further opens perspectives for the 
future – in contrast to positions seeking to reduce the concept of ESD to simply adding new content to 
the curriculum, proclaiming their addition simply for economic and technological reasons.

EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AND 
DIGITAL EDUCATION – TWO UNEQUAL PARTNERS

The concept of ESD is a response to societal processes that are not sustainable (Hopkins et al. 2020). 
However, this tension makes a discussion of the relationship between education and digitalization dif-
ficult, because the massive impact of digitalization – its focus on economic growth, high resource and 
energy consumption, the priority of efficiency as a goal – reinforces the very developments that underpin 
the need for sustainable development. Development based on digitalization1 aims at speed, mass data 
processing and networking, and the implementation of short-term economic interests (e.g., promoting 
consumption of short-lived goods, replacing jobs through digitalization). It is used to screen and assess 
preferences, needs and life practices – which can serve as a type of control – as well as to influence politi-
cal movements and decision-making, including elections, in a non-transparent way. For the individual, 
this development results in a loss of control of one’s own data, a shifting of work to consumers, or even 
imperceptible influence through the allocation of information online (Lange & Santarius 2018), a list 
which by no means covers all aspects of the consequences of digitalization.
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