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Using the SDGs as a Springboard to
Developing Academic Literacy and Language Skills

James Michael Underwood

Abstract

Although the idea of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) has
existed for almost ten ycars, its integration into English Language programs at
the tertiary level in Japan has been slow. This paper aims to encourage its appli-
cation by illustrating how ESD can be integrated into a reading course at a private
university in Japan. Taking on a case study approach, the author details the main
features of the course concerning the structure, the materials used, the lesson
activities, and the assessment methods. By doing so, he aims to show how ESD
can be combined with approaches to teaching English to develop university stu-
dents’ academic proficiency while increasing their knowledge about
sustainability and the world. It is hoped that this practical paper will inspire other
English Language teachers to incorporate ESD into their classes.

Keywords: Education for Social Development, English for Academic Pur-
poses, Content Integrated Language learning, Project Based Language Learning,
Sustainable Development Goals.

Introduction
Since the inception of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015,
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) has influenced curriculums
around the world. The SDGs are a collection of 17 goals which aim to create “a

sustainable, peaceful, prosperous and equitable life on earth for everyone now
and in the future” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 10). To achieve this future, UNESCO
formulated the ideas and principles of ESD, in which learners reflect on how
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their actions impact society, culture, economy and the environment and how (0
act sustainably (UNESCO, 2017, p. 11). Through the Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT), Japan has been committeq o
ESD and has published several guides that outline how ESD can be realiseq
(Ministry of Education Culture, Science and Technology (MEXT), 2020). A¢
these guides have been focused on primary and secondary education, the adop-
tion of ESD into higher education has been slow and further hampered by (he
unfamiliarity of university teachers with ESD principles (Jodoin & Singer, 2019,
p. 53). One proposal to counteract this resistance is to use EFL classes, not only
because they are mandatory in Japan but because they can easily connect with
SDG-related topics (Jodoin, 2020). This connection is not only one of conve-
nicnce, as the skills emphasised in ESD by MEXT (Ministry of Education
Culture, 2020) parallels English for Academic Purposes (EAP). Encouraging the
use of English is also authentic and connects to the aim of developing global
citizens (Yu ct al., 2024, p. 2). Content and Language Integrated Learning
(CLIL) and Project Based Language Learning (PBLL) have been proposed as
possible approaches to teaching sustainability (Cardiff ct al., 2024; Reisinger et
al,, 2021) and I will outline these in the next section before describing the course
that was designed.

Approaches to Incorporating ESD into Teaching English

In conceptualising the CLIL approach, Coyle (Coyle, 2008, p. 103) devel-
oped the 4Cs framework, which integrates learning (content and cognition) with
language learning (communication and cultures). By combining the two, CLIL
has been found to develop linguistic ability and study skills and motivate stu-
dents while raising intercultural awarencss (Coyle, 2002). A key component of
ESD is learner-centred pedagogy, in which students actively develop knowledge,
monitor, and reflect on their learning. Thus, I decided to integrate CLIL with
PBLL.

PBLL extends project-based leaming to focus on language leaming, in
which students explore global issues to find possible solutions while developing

the necessary language skills. According to PBLworks (n.d), projects should
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have the following features: they should be focused on a challenging problem or
question; students should go through the research process of making questions,
searching for information and applying it; the project should be both connected
to the real-world context and-their lives; students should decide how they work
and use their voice; both students and teachers should reflect on their leaming,
the challenges they faced, strategies for overcoming them; students should give,
receive, and apply feedback; and finally students should present their findings to
people beyond the classroom. In the next section, I will illustrate how I incorpo-
rated the principles outlined into a first-year course titled *“Text-based Interactive
Learning,” which I designed and have been teaching at Chuo University in the
Faculty of Law since the curriculum overhaul in 2023. Through doing so, I hope
to increase awareness of ESD at the tertiary level within an EFL programme,
which interested teachers can adapt to their contexts.

Developing the Course

The “Text-based Interactive Learning” (TBIL) courses aim to develop stu-
dents’ knowledge about a particular theme by enabling them to actively engage
with multiple sources of information through independent research, which they
then share in pairs and small groups. The courses are streamed using the TOEIC
ITP test, and I was assigned the Foundational level with a class of 30 students
with a TOEIC score of up to 560. Each TBIL teacher can develop a course on a
particular theme, and inspired by my readings on ESD, I decided to focus on how
countries, regions, and people collaborate to implement the SDGs.

In making the course accessible to my assigned level, I used “We Have a
Dream: 201 Countries, 201 Dreams, with Sustainable Development Goals,” a
collection of 201 short essays written by youth leaders of 201 countries. In each

essay, the youth leaders describe their context and explain how they impact the
world through work relating to the SDGs. Although I used the English version in
my classes, a Japanese version is available as the book was created by a company
based in Japan, the “World Dream Project.” To put into practice the overall aims
of the TBIL class, which the curriculum coordinators had created, I used a com-
bination of the CLIL & PBIL approach to realise the guidance over student

I
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choice relating to subtopics, their exposure to multiple sources of information,
and requiring them to conduct independent research. In the following sections, |
will explain how I did so through the course structure, the materials used, the
lesson activities, and evaluation methods.

The Course Structure

As the academic term at Chuo University is split into two 14-week semes-
ters of 100-minute lessons, I had to structure the course within these parameters,
From experience, 1 have had the best results if students can submit two artefacts
for assessment during the term, with the feedback on the first atternpt informing
the development of the second. With this in mind, I decided to have the evalua-
tion in the seventh and fourteenth weeks. When choosing what would be asséssed,
I decided that a presentation and discussion would enable the students to share
their ideas and opinions interactively if each presenter had a small group audi-
ence. To incorporate PBLL into the course, I decided that the students would
each choose a country and SDG to research over six weeks using various

sources, including the textbook.

Materials Used

According to Grabe & Stoller (Grabe, F. L., 2018), “Students can only
become more skilled readers in academic settings if they read, read a lot, and
read for a variety of well-defined purposes.” This approach echoes the Concept-
Orientated Reading Instruction (CORI) approach developed by Swan (Swan,
2003), which is organised around these stages: students engage in guided inquiry
around a central theme, which they investigate by gathering information from
multiple sources in project work that has a tangible outcome and are supported
by reading specific strategy training.

As stated, I used “We Have a Dream: 201 Countries, 201 Dreams, with
Sustainable Development Goals™ as the core text. As the book was split into
regions, 1 focused on one region every seven weeks. Within cach area, students
were required 10 choose a chapter that would provide the starting point for

rescarch over six weeks (with the seventh week being the consolidation stage).
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After they had read and made notes on their chosen chapter, the students were
expected to research independently: first, background information on the country
itself, then information on the SDGs that the writer of the chapter was promoting,
before re-reading the chapter and conducting more in-depth research. To gather
more information on the country, I directed the students to the Simple English
Wikipedia <https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simple_English_Wikipedia>,
which served as an introduction to the CIA World Factbook <https://www.cia.
govithe-world-factbook/>. As sometimes the country’s entry in each could be
quite long, I stressed the importance of relevancy and had the students focus on
the parts related to the chapter they had just read. This strategy was aided by
restricting the number of pages the students could submit each week to two A4
pages.

After the students had gathered enough background information on their
chosen country, I asked them to focus on the SDGs mentioned in the chapter. To
make this research achievable 10 the students, I directed them to the Explainers,
Fast Facts and Infographics produced by the United Nations and available at:
<https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sdg-fast-facts/>. To make these
texts comprehensible, I recommended that the students read the relevant info-
graphic first to activate schemata before attempting a closer reading of the
two-page Fast Facts.

Once the students had gathered enough background information on the
SDG, I advised them to find out more recent details on the SDG using the web-
site produced by Our World in Data <hitps://ourworldindata.org/sdgs>. This
website collates data on the progress of the SDG worldwide based on the targets
and indicators defined by the UN. This data is published visually through graphs,
tables, charts, and a short paragraph. As these pages are sometimes quite long, 1

advised the students to make notes selectively by focusing on the indicators con-

nected to what is mentioned about the SDG in their chosen chapter. After they
completed background and recent research on their SDG, I asked the students to

learn more about the youth leaders’ projects to promote the SDG in their country.
If they cannot find information, I advised them to search for it strategically,
focusing on “.org” (which will focus on NGOs), or “.gov" (government) sites
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using a combination of keywords. Although the information they find can vary in
complexity, I envisaged that by going through the stages mentioned previously,
they will be able to deal with these demands. According to Grabe & Stoller
(Grabe, F. L., 2018), pg. 60) rereading “also leads to vocabulary recycling, crigj.
cal thinking, and the consolidation of content learnin g." In the next section, | wij}
illustrate how, in the lesson activities, 1 scaffold the students’ development of the
necessary academic skills.

Lesson Activities

Each lesson is split into two parts: the first half is devoted to pair sharing,
while the second is taught to the whole class. As I have stated, each student cho-
ses an SDG to research over several weeks and conducts independent research
each week for homework by reading and making notes. To give the students
meaning and purpose for this research, I engineer peer-teaching where each
week, the students share their research with a “novice,” someone who has not
researched the topic before. To do this, I restricted the number of students who
could do similar countries and kept track of their topic choice using a class
Google Document where each student wrote their name under their chosen chap-
ter. 1 also asked the students to write their chosen country and SDG on their name
cards, and before each lesson, I shuffled the name cards to ensure that they were
always paired with a novice. For each lesson, 1 made a Lesson Google document
detailing the activities the students should complete in the pair-share and whole-
group activities,

In the pair-sharing stage of the lesson, I had the students introduce them-
selves to each other, asking them to find out about the other person’s hobbies and
interests before teaching the necessary vocabulary and what they had found out
in the previous week. Having the students introduce themselves and socialise
before sharing notes, was a vital stage to build trust through interaction, as “we
are drawn to people we have something in common with, and feel empathy
towards people whom we share similarities” (Paydon, 2012, p- 52). L also had the
students change pairs twice to build up fluency and confidence in explaining
their research in English, following the advice of Nation (2008).
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As some students were relatively low-level and had to explain a complex
topic, T allowed them to use Japanese in the first pair share as long as it did not
dominate the conversation. After the first pair-share, 1 reminded the “presenters”
that their notes were in English and should be shared in English. I also encour-
aged the listener to look at the notes the presenter had made when they listened
and ask comprehension questions when necessary.

Once the students had shared their research twice, it was time for the whole
class activities. In these, I held tutorial sessions on developing academic skills.
Before discussing them in small groups, I also introduced relevant texts or videos
we would read or watch as a class. These academic skills were taught at the point
of need, with, for example, reading and note-taking taking the forefront at the
start of the semester. In contrast, slide design and presentation skills were taught
in the weeks near the presentation/discussion day.

One of the first academic skills 1 taught was reading and making notes
effectively. T did this through a guided demonstration. For each skill, I first
briefly got the students to think about and share why they thought this skill was
essential. Then, I asked them to share their experience developing it by respond-
ing to warm-up questions on the class Google document, which they could
access on the classes’ Google Classroom. After they had finished working
through these questions in pairs, I would hold a whole-class feedback session,
where I would ask a few pairs each question, which 1 would then comment on, to
build a shared understanding of the importance and experience of the academic

skill. I then explained the best practices for developing the skill using Power-
Point or the whiteboard.

In some cases, I did a live demonstration, for example, in the case of reading
and note-taking, where I gave the students a photocopy of a shared text and
talked them through how to make notes on the first paragraph while making the
notes memo on the whiteboard. After 1 had elicited the main features of the notes
I had written, e.g. using only words and phrases, as well as lines to connect or
emphasise key ideas, I asked the students to practice using the text in the follow-
ing two paragraphs. As they made notes, 1 walked around the class, monitoring

what they did and giving advice. As a closing activity, I got the students to show
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their partner the notes they had made and comment on each other to imbye a

common understanding.

In the next part of the lesson, we would then focus as a class on a commop
issue related to the SDGs, which 1 would introduce using either reading or listep.
ing. Before each, I would again get the students to share what they knew aboy,
the topic using warmer questions on the class Google document. Then, if neces-
sary, I would pre-teach the required vocabulary before having them complete
comprehension activities that I designed using the CLIL approach. After check-
ing their listening or reading comprehension, 1 would check their understanding
of the following discussion activity and give them time to prepare their answers,
The students would then share their ideas and opinions in small groups. To close
the activity, I would then ask cach question to a couple of the groups and com-
ment on their responses. Now that I have described the lesson activities, I will
move on to how the course was assessed and how I gave feedback.

Assessment Methods and Feedback

Tused continuous assessment to evaluate the students on a per-project basis.
Each project was 50%, of which 35% was allotied to the weekly note-taking,
10% to the presentation, and 5% for the attendance and particpation,

For the weekly note-taking, the students did the required reading and note-
taking for homework and submitted photographs of their two pages of notes to
Google Classroom each week. I would then assess their note-taking in terms of
its completeness (they were expected to cite it correctly, write a short reflection
of what they read, and include a word list) and its style (notes were expected to
be clear, be made of words and phrases, and contain lines or underlining to
emphasise or connect ideas). After looking at each set of notes, I would give a
score and, if needed, advice on improving and suggesting future research direc-
tions. Having the students submit weekly notes enabled me to track their progtess
over time and have a body of their work, which I could then refer to when check-
ing that the presentations they made were all their work.

For the presentations, the students were required to submit eight to ten-slide
PowerPoint presentations that detailed their research and finished with five dis-
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cussion questions. For these presentations, they were expected to give background
1 information on their chosen country and SDG and then provide up-to-date infor-
| mation on progress towards achieving the SDG before detailing the efforts to
support the SDG in their particular country of choice. The slides were expected
to be correctly cited, easy to understand (with a mix of text and images) and
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were being assessed, I first asked them to reflect on their experiences in note-
taking or making PowerPoint slides. Then, I asked them to evaluate anonymised
examples of previous students’ work to answer the question, “What makes good
notes or slides?.” After they had looked at the notes or slides, I would elicit class
feedback on their answers to this question to conceptualise and then familiarise
them with the evaluation criteria. To evaluate the performance of their presenta-
tion, we worked together to conceptualise what a “good” performance was. Todo
so, I showed them one or two short extracts of talks and got them to comment on
the performance regarding the gestures used, the voice speed, and how the pre-
senters engaged the audience through inflexions and dynamism in their voices. I
would then get them to practice with each other and then give feedback on how
their partner could improve. On the presentation day itself, with up to seven
presenters presenting in small groups, 1 would move around the class and take
field notes on their performance, which would supplement the peer assessment
they would give each other using a Google form I created, which assessed the
content of the presentation and the presenter’s performance. I then asked the

1
|
|

To ensure the students understood how their notes and presentation slides ‘
i
|

students to complete a one-page reflection for homework to close the project
cycle. In this, they were first expected to surnmarise what they learned through
their research and the other presentations and then self-evaluate their work over
the project cycle. When I gave the students feedback and graded their efforts, I
referred to my field notes, the comments they had given each other, and their

self-evaluations.

Conclusion
By first explaining ESD and then showing how it can be applied to English
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Language Leamning at the tertiary level, [ hope to inspire other practitioners tg do
the same. Designing such a course for many language teachers is daunting dye o
unfamiliarity with the subject matter. I hope my in-depth explanation of my
SDG-focused reading course will give those interested the guidance ang encouyr.
agement needed (o adapt to their contexts. The work required to develop sych, a
course is a lot, but it is well worth it, as such a course has the potential to come
one step closer to fulfilling the SDGs, as it could inspire our students (o take
action. What Irina Bokova, a Director-General of UNESCOQ, argued in 2015 jg
still relevant today, perhaps more so, with the increasing pressures of climate
change and conflict - “education has a responsiblity to be in gear with 21st-cen-
tury challenges and aspirations, and foster the right types of values and skills tha

will lead to sustainable and inclusive growth, and peaceful living together”
(UNESCO, 2017, p. 11).
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