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Sustainable Development Goals: reinvigorating
the immediacy of the underlying issues

and how SDGs can be used constructively
in the Japanese university classroom.
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1. 1II(roduction

SDGs arc growing加visibility in Japan and comain mally rich ideas lbr llow Ioｰ

raisc lllc aw(11･cn"s of our lcamcl･s and inlcgrate suStainability into their daily
-

liveS (Grimti1S & JodOiI1, 2023). U11ibnunately｡ aS this arliClc will Clarily, Ihe＝ ｡

［23］

1
1

二 一『’

i
盃

一

〆

騨靭鰯
峨弘 E準國 藤

到
登 裡

勇 ビ事一 一､，：通 ….諺….:』 ム



？
麺

24 Ricilard Mnrsh

fncts do not support their succcss by thcir proposcd realization da[e of 2030

a recent WOrld Wide Fund fbr Naturc (WWF), Living Planel Report mal

clcaI; it would takc 1.5 Earlhs lo produce lhc rcsources necessary to supp

humanity s cuITent ecological fbotprint (WWE 20 14).『rhis is a long way fr(

achieving susminahility. As such, mcaningfUl and hol1es( ESD is essential

raise much needed awarencss of lhe perilous ccologica1 siUlalion wc all fi

and ilject ulgency into thc concrcte social, environmcntal, and economic iss1

that impact our students (Jodoin & Sing" 20 1 9). Beibre the SDGs, [11c Unil

Nations (UN) dcviScd the Millemlium Developmel1l Goals (MDGs) in 2000 i

bid lo lacklc cxIrcme poverty and hungel･, I)revenl (I"dly diseascs,and expa

primary education to all childl･en (UNDR 20 1 5). Whilc lhesc t鼬【gets were co

mendable and did produce substantial l･csulls in somc Of the eight goals they

out to achieve, as McCloskcy concludeS, Ul1ibrlunilにly, $MDGs fnilcd to m

all of lheir talgetS (2015, p・186). Leal Filho ieels onc of the main reasons tl

【he MDGs did not succeed was that .they were nol visiblc cnough and not

prcsent in imcmational discussions and debales as they should have be(

(2020, p. 507). While there is a vely dislinc{ possibility lhal SDGs will also f

il is the aim of this paper and the ardent view of i(s aulhor lhat we as educat[

狐lempting lo inspire the fUture leadcrs of lomorrow, must IIy our very best

promole these vital issucs so, lbr lhe sake of all our lilluIcs, Ihe SDGs havc '

best chance [o be visible and make laSiing change.
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Visibilily, howcver, is only lhe nrst slep. As I 11Iwe bccn l℃searching ibr t

al･Iicle, il has bccome apparent lo me (hal SDG pl･omoliollal signage is incre

ingly cu,,,,,1onplacc throughout univel･silies al1d ill 1bkyo &lnd J叩an in genel

WI1cn l ask classes, everyone is vaguely awal･e of SDGs, bul vcI･y ral･ely (

【11ey name a specific goal, nor do thcy have mliny concrelc ideas ibl･ how tl･

could be realised in Japan or lhe world as &l wllole. More espccially, lcam

certainly did not considcr thaI SDGs could inil and that thc maiority of their t

gcts will almost certainly not be realised by 2030 (Leal Filho, 2020). I sIronl

bclicve we necd to aIrest this casual, often indi碓確nl, vicwpoint and seek

instil a grcatcr scnsc of lEalism and uIgency in our ESD contenl. While JaI
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grapples wilh the existential crisis of a dramatically declining birth rate, the

world's populaUon is prmected to increase by 2 biUion peOple fhrom 7.7 to 9.7

bilnon in 2050 (United Nations, 20 19). Jrhis dramatic mcrease in populaUon, of

course, places addiUonal stress on llumanity's capacity fbr providing fbod, fresh

wa(" land, eneIgy, and other resources essential to our survival on this planct.

It is in this context that Ule UN (2017) developed the 2030 Agenda fbr Sustam-

able Development, which consisis of l7 goaIs; these are shown below in Fig. l .
One of the main stumbling blocks fbr iheir success is a lack of serious commit-

men【伽m wealthy nations and intemational corpomtions to eradicate poverW
in poor nations (Sengupta, 20 18). As Guillaume Lafortune, Vice-President of

the UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network, makes cle" @the main

obstacle to achieving these goais is the lack of political win from some of the

world's most powerfill states, which refilse to mobinse financial nows, technol-

ogyi and international cooperation fbr sustainable development' (2025). 'Ib

question the SDGs even filrther, we must be open to the notion that Git is allcadv

well established that cconomic growth is not susiainable and human progress is

possible without economic growth' (Leal Hlho et a1., 2018, p. 133). If we con-

tinuc to assumc suslainability and economc advancement arEcompatiblc and

do nol rclate persistent levels of poverty and climate change to the dominant

neoliberal cconomic model, !hen thc SDGs are doomed to fbUow the same path
the MDGs did (McCloskey, 2015). These concems ou山ned above are para-

mount and, while ihey arc diificult and uncomfbrlable truths, if we neglect them

in our classroom practice, we do our learners a great injustice. The goal of this

articlc is to reinvigorate thesc underlying issues and give some practical exam-

ples fbr how thcy call be used constructively in the Japanese university
classroom .
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Fig. 1 2 The Sustainable Development GoaIs

(Sustainable Development Solutions Nelwork, 2020, p､4)

2．Literature Review

Despite an increase in ovcralI visibility and recent interest in SDGs in ap
linguistics, il could be said that, therc haS been scant attention paid to
application in the English Language Tbaching (ELT) classroom and how

can impact tl1eir success (Mambu, 2022; Jodoin & Smgen 2020). In the l

vein as Underwood (2024), in this acadcmic joumal last ye" I hopc to a(
this gひwing body of ESD literature and encoumge and embolden leame

tackle these paramount concems head-on. As Kwee idenlifies, @teachers g(
ally feel rcluctant to incorporale sustainablc development in thcir leaching

to a lack of skills, knowledgc and intercst, particularly langu age teachcrs ' (2
p. 1). This initially seems undcrstandable, but we all havc a vested intere

the consequential global and local issues which surround us. It is of my opi
that we should all strive to engage wilh these cmcial issues of sus(ainat

both inside and outside of the classroom・SDGs offer a vast aITay of topics
can be tailored to personal preference and be grounded in lcacher and iea

expcrience to promote meanmgfUl and tangible lessons (Beklcshi & Xha
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2020; Jodoin & Singe喝2019). I hope this paper can play a part m cncouraging
thiS. There are, howev" many challenges which ftlce us・Dobson's (1996) sura

vey of the literatuIEfbund more than 300 available defimtions of sustainable

developmcnt and sustainability, many of these divclge geatly_ This demon-

strates clearly how it is our role as educators to encoumge smdents to unpack,

question and deconstmct, not simply build our lessons on this supposedly solid

fbundalion of 4sustainability'.In ftlct, @sustainable development' can be secn in

an oxymoronic light・This is explained quite eloquenUy by Jickling and Wals,

comparing the sustaining of ecological Pmcesses with the sustaining of con-

sumerism reveais inconsistencies and incompatibinties of values, yet many

people, conditioned lo think Ulat sustainable development is inherently good,

will promote boUl at the same time' (2008, p. 14). It is important to be aware

that the 6dcveiolJ'Mじ皿' illhelent in a neoliberal ideology, which underpins many
of ihe governmenls and corporations so keen to bc seen to be a part of the SDG

campaign, could be said to be that of privatc capital accumulation, market lead-

ership and economic dominance. This neoliberal imperative, whelEdle driVc to

consume is grcater (han the drivc to sustain, must be seen as a fimdamental part

of the problem, nol a path towal･ds positive change fbr the majorityb Many gov-
emmenls and corpomtions adopt SDG signagc and rhetoric as, .a defensivc

response and a strategy of obfilscating the smlctural sources of these manifもSta-

tions of social iniustice. (Bcllo, 2015､p. 155). This is cmcial to acknowledge if
we want lo get lo thc heart of !11e mattel･ and deliver honest ESD in our class-

rooms．
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Nol only is there a certain amount of disingenuousness and even deceit from

some govemments and corporations who claim an allegiance with the SDGs,

but it is now becoming clear that we are moving towards a world where some of

the most powerfill political and business leaders on the planet are openly hostile

to these goals・This is the reality we must convey to our classes. During the

2008 nnancial crisis the U.S. and U.K・once again failed to reach Ihe fbrW-five-
year-old target of O.7% of their Gross National lncome (GNI) fbr Official

Development Assistance (ODA) with 0. 1 8% and 0.43%, xespectivelyl yet were
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able to find a king' s ransom to bail out the failed banldng sector (McCloskey,
201 5). Gordon Brown, who has sincc done a lot of prominent work ibr the UN,

and Barack Obama have ofien been portrayed as liberal, or even lefi-wing by
their political opponents, yet when they had the chance to let parls of the private
sector die by the same fiもe market philosophy they themselves so aggressively
espoused, they instead introduccd rescue packagcs to keep the banks afIoat. In

the ycars that fbllowed, this led to belt-tightening austerity programmes to pay
fbr the bailout. In the years pl℃ceding the crisis, profits were privatised, then,
due to lhis Imp正ccdentcd govemmenl financial injection of public money, the
debts were then socialised. While this may seem like a bit of a tangcnt, I believe
it is an excellent example to nlustrate how cenlrist leaders can pay lip service to
good causes such as economic dispality, SDGs, Net Zero by 2050, etc., but

when they are faced with implementing them in pmctice, lhey will ldck the can
down the road and fight fbr their own polilical survival. As Naomi Klein makes

cle" many political and business lcaders are perpetually Gusing words as
intended, yet with no intention of acting on them' (2023, p. 155).

４
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We should not teach SDGs to make ourselves feel bctter or give credence and

trust to the UN or our elected polilical leadcrs, but to establish an immediacy,
and even an ang" in our students to encourage them to be awal･e of and ques-
tion why their long-term social and environmental illture is being jeopardised
ibr private profit. The cold hard lEality we now face is wherc the apparent
leader of the fi･ee world can address the United Namons General Assembly widl
the fbllowing statement: @renewable eneigy prqjects and climate change aI℃the
gleatest con job ever pelpetmted on the world. All of these predictions made by

the United Nations and many others, ofien fbr bad reasons, were wrong
(Tmmp, as cited in ThiL 2025), Compare this directly to SDG sub-goal #4.7,
which aims to, $by 2030, ensuIもthat all leamers acquire the knowledge and
sldlls needed to promote sustainable development, including, among otheIs,
through education fbr sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles,
human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-vio-
lence, global citizenship, and appreciation of cullural diversiW and of culmre' s
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con!ribuiion to sustainabie development' (UN, 2015, p. 17). I do not want lo be

so explicit in my pejorative assessment of the staggering naivety and childlike
generalisedinnocuousnessof the languageof the UN, but l fbel these two diveIE

gent quotes illustmにaptly how little chance the SDGS have of suCceeding by
2030. We musI guard against this utopianism in our classroom and ground our
work in concreにexamples that impact our leamelg nves・Ant6nio GuにITes, the
UN Secletary-General, called this year Ga masterclass in human destruction'

(UN, 2024), and it is Ihrough this iens by which we must impaIt honest and
meaningiill ESD. It is in Khis grim realily where our classes take place. It is nol
our job to shy away fiom such looting of the namral world and contempt ibr
scientific evidence. We must face it head-on and lEalise that the vely fate of the
planet and lhe wellbeing of the majority of the people living on it is at stake.
Some pmductive classroom ideas and lessons will be offel℃d in the second half
of this papcl; and l hope they prove to be illumnating and pl･actical tools in thc
dark times through which we may well be heading.
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Il3. Metllodology

In the fbllowing section of this papel; I will propose two university English
class lesson plans which l feel ale compatible with the concerns outlined above,
As Arslan and Curle clarifyb @guidancc is required fbr the intCgmtion of sustain-
able development in educational practices' (2021 , p. 6), and in addition to this l

feel the ideas outlined in this article have a smceIe commitment to topics and
content that have social, economic, and environmental value (Amin & Green-
wood. 2018; Jodoin and Singer, 2019). Jodoin (2020) outlines !hree

pompetencies fbr ESD bes[-pmcticc: (1) a smden cenoed approach, (2) pmb-
lem-solving and critical thinking in rcal-world sustainability issues, ana (3)
commu nicating envimnmental and suslain abiⅡwissues in a meaningfill, acces-
sible way・I have considered these suggestions carefilllyi and山e fbllowing
section of this paper hopes to bring some ideas to bxidge this gap. Thcse arc tll6
fbur general stages i n the teaching of these lessons: ( 1) inlroduclion of the task,
(2) production (pre-task) phase, (3) pelfbnnance, and (4) examples and feed-
back. I will not explain these fbur stages in filll detail, as their relcvance should
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be apparenl from the descl･iplion below and their context in lhe expli
AIso, the fbcus of Ulis article is on thc content, rather than the metho(

ever, if you are interested, I would recommend you read section lllr

plevious article which ibcuses explicitly on the melhodology (Marsh, 20

anation

d, How-

ree ofa

)22)．

4．Pro cedure

4.I SDG debate.

1 1ntroduclion of the task: Bminsiorm SDGs on thc board. Ybu will ofi

that studen(s cannot name many, or any, specific SDGs, so write onc

moI巴accessible ones on U1e board in preparation, pcrhaps zero hunger &
below water, and, depending on their ihmiliarity wilh the topic, give the
IEw minutes to research to 6nd some more.

ten find

or two

and life

#class a

2. Production (pre-task) phase: Once the most accessibleﾉPopular SDG
been elicited irom the class, you need to have individuals choose an SDI

want to dcbate about. Gmups of 4/5 1eamers works best, with 2/3 smdenl

ing it is achievable (fbr), while 2/3 fbel lhat il is not (against). It is impor
split the class into thcse Specific filctions, bul reassure them that this is

aggressive debate where one side will win, bul an open discussion to pr
criticality and reneXivity・Givc Ihe class 20-30 minutes to work in (heir 2/

son teams lo think/rescarch and write live or more reasons or example
their SDG will or will not be successf111. Encourage the class to find co

examples from Tbkyo, Japan, or specinc areas of lhe world. They will
give quite generalised cxamples if you do not make this clear. A suitable ,

ple you could provide to slimulate the ciass could be from SDG 3: good
and well-being. Highly processcd fbods (HPFS)/ultra-processed IbodS (1
accounts fbr more than one-quarter of the cnergy intake of Japanese ch
and adolescents, and highel･consu mplion of HPFs/UPFs was associat(X

lower diet quality (Shinozaki et al.､2024). Most leamers are quick to e
genemlised positive i mpression of Japancse lbod and health, and this inf

tion may go some way lo deconslruct theil･ view that good health i
necessal･ily only an issue coniined to lowel･Human Developmenl lndex (
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countries abroad, but can also be lbund in japan itself・A more advanccd exam-

ple could be from countries and their support ibr UN m'111ilateraliSm. In

general, I would certainly say, many lcamcrs are quite positive about America

and ofien relatively negalive about China. It could possibly bc cye-opening fbr

them to knOw thal in actuality, n･om 2020 to 2024, the U.S. vo:にd with thc intcr-

national maiority only 30% of the time, wiUldrew from the Paris Agreement m

2025 and raiects the SDGs, while China voted with the majority over 70% of

the time and has played a significant role in reducing the global cost of renew-

able energy (Lalbrtune, 2025).

]lanation.

od. How-

nree ofa

2022)．

11
1
句

)nen hnd

le or two

r and li&

le class a 3.Perfbrmance: Next, it is important to elicit some basic debate stmcmre on the

board fbr guidance and bring the difrbring factions together to sit in their whole

debate groups of 4/5．So, fbr example, a class of l 6 1eamers would suitably

have 4 debates taking place simultaneously･This helps to sonen the pressurc of

the teacher or oUler class membeIs directly listening to them and cIeates a more

relaxed, communicative almospherc.･This debale leSson could, howeveri be

expanded to becomc a speaking assessment in the middlc of Ule classroom with

the rest of the class and the tcacher as the designaにd audicnce･Please sce a pre-

vious aIticle fbr fUrther infbrmation about how this could be conducted (Marsh,

2020). In the case of this standalone lesson example, howev" many classes

will find this task to be quite difficult, and lhe emphasis should be on nuency,

"king queslions and cncouraging everyone to lake part.
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Ｐ4. Examples and feedback: lf U me permits, encourage a voluntcer from each

group to give some examples to lhe wllole class・Again, questions arc important

to show engagement and encourage negotiation of meaning and accommoda-

tion skills. lt is not important to establish the winncr of any of the debates, bul

to reinfbrce crilicality and dccpcn an apprecialion that most SDGs are wel l-

meaning, but face many obstacles and challenges if they aIe to succced.
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4.2 Choose an SDG and Pl･epare a l().minute student-led seminar

leadership task.

1．Introduction of the task: Brainstorm environmental or social problems or

board・Get one or two examples as a class, and then let the studcnts v

1ogether and research on their phone or PC fbr a ibw mnutes. Then elicit te

more problems fi･om the class. Some examples could be: mcroplastics, 1

1oss, defbrestation, light pollution, noise pollution, desertification, gel

inequality, suicide, etc. This should generate the inspiration io hlel the C

Now､ have leamers choose all SDG thal is of inteIest to them.

r

n the

woIk

en or

fbod

)nder

21ass.

2.Production (pre-lask) phase: Their job will then be lo introduce their ch(

SDG, give lheir opinion about it and ask questions to lead a lO-mnute semi

I would IEcommcnd Ule introduction be around l minute and then they

1℃quire around 6-8 questions ibr the rcmaining 9-minute group seminar. It

good idea to provide some inlitfill examplcs to encourage the class.A suit|

cxamplc could concem SDG l : no poverty. Onen learners are predispose

seeing poverty and hunger as an @outside' problem and quite commonly (

generic, even cmde, assumplions about starvation in Africa, etc. We must tr

arresl and deconstmct this. It is easy enough to find some basic percent:

through a google seaI℃h to illustrate, fbr example, that Japan's relative pov

rate is higher than thc average fbr Organisation fbr Economic Co-opcration

Development (OECD) countries. Japan. s phenomenon of @Gmdden" pov(

particularly among the elderly, and an increasing socioigconomic divide l

perhaps surprise some leamers and encourage lhem (o seek examples wl

have a stmnger connection to Japan and, therefbre, their lives・This is one ol

main goals of this lesson・I will not be specific here or show the referencel

this infbrmation is easy enough to find online, and l encourage you to sf

issues which are personal to your individual worldview. These kinds of ex

plcs should hopefUl ly provoke critical tl1inking and motivatc lcamers to

authenliC l℃al-life infbrmation which could potentially question lheir underl，

assumptions. With regard to the seminar questions, you should emphasise

this is a nexible discussion wherc they Should try to connect their chosen S

losen

linar.
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to the lives of the fellow semnar participants and Ulereibre make the questions

accessible, rather than taking an overly fbnnal or top-down approach. Their role

is to inspire and stimulate a goup discussion, not fbrmally teach the group what

uley researChed・Basically, open questions which stimulate discussion work bet-

tcr than closed questions with a fixed answ" They could addiUonally give their

opinion of whether they think the SDG is achievable or not and teach any new

words or concepts they leam duling this 20-30 minute resear℃h Period.

nlnar

ms on the

3ntS work

icit ten or

tics, fbod

1, gender

the class_
|い

ll

3．Perfbrmance: The perfonnance stage of this lesson could take multiple

classes depending on your preference・B asically, you Split lhe ClaSS into groups

of ibur or hve lcamers, and in each group there will be one designatcd leadelK

The lcader gives their introduction to insPire and infbrm the fbllowing semnar

queslions. The whole group semnar should last arOllnd l O minutes, and then at

this stage you can rotate the leader to the next group to repeat the process with

different parUcipants, or chanJ the leader and fbrego the mtalion, depending

on time constraints and personal preference. Fbr a more detailed discussion of

how a leaderzled seminar task like this could be expanded or cven become a

fOnnal assessment, please see this previous article by the same author (Marsh,

2019).
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4. Examples and feedback: There may be vcry liUlc lime ibr examples fOr the

wholc class to msien to, but the best kind of fbedback, fbr me, would be to

praise thought-provoking, open queslions which encourage these cmcial issues

of sustainability to resonaにwith their fellow classmates and lheir lives.
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5．Conclusion

There are times when l f℃el l am walking north on a soulhbound train・I teach

lhe lessons presented in this paper with passion and vigour in a bid to inspilE

our leamers to see the seriousness of tlle situation at hand and how the actions

of today will lead to thc consequences of tomorrow. Yet, I walk through count-

less corridors and past hundreds of classrooms with their lights on in the middle

of the day and the air conditioning perpetually blaring, onen cven when they

１
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are vacant､ UnnecessaIy plasma TVs adorn every wall, excessive plasti(
and all Ule modem, unrecyclable trappings of contemporary 'Ibkyo
malised lhrough their ubiquity in my places of work This is not just in
Gakuin, but in all tlle univcrsities I work ibl: Wc mllst mot be Pcddlc[
pi" illusion, which has liltle in common with the disiniegraUng e(
order which sunounds us, nor stooges, complicit in a sanitised colpor
ovem Thel℃are less than fbur years lefi until lhe SDG 2030 (algets exI
job as university educatoxs should not be to sugarcoat the trudi or coli
talk about goals fbr the iilture, but to be clear that the maiolily of SD(
will not be realised and many powerful people and overriding econom'
ativeS have no intelEst in sustainability and certainly do not see it thr[
paradigm of an existential crisis, whicll it is. I hope tlle ideas presente(
paper can play a role in encouraging us to ftlce up to this uncomfbrtat

" act wilh ulg~md authenticity ibr lhe filtme of our itagile plan@
finish with a final quote from lhe very same UN Assembly wherc
'1rump made his wilfillly ignorant and intentionally inflammatory remarl
erenced earlier in this papem These words h･om Vtinuatu , s ambassadol

UN howevel; are far moI℃inSightfill and fIlled wilh the reqUired level O
we need to convcy to our learners:

Ic sIgnage

) are nOr-

1 Aoyama

rs of uto-
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rate take-

pire. OUr

|1sistentlvl1slsteI1tlv
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G lalgets
a ■
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>d in this

ble tmth

et. I will

Donald

rksll℃f

)r to the

of intent

I

We call on all states to join the group of nalions proposing to inclu,
ecocide as the iYfth independcnt crime of the Rome Sta(ute of U
Intemational Criminal Court ...､刑ねbelieve that criminaiisation of tl
severest fbrms of environmental destmction at the intemational lev
can and should play a crucial role not only in dctelring harm, but all
in protecting rights fbr present and iilture generations (Odo Tbvi).
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