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Abstract: The facilitation of Education for Sustainability (EfS) by Decentralized Global 

Networks (DGNs) is consistent with the dynamic and increasingly complex nature of 

sustainability issues, and is often motivated by inter-governmental policy objectives that link 

sustainability learning with sustainable development. The use of DGNs for EfS is now well 

established and supports the participation of a geographically dispersed and diverse body of 

participants that consist of teachers, teacher-educators, policy makers, and researchers. 

However, there is limited understanding of the complex systems operating within DGNs and 

how these systems generate the conditions necessary to facilitate EfS. In this article, the 

authors report on an interpretive case study of the Environment and Schools Initiative 

(ENSI), a DGN operating for over 26 years with a membership that has spanned over 25 

countries. Findings highlight six dimensions of the ENSI DGN important to the effective 

facilitation of EfS including: (1) developing a community of practice; (2) planning  

for phased organizational development; (3) structured decentralization using a  

strategy-node-program framework; (4) linking research to practice; (5) ensuring relevance 

through contextualized approaches; and (6) monitoring and evaluation of processes and 

outcomes. The findings identify organizational level approaches to EfS facilitation such as 

addressing the nexus created between policy, practice and research, and developing a 

structure focused on learning and the development of networks more broadly. In conclusion, 

the delivery of learning and teaching strategies through a geographically dispersed and 

diverse group of participants can address the inherent complexity of EfS facilitation across 

various spatial and cultural scales. 
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1. Introduction 

Increasing recognition of the global and interconnected nature of sustainability issues has given rise 

to approaches to Education for Sustainability (EfS) that are similarly international in scope and delivery. 

These approaches use Decentralized Global Networks (DGNs) spanning multiple jurisdictions and 

geographic boundaries to facilitate EfS programs. The Environment and Schools Initiative (ENSI) 

commenced in 1986 and is a noteworthy example of a DGN that has connected researchers, teachers, 

teacher-educators, and policy-makers through the delivery of its EfS programs. The ENSI Organization 

has included members spanning over 25 countries and research addressing program outcomes has been 

presented at over 300 conferences and in over 150 EfS documents and published research papers [1–11]. 

The practice of delivering EfS through a DGN is not isolated to the ENSI case. There are other 

examples of both more recent and past DGNs with significant histories of facilitating EfS. The 

Foundation of Environmental Education (FEE), is another important example of a DGN that began 

facilitating environmental education in 1981 and now delivers EfS programs through 83 members 

representing 67 countries [12,13]. Together, ENSI and FEE are two of the longest continuously running 

DGNs that deliver EfS programs internationally [14–16]. Other noteworthy examples include the Center 

for Ecoliteracy [17] which commenced in 1995 and now delivers programs in over 30 countries; and, 

the Environmental Education Group which has been facilitating EfS for over 40 years including 

involvement in the founding of the Earth Day global EfS initiative [18]. 

The remainder of this article focuses on the interpretive case study of the ENSI DGN. As a DGN, 

ENSI contributes to activities at local (e.g., school-based EfS), national (e.g., EfS policy development) 

and global (e.g., international and multi-stakeholder partnerships) scales. While a networked approach 

promises to overcome difficulties in contextualizing sustainability knowledge across these extensive 

organizational, cultural and geographic scales and can support regions with limited resources, few 

studies have been undertaken to explore how a DGN facilitates and supports EfS. As part of a larger 

study into the practices of DGNs concerned with EfS, this article explores ENSI as a significant case 

study to determine effective strategies characterizing the delivery of EfS at an organizational level and 

the complex issues arising from the participation of a geographically dispersed and diverse group of 

participants comprising a DGN. 

2. Methods 

An interpretive case study approach was used to generate detailed and contextualized data from ENSI 

at the organizational level. Data was generated iteratively in four sequential phases, namely:  

(1) observational participation; (2) document analysis; (3) in depth interviews of key informants; and (4) 

an online survey. The online survey was extended beyond the ENSI membership to include members of 

FEE to expand on themes generated in earlier phases. Data collection occurred over a period of five 

years from September 2008 to August 2013 (Table 1). 
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Table 1. The Environment and Schools Initiative (ENSI) case study data generation and 

analysis phases. 

Phase Data source Analytical approach 

1. Observational 
participation  

(September 2008) 

Executive Meeting/AGM, Berne, 
Switzerland, September, 2008 (ENSI 

Executive Committee, Secretariat, 
Critical Friends and Project/Country 

Managers in attendance). 

Identification of key organizational 
documents, key informants and 
preliminary analytical themes. 

2. Document analysis  
(September 2008  
to August 2013) 

ENSI constitution, strategic plans, 
meeting minutes, newsletters, project 

proposals, evaluation reports and 
research articles. 

Qualitative content analysis utilizing 
NVivo to establish the operating contexts 

of ENSI including organizational 
governance structures and  

program delivery processes across 
geographical, organizational,  
and cultural dimensions [19]. 

3. Key informant 
interviews 

(conducted via 
Skype) 

(February 2012  
to April 2012) 

Nine of ENSI’s organizational leaders 
(Executive, Country Coordinators, and 
Critical Friends) including those based 

in Europe and Australia. 

Deductive thematic analysis using eight 
themes derived from phase 2, namely:  

(1) accountability to stakeholders;  
(2) network development; (3) roles in EfS 

facilitation; (4) governance structure;  
(5) network democracy; (6) relevance to 

participants; (7) complexity of the 
learning network; and (8) scalability.  

Data was coded using NVivo and 
relationships between codes were 

validated using Leximancer. 

4. Survey 
(May 2013 to  
August 2013) 

Online survey questionnaire of 
organizations representing over  

60 countries and 1000’s of members. 
The survey recipients were identified as 
facilitators of EfS at a leadership and/or 
project manager level through their roles 
as members and/or affiliates of the ENSI 

and FEE DGNs. 13 organizations 
provided responses to the survey. 

The survey extended and deepened 
insights generated in the first three phases 

and focused on the approaches to 
facilitating EfS at multiple scales applied 

by DGNs at an organizational level. 

Thematic analysis of data generated in Phases 1 (Observer participation) and 2 (Document analysis) 

was combined with a review of the related literature across the fields of EfS, DGN, scalability, 

globalization and monitoring and evaluation to establish a code manual grounded in the established 

theory and practice of EfS and the specific contexts of ENSI. Key themes were deduced through a  

6 stage process of codification resulting in the code manual identifying and describing 8 overarching 

themes (Table 1), and 54 more detailed sub themes [20]. This process provided a consistent structure for 

the generation and analysis of interview data (Phase 3) and ensured congruence between the theory and 

dynamic practices of EfS. 
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Following a standardized interview process based on the 8 themes, analysis of interview transcripts 

was conducted using the analytical software packages NVivo and Leximancer. NVivo was used to 

explore the established themes in more detail and to identify any novel or emerging sub-themes. 

Leximancer was then used to establish the existence and strength of relationships between themes/ 

sub-themes. This approach improved the methodological rigor through the development and demonstration 

of a path of analytical evidence and analysis maintained throughout the research process [21]. 

The application of NVivo and Leximancer resulted in 54 sub themes and detailed, rich insights into 

the experiences of key informants in the facilitation of EfS at the organizational and program levels. 

These findings were subsequently used as the basis for an online survey of ENSI and FEE members to 

gain broader insights into the applicability of these findings across the network and similar organizations. 

Interview responses support data collected throughout the document analysis phases and are referenced 

in 22 instances throughout this paper. Survey responses are used to support specific statements provided 

by respondents and are referenced 8 times in addition to being presented in more detail in the tables 

presented here within. The survey response rate was 22%. Although this does not represent a high 

response rate, the characteristics of respondents are representative of the wider sample across the two 

dimensions central to this study (i.e., DGN membership and facilitation of EfS) [22–24]. 

All data generated through the interviews and survey described in Table 1 was de-identified and 

referenced throughout the body of the article. Interviewees were referred to by data type and number 

(e.g. Interviewee #1) within the reference section to ensure the anonymity of responses. 

3. Results and Discussion 

The findings reveal six dimensions, relevant at the organisational level, which enhance the delivery 

of EfS through a DGN including: (1) developing a community of practice; (2) planning for phased 

organizational development; (3) structured decentralization using a strategy-node-program framework; 

(4) linking research to practice; (5) ensuring relevance through contextualized approaches; and  

(6) monitoring and evaluation of processes and outcomes. The findings indicate that since ENSI 

commenced as an Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) initiative in 1986, 

the incorporation of these six dimensions into organizational structure, strategy and on-going development 

has supported substantial achievements in the delivery of EfS over 26 years of continuous operation. In 

particular, ENSI has delivered fifteen major EfS projects with individual project budgets in excess of 

€50,000 and involving over a thousand teachers and schools located in over 25 countries [1–11,25]. 

ENSI was recognized as having a wider applicabilty to the discipline of EfS internationally through the 

early leadership role taken as a key contributor to identifying the progress and possibilities for the United 

Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (UN-DESD) in European Union member 

states [26]. In addition, ENSI has influenced the agendas of national governments by providing key 

inputs to the development of international EfS policy, such as that of European countries (e.g., Hungary 

and Italy) where ENSI played a crucial role in the process of integrating EfS and Environmental 

Education (EE) as a core component of the national curriculum [1].  
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3.1. Developing a Community of Practice 

Consistent with the guiding intent of ENSI’s strategic plan, the interests of the ENSI community 

developed dynamically and often arose from sharing lessons across diverse spatial and cultural  

contexts [27]. ENSI identified itself as a “community of practice (CoP) for research, development and 

innovation exchange in the field of environmental education and education for sustainable development 

(EfSD)” [28] (p. 5). As highlighted by one participant, “a main strength [of ENSI] was the sharing of 

information across participating countries…learning a great deal about what others were doing” [29]. 

Similarly, another participant identified that ENSI fostered relationships and community-building by 

“bringing people together from all sorts of organizatons in an inclusive nature” [30]. True to the nature 

of a CoP ENSI was characterized by participants’ interactions and engagement regarding shared 

concerns, challenges and passion for a particular topic [31–33]. In ENSI’s case this “topic” was EfS and 

engagement was facilitated through the international exchange of experiences (i.e., programs) grounded 

in environmental understanding, dynamic qualities of EfS and active approaches to teaching and  

learning [34]. The importance and interpersonal significance of these relationships and shared 

experiences was reinforced by one interviewee who likened the ENSI DGN to a family “…we say at 

ENSI it is like a family so the friendship and the openness of ENSI colleagues and the very good human 

connections and relationships are very important” [35]. Consistent with ENSI’s organizational strategy, 

survey respondents ranked the establishment of a CoP as the most important role performed by a DGN 

from the options provided (Table 2). 

Table 2. Survey respondent perceptions of the most important roles of a Decentralized 

Global Network (DGN). 

Potential DGN Role Rank * 

Establishing a community of practice 1 
Creating learning networks 2 

Linking theory with practice 3 
Educating others in EfS faciliation 4 

Providing structure through Administration 5 
Advancing the body of knowledge for EfS 6 

* A ranking of 1 indicates the role considered most important and 6 least important. 

In explaining the allocation of rankings, survey respondents identified various organizational 

functions that further serve to illustrate the essential, but diverse roles of a CoP in the ENSI DGN. For 

example, a CoP was described as: the “backbone” of a DGN (Survey Question 1, Respondent #1); 

addressing the challenges of communication; providing support that was limited or lacking in particular 

contexts; and as a way of integrating more broadly with communities. These findings highlight the 

importance of developing a CoP in conjunction with an enduring organizational structure, a focus on 

learning, and the development of networks more broadly. 

The ENSI strategic plan and previous research considering ENSI’s key roles identified the 

development of stable learning networks and cooperative linking of participants (e.g., teachers to 

schools, and communities to workplaces) as key strategic objectives [15,27,34]. Correspondingly, the 

creation of learning networks was identified as the second most important role by survey respondents 
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(Table 2). Analysis of both interview and survey data demonstrated a close relationship between learning 

networks and CoPs with one respondent indicating that “…these functions are interconnected and 

interdependent” (Survey Question 2, Respondent #5). Learning networks were formed within the ENSI 

CoP as a result of collaborative and experiential learning communities that consisted of participants 

connected to each other through personal and/or program objectives [36]. Whilst ENSI’s CoP was more 

broadly structured, less formal and regulated, its learning networks were more institutionalized and 

established to support specific ENSI program objectives [37]. The interactions occuring within the CoP 

were likely to be significantly structured by the identified areas of interest and formal controls of its 

participants (i.e., organizations, individuals and government bodies) where, for example, those 

participants represent the policy and research interests of differing member countries [38]. Learning 

networks played a supporting role in the development of the ENSI CoP linking network structure (i.e., 

programs) and participants around a sense of common learning [39], a relationship that was generally 

supportive of ENSI’s facilitation of EfS. 

The ranking of roles (Table 2) associated with connection, collaboration and community were 

identified as of higher importance to a DGNs facilitation of EfS than, for example, the administration of 

the network itself or the broader outcomes delivered by the facilitation of EfS, such as, advancing 

academic knowledge. This result indicates that the ENSI DGN considered network-wide achievement, 

learning and the creation of a common identity [40] as of most importance to the facilitation of EfS. This 

assertion is supported by the survey data, indicating the importance placed on facilitating communication 

and a network structure grounded in expertise, interests, common learning and a sense of network 

identity [40,41]; as well as, through its engagement processes regarding collective concerns, challenges 

and passion for a particular topic [32,33,42] shared amongst the participants. The ENSI case 

demonstrates that “the creation of a community generates a strong incentive and motivation [to facilitate 

EfS]” (Survey Question 3, Respondent #6). ENSI’s implementation of learning networks linking 

participant interests to relevant EfS research problems (e.g., quality criteria, learning environments, etc.) 

is supportive of literature identifying CoPs as well-established mechanisms through which to provide 

structure for educational programs grounded in expertise, interests, common learning and a sense of 

network identity [40,41]. 

3.2. Planning for Phased Organizational Development 

ENSI was established at a time when the need was identified to fill a gap in education and learning 

by addressing EfS and EE at a school-community level [43]. The OECD identified that an organization 

or program had not yet been established in Europe that addressed these areas together so they launched 

ENSI, encouraged their members to engage with the development of the evolving CoP and then allowed 

ENSI’s governance structure to emerge unabated in it’s early phases [43]. ENSI was encouraged by the 

OECD to remain steadfast in its objectives to align environmental education and EfS with the concepts 

of initiative, independence, commitment and, for example, a readiness to accept responsibility [15]. 

ENSI did, however, revise it’s strategy a number of times throughout the first fifteen years of its 

operation implementing a significant strategic alignment process in 2005 as it entered a new phase of 

organizational delivery [3]. In the mid-1990’s ENSI was transformed from a sponsored project to an 
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independent organization and, despite this significant evolution, did not deviate from its founding 

objectives [14]. 

Understanding the ENSI Organizations development cycle was important to examining the 

dimensions through which it has facilitated EfS at an organizational level, as evidenced by a  

participants comment: 

I think…ENSI…has changed so dramatically in the three phases. The first phase was cutting 

edge, action research…you know leading in that area. The second stage was (where) we tried 

to influence policy and sort of up-scale the good practice; and, the third one was just a group 

of people coming together and sharing resources [44]. 

The “Waves of Development” (Table 3) recognized the importance of ENSI’s history of phased 

development to its current organizational delivery and how the network has evolved since its  

inception [1,14]. Each phase, or “Wave” as it has been presented, in ENSI’s history provided significant 

learnings regarding the changing strategic contexts and geo-political conditions in which the 

organization was required to navigate. 

Table 3. ENSI’s Four Waves of Development. 

ENSI Wave of 
Development 

Characteristics 

The First Wave: 
Establishment  
(1986–1988) 

 OECD (CERI) proposal submitted and accepted in1985.  
12 members from OECD countries join network in 1986. 

 Over 65 schools involved in projects/research representing  
over 20 countries. 

 Over 145 teachers/teacher educators participating. 
 Focusing on linking project development and academic research. 
 Commencing membership fees and project funding/grants sustain 

the organisation. 

The Second Wave: 
Consolidation  
(1989–1994) 

 OECD (CERI) defined ENSI as a full project for the period 1989 to 
1994. 10 more OECD members join ENSI. 

 Over 135 schools involved in projects /research representing  
over 25 countries. 

 Over 765 teachers/teacher educators participating. 
 Involved in policy review, action research, and EfS evaluation 

projects (e.g., Sustainable Development in the Netherlands). 
 Commencing and continuing membership fees and project 

funding/grants sustain the organisation. 
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Table 3. Cont. 

ENSI Wave of 
Development 

Characteristics 

The Third Wave: 
Expansion 

(1995–2004) 

 ENSI concludes as an OECD (CERI) project (1994) and commences 
as an independent network under the OECD umbrella. 

 Over 475 schools involved in projects/research representing  
over 25 countries. Some members leave ENSI. 

 Over 2740 teachers/teacher educators participating. 
 Commenced a network development and decentralisation phase 

including scaling out projects to other regions/countries  
more actively. 

 Commencing and continuing membership fees and project 
funding/grants sustain the organisation. 

The Fourth Wave: 
The Decade  
(2005–2014) 

 ENSI prepares 5 Year Strategic Plan (2006–2010) and implements 
active ‘Regionalisation/ Decentralisation’ program. OECD (CERI) 
ceases role as umbrella organisation. UNESCO/UNECE/UNEP 
commence as ENSI partner. 

 ENSI contributed in the early stages to the development of the  
UN-DESD. In the following years they both scaled-out and back in 
their projects . They amended their organisational structure and 
witnessed a decline in both active projects and Country membership.

 ENSI transitions its DGN in 2009 to an International Non-Profit 
Association (INPA), a legal and governance structure under Royal 
Belgian Decree, that afforded them the ability to maintain  
both a decentralised network and program delivery  
organizational structures. 

 Fee for Service/online collaboration models introduced to augment 
membership fees and project grant funding. 

 In 2005, 24 countries were ENSI members. By late-2013, this 
number had reduced to 19 countries with 10 representing full-fee 
paying membership. 

ENSI’s transition between waves was facilitated by an on-going process of strategic development 

addressing issues related to its partners and regional networks [1]. ENSI concentrated on “reinventing 

themselves every three or four years” [44] ensuring organizational and program objectives and renewed 

strategy aligned to current local and global priorities (e.g., relevance to participants). As supported by a 

participant’s response: 

ENSI had to follow a clear strategy by following clear research questions which arise through 

the years in environmental education [45]. 

Organizational development has been dynamic and “the [ENSI] influence and the power has changed 

quite dramatically over the years” [44]. For example, the transition from wave one to wave two in ENSI’s 

development was characterized by a scaling up (i.e., organizationally) and out (i.e., geographically) of 

programs and membership [19]. ENSI “refocused on key priorities” and questions at planned 
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intervals [44] and envisioned this process of continuous organizational development as occurring 

through the adoption of clear research direction and objectives [27]. 

The historical development and evolution of ENSI demonstrates a “complex and systemic 

approach” [46] to phased development and the impact upon organizational structure, governance, 

strategy, systems and multiple functional connections as the organization matures and enters/exits cycles 

of growth and decline [47]. These organizational developments impacted upon ENSI’s facilitation of 

EfS as is evidenced throughout the fourth wave, which is characterized by ENSI’s most significant 

change in structure and corresponding decline in membership and participants. ENSI’s structured 

approach illuminates the importance placed by the OECD and ENSI Leaders upon the organization being 

resolute in its strategy-oriented approach from the outset, yet flexible enough to be able to revise and 

self-regulate strategy throughout the years in order to transition between development phases. Changing 

influence and power at local and global scales required ongoing re-development of strategy to 

accommodate differing development phases [19]. ENSI’s organizational documents chronicle this 

phased development and the longevity of the organization lends credence to the success of it’s approach 

as it relates to organizational delivery [1–11,48]. The application of an entrepreneural approach towards 

meeting organizational goals and towards changing organizational contexts [49] is an approach evidenced 

by the ENSI case and demonstrates the importance of DGN more generally planning for the challenges 

and impacts of transitioning between development phases given the complex systems of interconnections 

that comprise the process in which they deliver EfS over longstanding periods of time [50]. 

3.3. Structured Decentralization Using a Strategy-Node-Program Framework 

ENSI’s approach to connecting EfS research, practice and policy-making was to apply a framework 

of structured decentralization that ensured the organisation met its aim to create stable, yet dynamic, 

learning networks, generate local knowledge and meaningful discourse and foster democratic 

participation [34]. For ENSI, the structured approach to decentralization was reliant upon the 

development of regionalised learning networks established through local partnerships and alliances [27] 

which link schools, families, community, and workplaces together [43]. Participants indicated that 

ENSI’s application of a “regionalized” approach supported its faciliation of EfS: 

ENSI got all of that right. It’s a global organization that works through the regions at a local 

level…as well as the change in this area at a very practical level. It is about supporting a true 

regional outlay but on a global level. It’s a fantastic example of a decentralized network [44]. 

As indicated in Section 3.1, ENSI facilitated the formation of a CoP to connect participants more 

broadly and informally to the organization. Learning networks were formed at the program level to 

provide for a more formal network structure [38]. As such, all ENSI participants were members of both 

the organizational CoP and those specific learning networks formed at the program scale grouping 

themselves around particular program objectives, themes and participant interests [48]. 

ENSI adopted an decentralizied approach to facilitating learning and participation that made a 

concerted effort to engage the CoP and its collection of learning networks in simultaneous bottom-up 

and top-down methods of governance facilitated by a central hub linked closely to each regional node 

(Figure 1). As summarised in the following quotation from a participant “[ENSI] is an international 
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network…development network, point of reference, something that we learn from the international 

community and we also contribute to” [45]. By identifying the DGN and its principles as a “point of 

reference” for participants and the broader community, ENSI’s decentralized approach aided the 

translation of centrally developed strategy into contextualized understanding and practice at a local  

level [1,14] utilizing the regional nodes to translate strategic aims into program objectives [34]. 

 

Figure 1. The decentralized global network’s strategy-node-program framework. 

The implementation of a strategy-node-program framework as a means to faciliate EfS is a feature 

unique to ENSI. For example, there are tens of thousands of civic networks active internationally [51] 

and, whereas, these types of global social change networks are not dissimilar in some aspects to the 

structure of ENSI in that they are non-hierarchical and decentralized, they are often loosely organized 

across the organization and accountability is highly diffuse [52]. In contrast, ENSI demonstrates an 

approach to network decentralization that engaged members in a manner that is both flexible (i.e., CoP) 

and structured (i.e., learning networks) [27,32]. The approach involved the adoption of a center of power 

(i.e., ENSI Secretariat and Executive) that set the broad strategic direction for the network, but ensured 

that the regionalized nodes the CoP was comprised of were free to self-organize through program 

delivery and were accountable for their work at the local level [34]. ENSI achieved this by enacting a 

formal structure to ensure the organization addressed participant interests in an inclusive and democratic 

manner including, procedural requirements such as setting the annual strategic direction for the 

organization each year at the Annual General Meeting (AGM) [27]. The decentralized model included 

at each regional node a Country Coordinator to manage the connection between organizational strategy 

and programs, and an Academic Representative providing pedagogical support to the program managers. 

The Coordinator and Academic Representative were entrusted with the overall coordination of ENSI 

programs aligned to strategic organizational objectives, however, they were encouraged to contextualize 

approaches for regional priorties and facilitate EfS through, for example, the regions schools and/or 

wider educational curriculum [27]. ENSI’s approach to decentralization provided autonomy to the 

Country Coordinator and Academic Representative to operationalize at the program level (i.e., the 

learning network) strategy developed at the more central level. Whereas a failure of decentralization 

could be attributed to a lack of understanding of how to effectively participate because of norms 

associated with traditional societal hierarchies [53], ENSI’s decentralized framework afforded 
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participants the opportunity to remain accountable to organizational objectives whilst encouraging  

wide-ranging opportunities to individualize participation in the DGN. 

ENSI’s approach supported the development of dynamic learning networks which are non-hierarchical, 

flexible and supportive of the establishment of professional exchange [54]. A success of ENSI has been 

atributed to its position as an interface between the learning networks constructed and the more 

hierarchial networks of its participants (e.g., schools and government) [48]. The formation of learning 

networks embedded within the ENSI framework complement and to some extent act as a substitute for 

hierarchial networks [55]. ENSI recognized that the regionalized and structured approach to 

decentralization that occurred through the formation of learning networks was an effective tool in which 

to deliver EfS within diverging systems and has been identified throughout the field’s literature [56,57] 

as applying an approach that effectively links decentralization to democratic process [32,53,58] an 

important aspect of EfS delivery [56,59]. An improved understanding of the nature of a structured and 

decentralized approach is timely as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO) recently acknowledged that greater decentralization characterised by a flexibile and 

autonomous approach increased the likilhood that EfS initiatives and projects were to be adopted [59]. 

3.4. Linking Research to Practice 

ENSI’s approach to the facilitation of EfS connected the development of ideas and insights to 

implementation tools and structures that enabled EfS programs to facilitate realistic practices [60]. ENSI 

supported theoretical notions coupled with practical experiences through the implementation of joint 

research and action [50] and set about fostering research-community-school collaboration through the 

assembly of inter-agency networks crossing traditional boundaries between research centers, 

government, interest groups and learning organizations [61]. Through the application of this approach 

ENSI connected teachers, teacher-educators, policy makers and research groups together supporting the 

link between these dimensions. ENSI’s strategic planning documented these synergies as primary to the 

DGNs organizational objectives [27,35]. 

ENSI was identified (i.e., pre-2000) as the only international research network with a primary aim of 

connecting research and government authorities with school practices [1]. A participant described this 

approach as establishing a “triangle of policy, practice and research which is a really good marriage” [30]. 

ENSI’s approach rejected the assumption that there should be a traditional separation between school 

and society in favor of connecting these dimensions through open and experiential questioning and 

shared interests [58]. As indicated by one respondent “this kind of interface of teachers whom are highly 

engaged in their school projects with governmental people engaged in national programs, and with 

researchers trying to find out how to improve EfS and EE programs makes up the strengths of  

ENSI” [42]. Participants indicated that it was of key importance to the ENSI Organization that it 

maintained the interface across a number of levels of research and government in the specific field of 

environmental education and EfS [45,62]. ENSI’s role in this process included what one participant 

refered to as advancing: 

…the policy of education, the practice of education, the teacher in the school and the research 

… to be a kind of bridge between the realities that in many cases don’t work  

together [63]. 
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ENSI’s leaders described how the DGN would engage with its network to connect its broad 

membership together around clear research-practice questions as follows. 

… the strategy was to always have an ear into the real national programs and then to reflect 

what exactly the open questions are. And, then to bring these open questions into the network 

of researchers and government authorities to find out what are the most important questions 

we have to deal with today [45]. 

To facilitate this “bridge” ENSI positioned itself to “influence the development of national 

programs” [45] through a membership base that was primarily composed of government representation 

partnering with the ENSI organization to assist in influencing local EfS curricula at departmental and 

government levels [1,34]. This approach was acknowledged by government authorities (e.g., Austria, 

Germany, Italy) as being integral to the establishment and mainstreaming of EfS programs in their 

schools [1]. 

ENSI was cognizant that “in order to create good practices it was important to link knowledge with 

practice” (Survey Question 2, Respondent #7) and recognized that addressing the nexus created between 

research and practice was a fundamental aspect of their facilitation of EfS, as reflected in the response 

of this participant: 

The biggest challenge of ESD (Environmentally Sustainable Development) is to transform 

ambitious theories into practice. There is huge need to help practitioners to develop practices, 

theoretically well-established practices, which fit into the reality of everyday educational 

practice (Survey Question 2, Respondent #8). 

The translation of conceptual understanding and research into opportunities to put learnings into 

practice remains a key factor of success in the linking of people and organizations to local and global 

sustainability goals [64]. ENSI’s approach of linking research to practice contributed to an improved 

understanding of what is referred to as clear researcher-practitioner collaborations [65], whereby, the 

researcher and practitioner may not view the research process in the same way, however, they are able 

to harness this tension to meet program objectives [66]. The complexity of this process highlights the 

importance of DGNs translating strategic and research objectives into EfS policies and practices as a key 

component of EfS facilitation. 

3.5. Ensuring Relevance through Contextualized Approaches 

ENSI’s approach to delivering programs across temporal, spatial and cultural scales necessitated that 

the facilitation of EfS was contextually relevant to accommodate the multiplicity of cultures and 

participants comprising the DGN. Relevance to individual and wider community concerns and sustainability 

issues was recognized as a central principle of conducting EfS across these dimensions [67]. Embedding 

contextually in ENSI’s approach to EfS has been recognized in previous research [54] and is highlighted 

as an innovation by ENSI itself [68]. A focus on context-specificity ensures that ENSI recognises the 

need to empower schools, teachers, and researchers to ensure equality in the planning and delivery of 

programs that are framed in connection with, as opposed to in isolation of, the wider society and local 

contexts [68]. 
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The framework and approaches identified in Sections 3.3 and 3.4 establish a collaborative 

arrangement between participants across varying scales. ENSI adopted the approach of developing a 

different project in differing countries and regions [1] to accommodate local contextual requirements, 

encourage relevance to participants’ objectives and to maintain consistency with organizational goals, 

as highlighted by the following response. 

… they [ENSI] reinvent themselves…they refocus key priorities and they always make sure 

they are linking relevance to, for example, government policy [44]. 

Participants recognized that relevance “makes it (EfS) practical and leads to a greater commitment 

and long term involvement” (Survey Question 14, Respondent #2). Correspondingly, survey responses 

supported the perceived importance of relevance to a DGNs facilitation of EfS (Table 4). 

Table 4. Survey respondent perceptions of the most important aspects of a DGNs culture 

and values to the facilitation of EfS. 

Role Rank * 

Relevance to the stakeholders that both deliver and experience the facilitation of EfSD 
to ensure the attraction and retention of organization members and project participants. 

1 

Accountability to key stakeholders including, but not limited to, project/organization 
funders, research participants, and organizational staff. 

2 

Democratic organization whereby all members have a say. 3 

Monitoring and evaluation systems  
in place to evaluate meeting EfSD facilitation goals and objectives. 

4 

* A ranking of 1 indicates the role considered most important and 4 least important. 

In referring to ENSI’s programs a participant indicated that when it came to EfS programs “…one 

size does not fit all” (Survey Question 12, Respondent #5). ENSI aligned objectives to participant 

motivations for connecting to the network from the outset through establishing relevance, an important 

construct, as it was identified that “…initiatives that lack relevance to multiple partners will engender 

low commitment levels and are more likely to have a short life span” (Survey Question 14,  

Respondent #1). 

ENSI addressed relevance through a contextual and research led, in contrast to, a content focused 

approach. “(ENSI) was not dedicated on the content such as air pollution, it was more dedicated on the 

questions that arose through collaboration with pilot schools in the regions” [45]. A contextualized 

approach provided ENSI the opportunity to reframe programs to address varying participant 

requirements by embedding consistent research questions within diverse content. By way of example, 

ENSI’s Learnscapes program addressed the question of “how students learnt by doing” through 

interactions in differing outdoor environments (i.e., Learnscapes). The Learnscapes were constructed to 

meet cultural or spatial demands and were vastly different located in, for example, Australia and across 

European countries. The research questions remained the same (i.e., how students learn) and could be 

posed to participants regardless of varying contextual requirements. An appreciation of the differing 

contextual needs, driven by differing physical environments is vital if programs delivered by DGN are 

going to function across spatial and cultural boundaries. 
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ENSI’s contextualized approach to EfS programs addressed the increasingly global nature of EfS 

facilitation, including the reframing, as opposed to reforming, of information and knowledge so that it 

can be understood from multiple frames of reference [69]. In this way, contextualization accommodated 

shared EfS goals, values and engendered a common vision [70]. ENSI delivered programs that catered 

for a range and variety of individual and locally determined needs. The significance of which is 

supported by literature which identifies that implementing EfS programs without taking due care for an 

understanding of contemporary society and culture, or paying only cursory attention to local context or 

relevance to participants, may limit rather than foster approaches to, and perspectives of, EfS [71–73]. 

3.6. Monitoring and Evaluation of Processes and Outcomes 

ENSI’s monitoring and evaluation strategy was established as an OECD Centre for Educational 

Research and Innovation (CERI) requirement at the outset of the Organizations development [74]. CERI 

recognized that, in general, DGNs funding should be directed towards evidence-based programs and the 

importance of scaling the impact of these programs should be addressed [75]. Formal evaluation was 

incorporated into ENSI’s delivery of programs by requiring participants to report back progressively to 

the Program Manager and/or Country Coordinator regarding advancement towards organizational and 

program objectives. These “reports” were in turn evaluated by the ENSI Executive annually at the  

AGM [48]. CERI established this process to ensure ENSI members were accountable for the preparation 

of evaluation reports upon program completion and that these reports could be utilized by both ENSI 

and CERI to improve upon organizational delivery, to monitor progress toward program objectives and 

to influence the further development of ENSI [48]. ENSI’s support for this approach was substantiated 

through a dedicated section of their most recent strategic plan focusing upon progress reviews and 

ongoing evaluation processes [27]. 

Interview respondents supported ENSIs approach to monitoring and evaluation identifying  

the importance of evaluation frameworks to ENSI’s strategy as highlighted by the following  

participant’s response: 

I think the networks that have been strategic have done very well and strategic means 

rethinking, reviewing, engaging, constantly rethinking what you need to do better, but also 

what you need to do different [44]. 

Previous ENSI research supported the importance of regularly discussing, reflecting and debating 

processes and delivery of program outcomes [14]. Further justification for ENSI’s approach to 

evaluation was made evident through ENSI’s influence as an early contributor to the monitoring and 

evaluation review process UNESCO enacted to inform its global reporting strategies (Interviwees #4 

and #6). However, although considered important, interview responses also indicated that the need to 

manage limited resources, both human and financial, provided ENSI’s organizational leadership with a 

difficult task as “…we are always fighting for money…” [63] for program delivery in order to “stay 

afloat”, as opposed to delivering robust monitoring and evaluation processes [62,76]. 

The monitoring and evaluation processes that ENSI embedded within its organization are accepted 

by participants as an integral part of EfS facilitation in general [74]. However, the findings demonstrate 

disparity between the perceived importance stakeholders place upon monitoring and evaluation 
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processes in general and the actual importance to facilitation of EfS they attribute to these processes. 

These findings have significant implications for DGN more generally as the growing body of research 

in the area [77–83] suggests that the implementation of monitoring and evaluation and indicator 

frameworks to EfS facilitation, and sustainability in general, will continue to gain in importance and the 

significance of the implementation of these frameworks should certainly not be marginalized. 

4. Conclusions 

The facilitation of EfS through DGNs is a well-established practice. The findings identify the 

characteristics of the ENSI DGNs operation at an organizational scale including an evaluation of the 

structure, conditions and motivation required to facilitate EfS. In addition, the approach taken towards 

addressing the nexus created between policy, practice and research was implicated as important to the 

ENSI DGNs facilitation of effective EfS as the approach addresses the complexity inherent within the 

delivery of EfS across multiple scales. The article addresses the importance of monitoring and evaluation 

to inform both the effectiveness and processes underpinning EfS, and to assist DGN more generally to 

identify the conditions necessary for EfS facilitation to be effective. However, several constraints to the 

implementation of robust monitoring and evaluation were evident (e.g., funding and time) and these 

constraints warrant further investigation. Particularly, at the juncture when scaling EfS has been 

identified as a global priority in UNESCOs DESD Final Report [59] and the supporting document 

“Roadmap for Implementing the Global Action Program on Education for Sustainable Development” [84]. 

The article contributes to the body of knowledge relating to organizational approaches to EfS facilitation 

that are both global and regional and located across various spatial and cultural scales. 
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