Welcome to the ECIS 2014 Conference – in cyberspace: John Huckle looks into the future 
Like the previous two conferences, the ECIS conference this year was an entirely virtual conference taking place in cyberspace and made possible by the latest advances in video conferencing. ECIS members were able to listen and question keynote speakers; participate in interactive workshops; and visit the online exhibition stands prepared by a huge range of publishers and other suppliers of educational products and services. They also met up with friends and colleagues from across the world in a range of conference chat rooms, and at these gatherings the days of real conferences, when members often travelled thousands of miles to meet, were often recalled with some regret but also with remarks such as ‘how could we ever have been so irresponsible?’. Indeed responsibility towards other people and the rest of nature, was a key theme of the conference, which celebrated the achievements of member schools during the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development.
It all started at the Nice conference in 2006. At the concluding meeting of committee chairs with the Chief Executive, Graham Gardner from the Environment Committee mentioned its concern over the huge ecological footprint of the conference. The major element of this was the large number of air miles flown by members to attend. In one return journey many had exceeded their annual carbon allowance of 3 tonnes. This is the amount which some experts then forecast was necessary to stabilise the global climate. Once people had used their allowance they should buy additional carbon (or the right to pollute) from those who had surplus carbon to sell. Other forms of travel contributed to the footprint as did the paper handed out by exhibitors and presenters, and the food, energy and materials used by hotels and restaurants. In 2007 ECIS had commissioned an environment audit of the conference and the result contributed to a growing debate about the sustainability of ECIS and international schools.

Something which is sustainable can last indefinitely. Many human activities and social institutions were not then sustainable because they placed too great a demand on finite ecological resources and services. If everyone on the planet had lived in similar way to the majority of students and families who used international schooling in 2006, then we would have needed two or more planets to sustain their lifestyles. Moving rich and poor towards sustainable development is the major challenge of the 21st Century. From the 1990s onwards, world leaders and others suggested that education should become part of the sustainable development solution, rather than remain part of the unsustainable development problem.
Back in 2006 teachers were becoming aware that being part of the solution, or preparing young people to live more sustainably, required new approaches to the curriculum, the design and management of the school campus, and a school’s links with the community. A growing number of schools were seeking to become eco-schools or sustainable schools and they sought guidance from international, national and local organisations. John Huckle, a consultant on education for sustainable development (ESD), introduced key elements of this guidance during a workshop at the Nice conference.

He explained that the United Nations had designated 2005 to 2014, the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (UNDESD), with UNESCO the managing agent. The Decade website (1) suggested that the key task for education was to build the capacity for futures-orientated thought and action, based on ethical principles, and capable of taking account of the economy, ecology and equity of all communities. The Earth Charter provided an appropriate framework of ethical principles for ESD, agreed through a lengthy process of cross-cultural global dialogue, and the associated teachers’ handbook, published in several languages, provided activities for introducing these principles in the classroom (2). UNESCO made it clear that there could be no universal model of ESD. Goals, emphases and processes, should be locally defined to meet local environmental, social and economic conditions in culturally appropriate ways, but education for global citizenship (3) is a key element of ESD and one in which international schools already had considerable expertise.
The UN Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) had published its strategy for ESD in 2003 and by 2006 had drawn up a set of indicators to assist member states in monitoring progress towards its goals (4). In 2004 the Australian Research Institute in Education for Sustainability had published an international review of whole-school sustainability programs, including those originating with ENSI (Environment and Schools Initiative) and FEE (Foundation for Environmental Education) in Europe (5). The UK Government’s Department for Education and Skills (DfES) consulted on its framework for sustainable schools in 2006 (6) and the SEED (School Development through Environmental Education) and ENSI networks published their detailed Quality Criteria for ESD-Schools the previous year (7). These included criteria regarding the quality of teaching and learning processes; school policy and organisation; and the school’s external relations. 
The period from 2007 to 2010, saw the ECIS Executive taking a strong lead in re-orientating the organisation’s mission and services towards ESD. It considered the strategies and guidance that John Huckle had introduced at the Nice conference, and members’ debates were enlivened by their different perspectives on global issues; internationalism and its contribution to sustainable development; and the relations between ESD and international education. All administrative and subject committees were soon invited to join in such debate and eventually an ECIS position statement on ESD was formulated and agreed. By 2010 this was guiding curriculum and instruction; leadership and governance; and professional development and renewal in all member schools.
Looking back from the vantage point of this year’s celebratory conference, it is possible to recognize several factors that account for the success of this early period of re-orientation. First was the decision by the Chief Executive to encourage members of all ECIS committees to read Planet Earth – the Future (8) and debate its implications for international education alongside questions prompted by the UNECE indicators of ESD (see below). Second was the decision to use the ECIS student and adult awards for the promotion of international education to encourage and promote ESD in member schools. Third was the use of ENSI’s quality criteria for ESD schools to re-focus the work of subject committees and infuse ESD throughout the ECIS programme of continuing professional development. While in 2006 ESD was largely or wholly seen as a matter for the Environment Committee, it is now regarded as central to all subjects and all ECIS activity. Fourth was the engagement of parents, support staff, and local community members in the challenges and opportunities of moving towards more sustainable forms of international schooling. Addressing the eight doorways to sustainability (food and drink; energy and water; travel and traffic; purchasing and waste; buildings and grounds; inclusion and participation; local well-being; and the global dimension), suggested by the UK DfES consultation, required many to rethink their lifestyle and the nature of responsible citizenship on planet earth.
Questions for ECIS prompted by UNECE’s indicators of ESD
1. Does ECIS have a co-ordinating body for the implementation of UNDESD and the UNECE Strategy for ESD?

2. Are the key themes of sustainable development (for example: ecological principles; ethics and philosophy, biological and landscape diversity; production and/or consumption patterns; citizenship, democracy and governance; natural resource management; human rights; health; poverty alleviation; and corporate social responsibility) addressed explicitly in the curriculum at all levels in ECIS member schools?

3. Do ECIS schools adopt a ‘whole institution’ approach to sustainable development and ESD?

4. Do ECIS school students develop their own sustainable development indicators for their schools?

5. Is ESD implementation in ECIS schools a multi-stakeholder process?

6. Is ESD part of the ECIS CPD programme and international teacher certification?

7. Does ECIS have a strategy for the dissemination of good practice in ESD (tools and mechanisms) amongst its members?

8. Does ECIS participate in international networks related to ESD?

The 2014 virtual ECIS conference has included keynote speakers from UNESCO; China’s Ministry of Education; Toyota; and the Aegean People’s Alliance. All have pioneered new forms of technology, social organisation, and / or education and training that encourage more sustainable forms of development. In online workshops ECIS members have shared experiential and interdisciplinary classroom activities that promote ESD and in chat rooms they have talked to students and teachers who have won awards for ESD related innovation. In her online message to the conference Europe’s Environment Commissioner spoke of ECIS finding a renewed purpose for international education and schooling and making a significant contribution to the sustainable development of Europe and the wider world.
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