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Abstract. The article is aimed at identifying sustainable development
principles and their application in foreign language education process in
the context of a Russian university. The relevance of two basic elements of
quality education, such as educational content and the learning
environment to sustainable development principles’ development are
considered. The results of the survey aimed at identifying students’
perception of these two are presented. The analysis of effective ways of
developing students’ competences related to English language learning and
cross-cultural aspects, compatible with sustainable development, is
presented. Implications of students’ involvement into extra-curricular
activities and events designed and held on the interdisciplinary basis and
aimed at reaching sustainable development objectives are suggested for
practical implementation.

1 Introduction
The key role of education in creating sustainable world which is the main purpose of
sustainable development has been widely accepted. This view is shared by international
community, government officials, academic and teaching staff employed in educational
institutions of different types. In order to oobtain knowledge and acquire skills which are
vital for understanding the concept of sustainable development and applying its principles
to real life a learner must have access to quality education, which goals and elements have
been the subject of numerous studies and debates for the last decades in different contexts
[1, 2, 3]. According to UNESCO, education for sustainable development as an integral part
of quality education is “holistic and transformational education which addresses learning
content and outcomes, pedagogy and the learning environment” [4].
Integrating the concept of sustainable development into education demands
concentrating on the process of learning and the outcomes reached by learners. The
emphasis must be made on interdisciplinary curriculum design, which provides them with
knowledge from different fields [5]. Special attention is paid to the learning content which
covers topics related to both local and global critical issues which accompany nature
conservation activities, refer to biodiversity, modern economic processes, challenges which
culturally diverse communities face [6]. The learning outcomes don’t imply only
knowledge, but also skills which learners acquire during sustainable development education
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process. They are the core competences necessary to help learners achieve success in
various life contexts. Among the most demanded for both professional and social life in the
modern world are the skills known as soft skills, such as willingness to accept
responsibility, ability of critical thinking and problem solving, readiness to work in a team
and collaborate decision making, and so on. These goals can be achieved on the basis of
applying effective and reliable educational methods and a learner-cantered approach, which
combines learners’ interest to the educational process and their responsibility for its results.
Pedagogical approaches and methods aimed at encouraging young generation to act for
sustainability are actively discussed in modern literature [7]. In modern conditions hybrid
model of teaching in physical and on-line environments has proved its reliability.
Sustainable development processes in education are accompanied by extensive use of elearning technologies and latest digital technologies. Their potential for promoting
education for sustainable development and providing learners with opportunities of gaining
knowledge and acquiring skills for leading sustainable lifestyle is recognized and proved
[8].
Integrating education for sustainable development principles into higher education has
been studied in various aspects. The majority of authors acknowledge the importance of the
universities’ role in implementing sustainable development policies. However, some studies
argue that this implementation inevitably brings certain challenges which modern higher
educational institutions have to face [9]. Studies focusing on students’ perception of higher
education for sustainable development’s learning environments definitely arouse much
interest. Maurer and Bogner report on 464 freshmen perception of both environmental
education and education for sustainable development. The analyses of sustainability
concepts and their perceiving by the students demonstrate a significant discrepancy [10].
The majority of research consider the issue of integrating sustainable development policies
into higher education in connection with higher educational institutions’ activities [11].
Special attention in recent studies is paid to university educators’ engagement in
educational sustainable development processes. Academic staff training and participating in
professional development programs are considered to be crucial for education for
sustainable development successful integration [12]. Another subject for consideration and
debate in the field of educating educators themselves concerns the need for universities’
collective efforts and activities aimed at achieving this goal. Collaboration of the Baltic and
the Mediterranean regions in introducing and promoting education for sustainable
development principles in higher education serve as a good example of effective
cooperation in this field [13].
As initially the concept of education for sustainable development was focused on the
learners’ developing knowledge and skills in the field of nature conservation and
interaction between natural environment and society, a lot of studies the most part deal with
environmental education and related issues [14, 15, 16, 17]. Gradually education for
sustainable development started to concern with the ways of predicting and solving social
environmental problems. Today more and more academics and educators apply its
principles when teaching different disciplines, such as mathematics [18], history [19], and
foreign languages [20]. Analysing environment not only in ecological but economic, social
and cultural aspects affects learners’ better understanding of modern world’s and diverse
societies’ interests and needs.
Language and foreign language education for sustainable development has been given
considerably less attention in modern literature in comparison to the other learning areas.
Being a part of culture and playing a significant role in building human relationship,
language can be a key instrument for tackling global problems and challenges. Within the
area of foreign language education for sustainable development programs a learner can
acquire a wide variety of skills necessary for establishing effective international
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communication and cooperation. Foreign languages knowledge as well as awareness of
differences in national beliefs and behaviours, which are gained in the process of learning a
foreign language, are essential for sustainable development of the modern world with its
intensive migration processes. Literature review shows that goals of sustainable
development can’t be attained without solving problems arising in multilingual educational
contexts [21].
English as a Lingua Franca and global means of communication enables representatives
of different ethnic groups and cultural experiences to socialize and find common ground.
As a result, English as a foreign language education process provide the basis for global
society sustainable development.

2 Materials and methods
The aim of the study is to analyse the two elements of quality education – content and
learning environment, and reveal their relevance to the principles of education for
sustainable development considering the examples from the English language teaching and
learning experiences in the context of a Russian university of Economics. In order to gain
better insight into the effectiveness of each element, qualitative research tools have been
used. Both curricular and extracurricular students’ activities have been observed, analysed,
interpreted and described. The article also provides results of the survey which allows
identifying second year students’ (42 learners) and third year students’ (31) perception of
the university’s curriculum content and the learning environment.

3 Results and discussion
3.1 Content
As it has been mentioned above, originally education for sustainable development was
concerned with the knowledge and skills in the field of ecological problems and nature
conservation. “Green” issues have influenced the curriculum design in many areas of study.
Teaching concepts related to natural environment are studied in different disciplines,
including foreign language education field. This topic is relevant for the students of a
higher educational institution as it addresses crucial issues of modern world which students
have already faced in everyday life and will have to seek their solutions in perspective.
Educational programs realized by foreign languages departments contain teaching materials
aimed at students’ obtaining and improving knowledge on the topic, including major
ecological problems such as global warming and greenhouse effect, water, land and air
pollution, overpopulation, depletion of natural recourses, and the others. The emphasis is
made on the reasons and consequences of the major current environmental issues, as well as
their prevention and reduction measures’ development and introducing. Ways of improving
the relationship between man and nature are discussed in detail. Not only the content of the
curriculum is worth mentioning but also tasks design and forms of students’ curricular
activities. The study of the content connected with environmental problems allows to apply
a wide range of exercises and tasks within communicative foreign language teaching
approach. Learners work with written and oral texts, perform exercises aimed at
consolidating lexical material, develop reading, speaking, listening comprehension and
writing skills. The study of this topic allows using such forms and methods as oral
presentations, projects, discussions, round tables, case studies, web-quests. Writing an
essay, which is a mandatory part of training within the framework of nature conservation
topic, develops both an independent creative approach to understanding the problem posed,
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and improves the learners’ skill of expressing their own thoughts and opinions in writing by
means of a foreign language. The results of the survey prove that the absolute majority of
second year students (95%) find discussion of issues and concepts referring to natural
environment important, interesting and relevant. The survey results also show that about
80% agree that green living approach contributes to sustainability and efficient resources
usage. Moreover, about 60% of the respondents admit that classroom discussions as well as
working on group and individual projects made them realize the significance of going green
as well as made them think about more sustainable way of living and being more
sustainable in their daily routine. These results correlate with the data presented by Gratiela
and Saraçlı, who report on positive relation between environmental education’s perception,
attitude and students’ behaviour [22].
Another academic content taught to third year students in English refers to crosscultural communication field. All the students learning English are trained to perceive and
understand different societies and lifestyles, as foreign language learning in general implies
accepting concepts of a foreign culture. This course exposes university students to a wide
variety of social and cultural topics, such as “Elements of Culture”, “Different styles of
communication”, “Cross-cultural negotiations” and many others. Taking the course
students learn to build up cross-cultural interaction both within the framework of lectures
and seminars, and fulfilling work on individual and team project assignments. Due to the
foreign students’ presence in class a unique real cross-cultural classroom environment is
created. Discussions and views’ exchange promote Russian and international students’
acquiring skills necessary to overcome cultural and social barriers. This contributes to the
formation of the intercultural communicative competence which is required for young
adults’ better understanding principles of living in a global world and implementing
sustainable development policies effectively. An important aspect that accompanies the
study of other countries’ cultures is fostering a respectful and tolerant attitude to different
values and behaviours. Intercultural communicative competence is highly valued in global
teams where students are very likely to find themselves in a few years. The results of the
survey demonstrate students’ interest and readiness to different cultures’ discovery on the
basis of the knowledge they have gained during this course of study (95% of third year
students). The respondents (72%) are also sure that the communication skills they have
acquired being in the international classroom environment will be helpful for their future
professional career in the globalized working surroundings. About 60% of the students
admit that they have become more open and tolerant to the “others”. About 30% of the
respondents admit that they knew very little about how to deal with cultural differences
before attending the course and would like to learn more. These answers go in the
agreement with the results presented in other studies and demonstrate the demand for
practicing modern university students’ cross-cultural awareness [23].
3.2 Learning environment
Significance of foreign language education for achieving sustainable development goals
can be demonstrated by applying transdisciplinary approach and creating effective learning
environment with interaction of major for university of economics educational fields with
the English language. The foreign languages department, along with the other university
departments trains bachelors and masters for work in many sectors of local and global
economy. Apart from gaining English language knowledge and skills the task is to help
young adults succeed in the chosen professional career. Therefore, the fields of students’
major studies are definitely taken in consideration in organizing both curricular and
extracurricular activities. The foundation for effective work is in long-term cooperation of
foreign languages departments with the teaching staff of different university departments
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training students in such fields as marketing and international management, global
economy and international economic activities and the others. When acquiring the English
language and developing linguistic competence students successfully apply their knowledge
gained from the study of their major fields’ disciplines.
Another distinctive feature of university learning environment concern forming
learners’ research competence in the process of teaching a foreign language. The absolute
majority of activities and events aimed at its formation are carried out in cooperation with
the university departments of management and economics. Among the department’s extracurricular activities held in English every academic year are the following:
1. Annual scientific conference for students of 1, 2, 3 and 4th year. The conference
sections and topics of students’ oral presentations and papers are preliminary discussed
with the university departments’ teaching staff and are related to the students’ major
disciplines. “Green Economy” and "Russia in the global world: challenges of the 21st
century" conferences are the examples of the events which cover issues related to the
curriculum and allow students apply English language knowledge as a tool for sharing ideas
within the limits of their professional area of competence.
2. Extra-curricular round tables are held twice a semester. Teaching academic
discussions’ and round tables’ vocabulary help learners introduce and support their points
of view, communicate with the other participants of the round table effectively.
3. Holding science international competition “Socio-cultural links as the basis for trust
economy”.
4. English-language teachers’ guidance on students’ writing and publishing scientific
articles in English.
5. English-language teachers’ assistance in students’ preparation for participation in the
ESP contests held in Russian and foreign universities.
Ectara-curricular activities are aimed at developing students’ professional competencies,
foreign language competence, research competence and contributes to the development of
learners’ soft skills, such as effective communication, teamwork, decision making, critical
thinking ability and the others.

Conclusion
Among basic elements affecting the quality of education two are considered to be crucial.
They are educational content and the learning environment. Proper curriculum design as
well as arranging effective learning environment prove foreign language education
efficiency for achieving sustainable development goals. Including into foreign language
curriculum materials and tasks related to natural environment, social and intercultural
communication enables students’ better understanding of fundamental principles of
sustainability and making sustainable lifestyles changes, their being tolerant to the other
cultures and getting prepared to work and live in a globalized context. The analyses of
educational content and the learning environment in the context of English as a foreign
language education and evaluation of the learners’ experience in extracurricular activities
prove the relevance of foreign language education for sustainable development principles’
introduction and promoting. The results of the survey allow making a conclusion about
students’ positive attitude to sustainable development policies as well as their high potential
to develop and apply foreign language knowledge and a variety of skills to deal with
challenges of the modern global world.
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