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Reimagining higher education for a sustainable future: the 

Philippine transformation in the global context 

 

Introduction 

The pace of technological innovation and environmental change is prompting a 

re-evaluation of higher education’s role in promoting sustainable futures. Around 

the world, universities are challenged to equip graduates with not only technical 

expertise but also adaptability, resilience, and the values of global citizenship 

needed for sustainable development (Leal Filho et al., 2018). The adoption of the 

United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals in 2015 further cemented 

education’s centrality to a sustainable future (United Nations, 2015). In response, 

international bodies have called for a new social contract for education that 

transforms curricula, pedagogy, and partnerships (United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2021).  

At the same time, global economic shifts demand new skills: the World Economic 

Forum (WEF) reported in 2020 that by 2025, over 40% of workers’ core skills will 

change, underscoring the need for lifelong learning on sustainability and 

technology (World Economic Forum [WEF], 2020). These converging pressures 

and opportunities make it imperative to reimagine higher education systems – 

blending local innovation with global vision – to achieve more sustainable futures 

for all. 

The Philippine Context: Transforming Higher Education 

In the Philippines, efforts to transform higher education for sustainability are 

accelerating, driven by both longstanding challenges and emerging initiatives. 

For decades, Filipino educators have recognized the importance of sustainable 



 
 
 
development in curricula, though early assessments found that integration was 

limited (Segovia & Galang, 2002). Recent years, however, have seen a shift 

toward mainstreaming sustainability in higher education policy and practice. 

 The Commission on Higher Education (CHED) has begun to incorporate 

sustainable development principles into its plans and guidelines – for example, 

CHED’s pandemic-era Guidelines on Flexible Learning in 2020 encouraged 

universities to adopt inclusive and resilient teaching modes, laying groundwork 

for sustainability and access (Commission on Higher Education [CHED], 2020). 

At the institutional level, universities are introducing “green campus” initiatives, 

establishing sustainability offices, and incorporating environmental and social 

issues into their curricula. Such changes align with international 

recommendations that call for education to promote sustainable development 

and social responsibility (UNESCO, 2021).  

Philippine higher education is also grappling with digital transformation as part 

of its sustainability journey. A World Bank study on the Philippines noted that 

while technology-enabled learning can widen access, it requires significant 

investment in infrastructure and faculty training (World Bank, 2022). Indeed, 

inequities such as the rural–urban digital divide and varying faculty capacities 

have posed challenges to the full integration of sustainability and technology 

(World Bank, 2022; CHED, 2020).  

Even so, Filipino higher education institutions are increasingly engaging in 

partnerships – both domestic and international – to build capacity for Education 

for Sustainable Development. Overall, the Philippines is undergoing a critical 

transformation in its higher education system, aligning educational outcomes 

with sustainable futures goals while navigating resource and capacity constraints. 

Asia-Pacific Perspectives and Regional Initiatives 

Across the Asia-Pacific region, similar transformations in higher education are 

unfolding, shaped by regional priorities and collaboration. Many Asia-Pacific 



 
 
 
countries have incorporated sustainability and climate action into national 

education strategies, recognizing that higher education must produce graduates 

prepared to tackle environmental and social challenges unique to their contexts.  

According to the Asian Development Bank (ADB), even before the COVID-19 

pandemic, many Asian higher education systems were reformulating curricula to 

emphasize innovation, green skills, and disaster resilience (Asian Development 

Bank [ADB], 2020). These efforts have only accelerated in the wake of the 

pandemic and the push to achieve the 2030 Agenda.  

For instance, universities in East and Southeast Asia are embedding sustainable 

development topics across disciplines and pursuing campus sustainability 

certifications as benchmarks of progress (Lozano et al., 2015). Regional networks 

and frameworks also play a key role.  

The UNESCO Asia-Pacific network on Education for Sustainable Development 

and various ASEAN university consortia facilitate the sharing of best practices – 

from community-based sustainability projects in Southeast Asia to climate 

change education initiatives in the Pacific. Such collaboration reflects a broader 

trend noted by UNESCO (2021): knowledge exchange and collective innovation 

are essential for reorienting education systems toward sustainability.  

In short, the Asia-Pacific region’s higher education institutions are increasingly 

viewing sustainability not as an add-on, but as a core part of quality education – 

an encouraging development in line with global goals (United Nations, 2015; 

UNESCO, 2021). 

Brazil: A Case from the Americas in Sustainable Higher Education 

Brazil offers a compelling example of how higher education can be mobilized to 

support sustainable futures in the Americas. As one of the largest developing 

countries, Brazil has integrated sustainability into its higher education agenda 

through both top-down policies and bottom-up initiatives.  



 
 
 
Notably, Brazilian universities have coalesced into formal networks dedicated to 

sustainability. For example, the Rede UniSustentável (Brazilian Network of 

Higher Education Institutions for Sustainable Development) was established to 

foster cooperation among universities in implementing sustainability practices 

and curriculum innovation (Padgett et al., 2024).  

This network, supported by academic leaders and government partners, has 

grown to include dozens of institutions committed to sharing resources and 

strategies for sustainability. As a result, many Brazilian universities now feature 

programs in environmental management, renewable energy research, and social 

entrepreneurship linked to sustainable development. There are also clear signs of 

impact: Brazilian institutions like the University of Brasília have been recognized 

for contributions to sustainability and quality education, reflecting the country’s 

progress in aligning higher education with the Sustainable Development Goals 

(Padgett et al., 2024).  

Furthermore, Brazil’s experience underscores the importance of cultural context 

– drawing on local knowledge and community engagement – in shaping 

sustainability education. Academic research from Brazil and other Latin 

American countries emphasizes transformative learning approaches, where 

students engage directly with real-world sustainability challenges as part of their 

education (Leal Filho et al., 2018). Brazil’s case illustrates how national and 

regional efforts can converge: government policies encourage universities to 

integrate sustainability into their missions, while networks and scholarly 

exchanges provide the support and momentum needed to translate policy into 

practice. 

The Broader Americas Outlook 

Beyond Brazil, the broader Americas region – including North, Central, and the 

rest of South America – has seen a diverse array of efforts to transform higher 

education in line with sustainable development. In North America, hundreds of 

colleges and universities have signed climate action pledges and launched 



 
 
 
campus sustainability initiatives over the past two decades, signaling a 

commitment to reducing carbon footprints and integrating sustainability into 

operations and research.  

Early thought leaders such as Cortese (2003) underscored the critical role of 

higher education in creating a sustainable future, a call that helped spark 

movements such as the American College & University Presidents’ Climate 

Commitment in the United States and sustainability councils at Canadian 

universities. These movements have led to tangible changes: new 

interdisciplinary programs on sustainability, partnerships with local 

communities on environmental projects, and a growing culture of social 

responsibility on campuses.  

In Latin America and the Caribbean, universities have likewise been aligning with 

the SDGs and collaborating through international frameworks. Academic 

analyses reveal increasing integration of sustainable development concepts in 

university curricula and research across the Americas, though progress is uneven 

(Lozano et al., 2015).  

Notably, a 2015 worldwide survey of higher education institutions found a 

significant uptick in sustainability commitment and implementation compared 

to a decade prior, with many universities in the Americas incorporating 

sustainability in their strategic plans and reporting mechanisms (Lozano et al., 

2015). This suggests a positive trend where higher education across the 

hemisphere is gradually evolving to meet global sustainability targets.  

Still, challenges remain – particularly in ensuring that less-resourced institutions 

and communities are not left behind. Issues of equity and inclusion are as 

paramount in the Americas as elsewhere: the sustainable futures paradigm calls 

for extending educational opportunities and benefits to underrepresented and 

indigenous populations, and for higher education to address social justice 

alongside environmental sustainability (UNESCO, 2021). In summary, while the 

Americas present a mosaic of initiatives, the overall direction is clear: higher 



 
 
 
education is increasingly seen as a key driver for sustainable development, 

requiring continuous innovation and shared commitment. 

Conclusion 

From the Philippines to the wider Asia-Pacific, and from Brazil to the broader 

Americas, it is evident that reimagining higher education is both necessary and 

underway to achieve sustainable futures. Higher education institutions around 

the world are recognizing that incremental changes are not enough – 

transformational change is required in how we educate future leaders, 

professionals, and citizens. The examples discussed demonstrate a growing 

alignment of academia with global sustainability goals, but they also highlight the 

need for consistency and collaboration. To fully realize the vision of education as 

a force for sustainable futures, universities and colleges must embrace several key 

strategies: 

1. Integrate Sustainability in Curriculum and Research: Sustainability and 

social responsibility should be woven through curricula across disciplines, not 

confined to environmental science programs. This includes problem-based 

learning on real sustainability challenges and research agendas aligned with 

sustainable development priorities (Cortese, 2003; Padgett et al., 2024). 

2. Strengthen Academic-Community Partnerships: Higher education must 

reach beyond campus walls, partnering with communities, industry, and 

government to co-create solutions for sustainable development. Such 

collaboration provides students with practical experience and ensures that 

universities contribute directly to local and global sustainability efforts (Leal 

Filho et al., 2018). 

3. Build Capacity and Inclusion: Investment in faculty training, digital 

infrastructure, and inclusive policies is essential so that all institutions – and all 

students – can engage in the sustainability transformation (World Bank, 2022; 

CHED, 2020). This involves bridging gaps between urban and rural or well-



 
 
 
resourced and less-resourced institutions, ensuring no one is left behind in the 

transition to futures-oriented education. 

4. Cultivate a Global Perspective with Local Relevance: As higher education 

adopts a more global outlook on sustainability, it must also remain responsive to 

local cultural contexts and knowledge systems. A new social contract for 

education envisions knowledge that is not only shared globally but also adapted 

locally for meaningful impact (UNESCO, 2021). 

In conclusion, the transformation of higher education for sustainable futures is a 

dynamic and collaborative process. The Philippine experience, viewed in a global 

context, exemplifies both the challenges and the opportunities inherent in this 

transformation. By adhering to international standards and commitments (like 

the SDGs) while innovating on the ground, higher education in the Philippines 

and other regions can become a catalyst for sustainable development. The 

journey toward sustainable futures in higher education is far from easy. Still, it is 

unquestionably worthwhile – for it empowers the next generation to shape a 

more equitable, viable, and hopeful world. As this essay has shown, the 

momentum is building worldwide. The task now is to maintain and accelerate this 

momentum, ensuring that higher education fulfills its potential as a cornerstone 

of sustainable futures for the Philippines, the Asia-Pacific, the Americas, and 

beyond. 
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