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Introduction
A key purpose of the multi-lateral community in setting out an
ambitious new sustainable development agenda was to shift the
normative base within and across every sector, including in
education. Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4, to “ensure
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong
learning opportunities for all”, however, tackles only part of the
expectation of the role that education must play for there to be
advancement on the other 16 Goals, including Goal 11 or ‘the
urban goal’.
To achieve each Goal there is an imperative (at global, national and
local level) to better align education with the values embedded in the
SDGs and their targets and indicators. It is in this cross-cutting way
that education in the widest sense plays a vital role in overcoming
barriers to sustainable development aspirations. Reconfiguring the
relationship between an SDG and the broad range of research and
educational interventions on which the ambition that the goal
represents means jointly making a concerted effort to address the
lack of sectoral capacity, overcome geographical or social distortions
that mitigate against achieving the goal in some places and
facilitating innovation and new forms of expertise (McPhearson et al.,
2016). In some areas there is already a strong commitment to
promoting education as a strategy for implementing the SDG, but
this is not yet as true at least not on this round of global urban policy
making (Cociña,et al, 2019).
Building a stronger reciprocal
relationship between education and SDG 11 is thus a prerequisite for
urban transformation and sustainability.

Seeking alignment

Beyond the new educational imperatives raised by SDG 11 targets
and indicators, the integrated and increasingly urban nature of the
2030 agenda (where the full set of SDGs are intentionally
interconnected at the local scale) anticipates new modes of
integration of thought and practice for a global urban transition to
sustainability (Nilsson, et al 2016). Conventional educational practice
is rarely oriented to developing the skills necessary for the joined up
thinking that the sustainable urban transition requires. The
imperatives of embracing an urban planet demands expanding urban
knowledge to give a much stronger orientation to the global south
and adjustment of the narrow specialist emphasis of knowledge to
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address complex problems (Elmqvist et al, 2018; Keith et al, 2020;
Parnell and Robinson, 2017). By extension, there is an urgent need to
rethink the forms, functions and focus of educational practices to
promote sustainable urban development. Pushing for a stronger
urban educational program alongside the efforts currently put into
devolution, transforming urban management, building urban civil
society and realigning finance to focus on cities is imperative to
SDG11 success as it is to the wider 2030 urban vision (Frank and
Silver, 2017). While clearly there has been a dearth of attention paid
to the area of urban education for the SDGs, there are some
interesting and significant interventions that highlight the
educational opportunities available to strengthen SDG11. Much
greater investment and energy is required to scale up these urban
educational reforms if there is to be credible progress by 2030.
The Transforming Education for Sustainable Futures (TESF) program
speaks to these educational/SDG gaps, dysfunctionalities and
disjunctures and is committed to ensuring that shifts in educational
conception and delivery will enhance progress on the 2030 Agenda1.
Box 1, spells out the relationship between TESF and the urban SDG11.
Box 1: The link between TESF and the Urban SDG (SDG11)
TESF is a network of researchers funded by the UK Global Challenges
Research Fund (GCRF) with partners around the world and with focus
on Africa and Asia. Specifically, through the work of research hubs in
India, Rwanda, Somalia/Somaliland and South Africa, the aim is to
mobilise capacity to co-produce new knowledge about how
education can contribute to: skills and development of people’s
agency to achieve sustainable livelihoods, development of sustainable
cities and communities and taking action for addressing climate
change. In addressing the above defined core areas of work, the
primary concern is with the role of education in meeting the needs of
historically marginalised groups, including women, youth, indigenous
peoples, and those living in informal urban and rural areas. The
network aims to legitimise the marginal voices and experiences
including through processes of knowledge co-production (Tikly et al.
2020).
The overarching research question guiding the project is: how can
education systems be transformed so that education can drive
sustainable development? Subsequent research questions focus on
the need to develop evidence for how different sub-sectors of
education and training can be transformed through, using successful
intervention models, wide ranging policy and practice strategies. For
e.g. in relation to Higher Education (HE), the question being asked
is how can HE be transformed to support processes of social learning
within civil society and amongst policy-makers to address
sustainability challenges in cities and rural communities?
TESF also aspires to develop approaches aimed at capacity
development and mobilization, unique partnerships and the coproduction of knowledge, through network partners, aimed at
potential transformation in the education sector. The broad principles
1

See
news
piece
about
TESF
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/education/news/2020/transforming-educationsystems-for-sustainable-futures-a-gcrf-network-plus.html
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that are guiding our efforts are based on social and environmental
justice (Tikly et al. 2020).
TESF is thus rightly placed to address sustainability issues in the
context of contemporary challenges in urban education. The
challenges are multi-dimensional, such as since global urban
development is a new area, we still know very little about this; that
there is limited educational experience in the field; that it is not clear
what is most important or what sequence is best to teach material for
the urban SDG; that the ambitions for the urban SDG are huge and
there is just so much material that must be included that it is not
obvious how to get full coverage and, finally, that the urban SDG
demands an education that is grounded in complex systems thinking
– something that is rarely an integral part of contemporary
education.
It is to be reiterated that cities are pivots for cross-cutting SDG
implementation & educational integration. Urban Sustainability puts
multiple demands on education and failure to provide capacity will
fundamentally undermine the ability to progress the global urban
agenda. For e.g. urban Sustainability cross-cuts across all the SDGs;
rural and urban areas even though it pivots around SDG11.
The key challenge is how to localize and hyperlocalise (within urban
areas) ‘universal’ agendas in the highly diverse, intensely informal and
contested urban geographies of the Global South. Key to urban
education, that will need to stretch to continuous professional
development, is to, therefore, build educational synergies between
these agendas at local, national and global levels through a mix of
research, praxis, policy advocacy and institution building.
It is imperative that a new education agenda emerges from the
Global South that emphasizes, through evidence, the need to be
responsive to the challenges of education quality, depth and reach so
as to enable a process of educational transformation in alignment
with the needs and challenges of the urban goal and the other crosscutting goals. Two key issues, in this context, emerge: recognizing
that there is no contemporary model that serves the purpose of
education for sustainable urban development and we are still in the
infancy stage of an appropriate urban pedagogy and associated
delivery structures.
TESF, with its focus on marginality (including informality) and other
historically disadvantaged groups, could potentially lead to creation
of new material, experiment with new forms of urban pedagogy and
education delivery models, create new and unique partnerships and
more importantly, apart from generating new evidence, will be able
to create critical capacities towards addressing urban education
challenges and by extension, would be responsive to the most
fundamental structural shift (urbanisation) and the challenges that
come with that.
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In looking at the role of education in meeting global challenges, TESF
has dedicated a part of its work focus on the sub national or urban
question and SDG 11. Box 2 draws out critical elements for the TESF
work that is then amplified in the remained of this TESF background
paper. To illuminate the generally poorly understood, and not yet
sufficiently wide spread or effective role of education in relation to
SDG 11, the paper is organized in 3 further parts. We begin by setting
out why cities are such an important part of the overall 2030
sustainable development agenda, explaining what is meant by the
‘urban SDG’ and outlining some of complexity that educators will
confront in this domain of sustainable development thinking and
practice; here our audience is those who may not yet have thought
much about the role of space, sub national government or complex
urban systems in the overall 2030 agenda. In the next part we
reiterate the importance of strengthening the currently fragmented
relationship between the role of education in realizing the SDGs in
general and the more focused debates about urban transformation
at the global scale. Setting out the task at hand in strengthening the
education / SDG 11 interface, we enumerate important barriers to the
massification of transformative urban education. In contrast to this
somewhat pessimistic view, in the final section we highlight existing
examples of education innovation related to SDG 11. These exciting
cases show that, while the field is in its infancy, there is momentum
from which we can build a transformative urban education for
sustainable futures (TESF) community.
Box 2: TESF research focus in the context of SDG 11: some
critical elements
Urban areas in India and Africa are complex, multi-hazard
environments and often climate change hot spots. Most have
significant populations in extreme poverty, highly vulnerable to
everyday risk, as well as risks from extreme events. Cities typically
accumulate environmental risks, like flooding and poor sanitation
through unplanned development. The urban poor and vulnerable, in
the hundreds of millions, are being forced into increasingly untenable
situations, by a mix of deeply exclusionary land markets and labour
markets that offer little protection. Both have been exposed, during
the COVID pandemic and lockdown.
This has been driven by a mix of fragmented and contested
governance, with little space for democratic engagement, local
government autonomy and almost no agency; limited institutional
capacity and combined with financial distress.
Added to this is expanding resource consumption, ‘dirty’ and poorly
regulated production systems, which have led to widespread urban
waste generation and pollution.
Addressing intersecting urban vulnerabilities should be at the
core
At the heart of responding to the sustainable urbanisation challenge
in Africa and India, is a strategy that aims to address critical
vulnerabilities and injustices. The overarching goal, while
operationalising a vulnerability-focused urbanisation strategy, is to
deliver on the SDG and New Urban Agenda (NUA) commitment i.e.
to leave ‘no person, no place and no ecosystem behind’ (UN, 2015;
UN 2017). The multi-dimensional aspects of different forms of
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vulnerability (physical- linked to the built fabric, economic-linked to
large share of informality, environmental – linked to stress on the
natural environment and social – social identities mediating the
experience of vulnerability) are common themes across Africa and
India. These, along with the deepening of urban inequality is one of
the most challenging issues to address, without which little process
may be made on other forms of vulnerability and exclusion.
Education for Sustainable Cities & Communities
Urban education figures at undergraduate level via traditional
professional programmes, like in architecture and planning and
focusing on the built environment, effective and efficient use of land
to manage development (planning) or infrastructure systems for
cities (engineering). Disciplinary programmes in areas such as
sociology and economics, have an urban focus but in a very limited
set of institutions.
Post-graduate courses are typically specialised, focusing on particular
aspects e.g. housing, urban design, or environmental and
transportation planning. Most of these programs have a weak
understanding of the urban as a site of sustainable development, or
in their ability to problematise and offer solutions to address
inequality and vulnerability.
Education for sustainable cities and communities needs to explore
relevant knowledges, capacities and agency necessary to support
sustainable urbanisation and will need to link this to critical
interdisciplinary education within professional and higher education
system (Pieterse and Revi, 2013). There is a large unfulfilled gap
between current higher educational programmes and its ability to
address urban development challenges.

employment, and poverty reduction (Dobbs, et al, 2012); urban areas
are sites of social transformation and innovation; cities are
interconnected with rural areas (via water catchments, food systems
etc) and can catalyse balanced development across rural and urban
regions; cities are interconnected with the natural environment and
have the potential to minimize our environmental footprint. What
this means is the urban challenge is a universal one – what happens
in one small town has ramifications across the globe. Reconfiguring
the role of cities in sustainable development happens one city at a
time, but every city has to accept its place in a global urban system
(Parnell, 2016).
More than other SDG, Goal 11 has local traction (Simon et al, 2016;
Valencia et al, 2019). For mayors and local community and business
leaders that are working to improve the quality of life in urban
environments, the SDGs can provide a roadmap for more balanced
and equitable urban development (Pipa and Conroy, 2019). The
mounting challenges posed by climate change, environmental
degradation, food security, and civil unrest and violence, need
different development solutions from those of the previous century
not least because the majority of the world now lives in cities (Revi
and Rosenwieg, 2013). The SDGs offer a set of integrated objectives
which can help to bring about a more sustainable vision of urban
development, one that provides equal opportunities to all
inhabitants, promotes healthy living environments with access to
green spaces, and is resilient in the face of everyday disasters and
climate risks. (Revi et al, 2014). The general global agreement on the
importance of urban problems and solutions underpinned the
introduction of a dedicated urban SDG (Armondi et al, 2018) and a
set of related urban sensitive targets across other SDGs (Figure 1 and
Box 3).

The Urban SDG Agenda
The centrality of urban areas in a more equitable and sustainable
future in the twenty-first century is increasingly being accepted.
The UN SDGs reflect a recognition from nation-states of the
planetary nature of urbanisation as a dominant global trend,
where ‘sustainable urbanisation’ is a universal goal for all people
everywhere (Revi and Rosenzweig, 2013). Under this framework,
many argue that all countries and cities, irrespective of their
wealth or per capita income, are now ‘developing’ countries in the
struggle to balance economic, social and ecological development
processes to aid ‘people, prosperity and the planet’ (UN, 2015). On
the other hand, urban areas, in both the global north and south,
are struggling to balance the social, economic and ecological
mandates of the 2030 vision and it is self-evident that how cities
are run and how we live in urban areas has to change
dramatically.
Projections indicate that the urban portion of the global population
will continue to rise over the next few decades, reaching 67 per cent
by 2050 (DESA, 2012). For this reason alone, sustainable development
efforts must focus strongly on urban areas. In addition, urban areas
have special characteristics that make them particularly effective as
platforms for transformative and sustainable development: urban
areas concentrate and can accelerate economic activity (McKinsey,
2011); urban infrastructure investment can enable growth,
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Figure 1: The urban dimensions of the SDGs, including but not limited to
SDG 11 (sustainable cities and communities) Source: United Nations
Habitat 2018

Box 3: Essential information about the urban SDG focus
The UN SDGs define a global consensus around universal
development goals to be met over the 2015-30 period. The 17 SDGs
include an explicit standalone Urban SDG 11 “Make cities and human
settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable.”
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Goal 11 - the urban SDG
SDG 11 puts urbanization at the heart of sustainable development.
The goal and its ten targets require action from national and subnational urban governments. Targets under the goal address a wide
range of unique, urban challenges such as: the upgrading of slums
and the provision of affordable housing, public transit systems,
planning and governance, cultural heritage, disaster management, air
quality, waste management and public and green spaces. As one of
the 17 SDGs that will shape public policy priorities and guide
development finance flows for the next fifteen years, the ‘urban SDG’
is the strongest expression yet by the international development
community of the critical role that cities play in the planet’s future.
SDG 11: Targets
By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and affordable
housing and basic services and upgrade slums
By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable
transport systems for all, improving road safety, notably by
expanding public transport, with special attention to the needs of
those in vulnerable situations, women, children, persons with
disabilities and older persons
By 2030, enhance inclusive and sustainable urbanization and capacity
for participatory, integrated and sustainable human settlement
planning and management in all countries
Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s cultural and
natural heritage
By 2030, significantly reduce the number of deaths and the number
of people affected and substantially decrease the direct economic
losses relative to global gross domestic product caused by disasters,
including water-related disasters, with a focus on protecting the poor
and people in vulnerable situations
By 2030, reduce the adverse per capita environmental impact of
cities, including by paying special attention to air quality and
municipal and other waste management
By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible,
green and public spaces, in particular for women and children, older
persons and persons with disabilities
Support positive economic, social and environmental links between
urban, peri-urban and rural areas by strengthening national and
regional development planning
By 2020, substantially increase the number of cities and human
settlements adopting and implementing integrated policies and
plans towards inclusion, resource efficiency, mitigation and
adaptation to climate change, resilience to disasters, and develop
and implement, in line with the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk
Reduction 2015-2030, holistic disaster risk management at all levels
Outside of the urban community it may not be well known that there
was no forgone conclusion that there would be a dedicated urban
SDG, in the way that this was assumed for poverty or health (Barnett
and Parnell, 2016). The argument that the SDGs would be won or lost
in cities finally held sway and out of a consensus that cities were
important, a compromise that sub national government had to be
given a more prominent role in the SDGs and that spatial and
locational dynamics were significant factors in development
outcomes, there emerged a muddled or confused commitment to
the urban SDG (Acuto, et al, 2018a, 2018b). Before addressing the
nature of the urban education nexus and the barriers to its more
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effective operation, it is worth noting the simultaneous consensus,
compromise and confusion that surrounds SDG 11 and the dilemmas
this complex urban SDG landscape poses for defining and delivering
a supportive educational role.

Consensus:
The global urban community who were brought together around the
formation of SGD 11 included very powerful actors from within the
United Nations (UN) itself, from the formal representatives of UN
Major Groups and influential city networks (like C40, ICLEI, UCLG,
Cities Alliance, Slum Dwellers International) and a range of leading
international scientists. All agreed cities are the key to sustainability
and that cities of the south should be the focus of action2. What
everyone, despite their very different constituencies and motivations,
agreed on was that a dedicated urban SDG was essential to give heft
to the need for urban transformation as a means to achieve climate
and other ambitions. In the pressure to define the targets and
indicators there was a high level of consensus on what the outcomes
of more sustainable cities would look like, even when the necessary
data to track these variables was not yet in place. What there was no
time to discuss in any detail in the formative period of the SDGs over
2015/6 was the means of implementation. Wider deliberations about
finance and institutional capacity taking place in Addis and reflected
in the framing of SDG 17 on global partnerships were left to carry the
debate about how the urban SDG might be realised into the next
phase. Education’s role in SDG11 was not a dominant theme (Rudd et
al, 2018).

Compromise:
The problem for the urban agenda is that cities have no place in the
UN system, presenting more than an absence of platform or voice. As
soon as SDG 11 was approved, the critical role of local government
and its limited capacity was laid bare (UCLG 2019). The tension is
spelt out in assessments of the highly politically charged nature of
urban development that factor devolution as a reason for the
reticence of UN member states to commit to a stand-alone urban
SDG. The tension between national primacy and greater global focus
on the sub national scale will be an ongoing political, economic, and
fiscal struggle, which will play itself out over the lifetime of the SDGs.
The conundrum of who owns cities politically – local, national,
regional or global organisations is mirrored in the confusion over
what lies in and what is out of the urban. For educationalists seeking
to bring order and structure to a complex operational terrain to build
hard skills in urban development the highly politicised field and the
inability to define a clear object of enquiry for learners makes the task
of producing clear and accessible materials for learners really
demanding. Unless you are an urban education specialist there are
much easier entry points with other SDGs where closer ownership of
the agenda, less ambiguity and even better resourcing has fostered
sustained educational support in ways unknown around SDG11.

Confusion:
It is not just the fluid political environment in which the debate about
who should drive urban transformation occurs, the intellectual
2

See Expert Panel on the urban science-policy interface
https://www.urbaninnovationandpolicy.net/nature-sustainability-panel
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community on whom the sector depends for evidence is porous.
Since the passage of SDG11 an old debate about how to bring
together the very large and extended family of urban specialists has
been reignited around the issue of ‘What is an urban city science?’
(Duminy and Parnell, 2020; Batty, 2013). In the context of the SDGs it
is imperative to have transparent and legible experts engaging
global, national and local policy makers. The purpose of the
education project rotates at least in part around this central urban
science / policy exchange. Education is foundational to the
production of credible urban knowledge, it is the means through
which a cohort of specialists give authority to a small groups of
experts who in turn adjudicate conflicting or incomplete urban
knowledge. Education is not only oriented upwards but is also key to
ensuring that a wide slice of society understand and respects the
expertise and experts who make decisions about urban life. Central
to this educationally based encounter is the ability to generate new
evidence, to critique expert knowledge and to have the means to
ensure the refinement of evidence and expertise. The problem is that
the education ecosystem is not yet constructed and it is far from clear
who is should lead on the urban question or what are the priorities
for urban change might be. There is no shortage for urban expert
contenders – but it is not clear which bit of the professions
(architects, planners, engineers, biologists, IT specialists, lawyers,
medics etc). In the absence of an agreed remit of expertise it unclear
which part of the Higher Education system should own SDG11
related pedagogy. Where, if at all, might the urban question be
introduced to primary and secondary education, continuous
professional education and civic education? It is easy to trivialise the
problem of the urban SDGs’ over-subscription, but it is near
impossible for educators to build a reciprocal relationship when it is
not clear who is the party/ parties they should be engaging with
most directly. Responding on multiple fronts is only one of the many
hurdles facing the construction of a vibrant urban SDG educational
praxis.

Explanations for the (weak) link
between education and the urban SDG
The links between the urban sustainability and education are
generally weak, with structural barriers to overcome before
improvements can be made. This section highlights the importance
of building a clear understanding of the barriers to improving the
reciprocal relationship between education and SDG 11 to clear the
way to transformation. Noting the overarching structures of power
that permeate both cities and educational systems (globally,
nationally and locally) we deal with more immediate problems: the
ambiguity of the urban, that there is only a weak existing educational
focus on cities and that urban transformation demands highly
sophisticated integrated educational approaches to achieve change.
The large-scale change operation that is expected under the rubric of
the 2030 Agenda unquestionably necessitates expanded education,
the reconfiguration of education and some re-education: nowhere
more than with reference to SDG 11. By their nature all the SDGs
highlight important shortcomings in global development - in every
sector we are being asked to do things differently because the
current situation is either not sustainable or it is not fair. In the urban
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sector the structural, normative and operational mismatch between
what exists and what is needed is vast. An urban transformation in
line with SDG 11 must be accompanied by a radical upheaval and a
massification of urban education that reaches all urban actors. To
date the urban/education interface has, outside of key innovation
hubs, arguably been badly neglected and has certainly not seen the
necessary investment required to see the large scale expansion of
effective innovation.
The emphasis on education to support the SDG 11 has been slow to
get going, even relative to the reform of urban management systems
and SDG inspired shifts in urban research. Calls for the overarching
reform of the integration and connection between commensurate
and incommensurate urban knowledge focuses on consolidating a
urban science agenda, thus creating a common intellectual and
research platform for the global urban knowledge communities to
work towards a more sustainable urban development path (Bartlett
et al, 2020). Urban researchers have not only worked on the
conceptual ways of drawing the disparate groups who are interested
in cities into a more coherent conversation, they have also moved to
track progress in cities on SDG implementation (c.f Krellenberg et al,
2019) and to work with urban partners such as civil society and local
government to address the demands of Goal 11 in practice (Hansson
et al, 2019), with special effort being directed to building research
capacity for the SDGs in African cities (c.f. Abubarkar and Aina, 2019).
The emergent SDG 11 literature has a heavy focus on issues like
indicators (c.f. Klopp and Pretterra 2017), water and sanitation
(Buckley and Kellergis, 2019), governance (Aust and du Plessis, 2018)
but the engagement of educators has not been nearly as prominent.
While there is a vital and expanding cohort of scholars working on
the urban SDG and there are signs of research led teaching emerging
(Bansard et al, 2019), however, the danger is that this trickle down
into curricula change is too slow.
There are multiple explanations for why the issue of revitalising urban
education around the SDG agenda has not been more prominent,
rapid or widely spread. The challenges in urban education can be
summarised by pointing out that global urban development is a new
area; that there is limited educational experience in the field; that it is
not clear what is most important or what sequence is best to teach
material for the urban SDG; that the ambitions for the urban SDG are
huge and there is just so much material that must be included that it
is not obvious how to get full coverage and, finally, that the urban
SDG demands an education that is grounded in complex systems
thinking – something that is rarely an integral part of contemporary
education.

The collaboration between education and
sustainable urban development is in its infancy
When the SDGs were confirmed in 2016, the focus on urban
problems was seen as a belated acknowledgment that cities present
both a major opportunity for sustainability innovation and that they
present significant barriers to global progress in meeting
development aspirations. Collective acceptance of the importance of
confronting global urbanization and its impacts emerged from
cutting edge science on climate change and biodiversity. The urban
SDGs call for sustainable development ideas to be adjusted to the
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realities of a predominantly urban planet were not a part of the
traditional educational curricula, even at universities and certainly not
at primary or secondary level (Elmqvist, et al 2018). Unlike traditional
disciplines of maths, science or history, preparing learners to make
cities work sustainably is a very twenty first century pedagogic
practice. There is a huge industry to train urban professionals
(engineers, architects, planners, municipal finance, pubic
administration, public and environmental health), but, according to
the Nature Sustainability Expert Panel on cities (see footnote 2), none
of the courses offer the overarching approach that achieving SDG 11
demands.

its emphasis on individual performance and assessment, is light on
fostering collaboration and negotiating conflict (Patel et al, 2017).

The urban is a relatively underdeveloped
domain of educational attention
What is clear from the discussion above is that the while
implementing the SDGs, in and through cities has to reconfigure the
demand for expert skills & advice about how to achieve & sustain
urban change, the urban community is not a hospitable environment
for an educator to enter into. The problem in navigating a more
effective and reciprocal relationship between educators and
proponents of SDG 11 may not be entirely one sided. It is far from
evident that the formal education sector is ready to embrace the
scale of the shift that SDG11 implies. SDG 11 rest on a commitment
to urban sustainability, like many other SDGs this implies inter and
transdisciplinary knowledge, the urban demands an approach to
education that can deal with an interrelationship between the local
and the global (for example in climate change, biodiversity or
pandemics which are simultaneously local, and yet, by definition,
global).
A critical barrier to harmonizing education and SDG efforts is
slippage in identifying who is responsible for urban education – the
examples of how urban food security and infrastructure have no clear
SDG home is one illustration of the general problem that of course
diffuses into educational planning (Battersby, 2017; Pieterse et al,
2018). Just like cities, the education of urban professionals is the sum
of many parts: there is no single discipline that spearheads or services
the urban sector, there is no single profession that learners interested
in making cities sustainable congregate around, implying that action
is required on multiple fronts potentially diffusing educational
innovation effort. A major problem for the urban education sector, in
terms of gathering case material and in harnessing analytical capacity
is that there is huge variability in the challenges that cities and towns
present: there is single geographical area of expertise (cities in Asia
and in Latin America share some concerns but not all and regional
and even local knowledge is key (Simon et al, 2016). Possibly the
hardest thing for educators to address is the imperative for urbanists
(at the highest level of expertise all the way across to local
community activists) need to be able to deal with complex problems
and work on multiple problems, at multiple scales with competing
interests over different time lines (Duminy and Parnell, 2020). There
are very high-level skills and while the expertise needed for
implementing the urban SDG has no clear lines of delineation,
education is typically heavily siloed. Finally, it is not possible to be
involved in urban sustainable development debates without
considerable interpersonal and strategic skills. Formal teaching, with
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The priorities of urban sustainable education
are not yet well established
Accepting something is important is not the same as knowing why
and how its importance can be transmitted, what the key issues are
or how material should be sequenced to aid comprehension. As the
historically city-blind character of sustainable development policy is
overturned, the scholarly emphasis is shifts to trying to isolate priority
urban actions (Keith, et al, 2020). There must be a commensurate
move by urban educators of all kinds levels to identify essential
content and skills needed to ensure that cities and urban life change
for the better, but it is not yet evident that this is happening. In
mobilizing action to implement the SDGs, mayors, organized civil
society, local government, researchers and lobby groups for climate
action or biodiversity have been most prominent; specialist educators
have not been especially visible in the SDG11 deliberations. Rather,
as we demonstrate below, what pedagogic innovation has occurred
has come from within the urban sector itself. Given the sheer
ambition of transformation required, the case for enhancing
education for SDG 11 is critical and the content related efforts of
urbanisits would gain from engagement with specialist educationist.
Arguably, given the importance of fostering urban education for
sustainable development, the tasks of mainstreaming an urban
education focus for SDG 11 and across the goals should not have
been left in abeyance for so long.

The expectations of the urban agenda are
intimidating
There are cascading implications for the work for educators seeking
alternative pathways to meet these lofty ambitions (See Box 4). The
task of urban educators is made more onerous because SDG 11
marks out a new kind of policy emphasis with an expanded range of
sub national actors and the wider global urban agenda hinges on
mastering complex ideas and practices of multi-level governance and
interdisciplinarity to drive an alternative mode of urban living (Barnett
and Parnell, 2016; ICSU 2017. Foregrounding an urban of focus of
sustainable development breaks with familiar terrain, both in
traditional specialist training of urban professionals and in the more
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general sustainable development of continuous professional
development, secondary and primary and community education.
Box 4: The 2030 urban agenda’s ambitious aspirations
1. A universal urban agenda – what works for one must
work for all,
2. Educate leaders and the public, and focus political
attention on urgent urban challenges and future
opportunities,
3. Mobilize and empower all urban actors around practical
problem-solving, so that they work collectively towards
common objectives,
4. Reduce inequality within and between cities (the inter
and intra urban scale), achieved by addressing the
specific challenges of urban poverty and access to costeffective infrastructure and housing, with cross-cutting
benefits across a range of SDGs,
5. Promote integrated and innovative infrastructure design
and service delivery, using technology-driven and
energy-efficient solutions, that moves away from sectoral
to integrated action across social, ecological and
economic dynamics
6. Promote land-use planning and efficient spatial
concentration, while bringing a territorial approach to
the SDGs,
7. Ensure urban resilience to climate change and disaster
risk reduction,

8. Give urban and local governments a place at the table to
influence decision-making in achieving sustainable
development based on a massive shift to decentralized,
city scale government and urban professional practice

There is no real limit to the scope of urban
sustainable development education
To achieve SDG 11, all education, formal and informal, will have to
have an increasingly urban flavor or character. Given that there is
now a majority (soon to be predominantly) urban world, SDG 11
implies a sea change in every aspect of life by managing urbanization
and making cities work more sustainably. Goal 11 (plus urbansignificant targets and indicators from other goals) are thus hugely
ambitious in scope, demanding exposure to fresh evidence, the
development of new and different skills, the massification of urban
expertise (especially in poor parts of poor cities in poor counties).
In the anticipated SDG-led urban transformation, education and
capacity building are - alongside shifts in finance and the design of
new institutional systems and technology changes - key. As we
demonstrate in Section 4, it is not that there is currently no education
oriented to producing urban skills and certifying urban professionals,
it is just that what there is in place typically does so in the wrong way,
with an over emphasis on some places at the expense of others and
from a value base that is out of sync with the urban thrust of the
SDGs. We argue therefore that there can be no urban transformation
without a consciously expanded program of education alongside
requires radical reform of existing urban education. Happily, at least
in some places, those transformations have already begun.
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Cities are pivots for cross-cutting SDG
implementation & educational integration
Urban Sustainability puts multiple demands on education, and failure
to provide capacity to in all of these domains will fundamentally
undermine the ability to progress the global urban agenda:

Urban Sustainability cross-cuts across all the SDGs; rural and
urban areas even though it pivots around SDG11 (Figure 1).
These global agendas each cascade though national line
functions, through local government and into a huge range
of civil society actors. Education has to enable urban leaders
and even less influential actors to navigate parallel and
competing process in ways that are not formulaic, but that
do advance the overall aim.

Like other cross cutting SDGs (1 reducing poverty, SDG5 on
gender equality or SDG10 reduced inequalities), SDG 11
both impacts and is impacted by issues of economic
disadvantage, gender and indigenous knowledge (Figure 1),
creating a set of interconnections whose educational
implications are difficult to entangle in silo based teaching
and learning programs.

New Urban Science (see discussion above) is building the
analytical scaffolding that brings together the SDGs, the
New Urban Agenda (NUA), the Paris Climate and the
Agreement and the Sendai Action Agenda3. The total
volume of information, the range of technical skills and the
intellectual agility demanded by the urban question that
also has multiple poicy portals (Caprotti, et al, 2017)
demands a careful educational architecture where, because
no individual or even group of specialist is able to hold the
issue, it is essential that the sum of the parts is greater than
the whole.

The fact that multiple educational pathways, from the deep
learning children require to navigate poor or violent
neighbourhoods to the design of the fiscal or infrastructural
plans of whole new cities, have to have some points of
common purpose and a language or register that enables
communication across urban stakeholders and the
formation of partnerships of difference means that the
urban is both a science and an art, formal and informal and
it draws from competing paradigms. For education knowing
where to start to build such an educational labyrinth is hard,
knowing how to hold so many disparate moving parts is
challenging. Cities are not the only complex system that
education must now prepare learners for, but without the
skills to navigate competing rationalities there will be no
progress on SDG 11.

The key challenge is how to localize and hyperlocalise
(within urban areas) these ‘universal’ agendas in the highly
diverse, intensely informal and contested urban geographies
of the Global South. Geographical empathy and the
recognition of the fact that conditions of others far away or
over longer periods will have global consequences
introduces the importance in crafting education for SDG 11
of building hard predictive skills. But it also highlights the
See https://www.thenatureofcities.com/2016/10/24/building-urbanscience-to-achieve-the-new-urban-agenda/
3
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imperative of nurturing softer skills within a more caring
educational system that addresses the importance of
morality and ethics.
Key to urban education, that will need to stretch to
continuous professional development, is to build
educational synergies between these agendas at local,
national and global levels through a mix of research, praxis,
policy advocacy and institution building.

Overall then, current educational systems especially those from the
global north are fragmented, hegemonic, gendered and exclusionary
in terms of knowledge creation and co-production. In the global
south the quality, depth and reach of schooling in no way matches
the criteria for urban education alignment. The global lacuna in urban
education means that the cities, where the majority of the worlds’
population will be driven by inadequate, imported or informal
education. These are not auspicious conditions from which to nurture
an urban transformation agenda. Fundamentally then the
educational deficit for SDG 11 is not simply that there is no visible or
identifiable package of educational material that can be rolled on
mass into the structures of schooling and higher education. Rather
the issue is that integrated urban pedagogy is new and so finding
appropriate delivery vehicles for this form of knowledge production
and dissemination challenges the existing educational systems and
practices.

Innovation for transformative
sustainable urban development
education
We have noted that for each of the 17 individual SDGs there is an
ambiguous relationship with the existing educational support that
may be inadequate, inappropriate or misconfigured for achieving the
ambitions embedded in the goal, but that this tension or mismatch is
amplified for the urban goal (SDG11). While there is clearly a huge
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amount to be done if meaningful progress is to be achieved by 2030
(or even later if there is an extended SDG reporting date negotiated
in the wake of COVID 19), it is important to note that there is already
a groundswell of innovative alternate urban education action.
Sites of pedagogic innovation and experimentation around urban
transformation are not homogenous and include a wide range of
bold interventions from new urban educational partnership, new
ideas about urban science, new urban degrees and even new
dedicated urban institutions of higher education. Changes in
pedagogic methods and outlets in relation to the SDGs are emerging
across the world in different ways in different professions (c.f.
Watson, 2016), with a number of Massive Open Online Courses
(MOOCs) dedicated to cities. Several organisations have pioneered
new learning partnerships such as the African Centre for Cities’ (ACC)
embedded researchers (Anderson and Elmqvist, 2012). Across the
world there are various versions of City Labs where local universities
partner with local government and other city actors (Scholl and
Kemp, 2016), often these local higher education knowledge
partnerships link not only with local government but also with civil
society (Perry et al, 2018). Especially in contexts of the global south,
there have been concerted efforts to change the sources and
relevance of urban knowledge and consciously alter what urban
expertise is (Bhan et al, 2017). The recognition that contemporary
higher education is ill equipped to address the realities of twenty first
century cities underpins moves by several well-established
universities who are setting in motion major structural reforms in the
urban issue (for example both Yale and Paris Est are merging faculties
and starting big new multi-disciplinary interventions to take in the
global urban question). Cumulatively these institutional reforms,
along with paradigmatic conceptual challenges to the way cities are
understood (Duminy and Parnell, 2020), are having an impact on the
urban higher education environment that aligns well with path of
travel needed to drive SDG11.
Not all recent realignment to the form and focus of urban education
can be attributed directly to efforts to invigorate urban pedagogy
around SDG11, but there is no question that the arcs of change are
aligned (see footnote 2). Mindful of the considerable challenges
outlined above, the imperative now is to find the mechanisms that
will ensure the implementation of transformative urban education in
places where the SDGs are guiding efforts to radicalize urban
development. Because of the complexity of the task at hand, it is
sometimes easier to imagine what is needed in relation to the
experiments and actions of others – this is certainly true in the field of
sustainable urban education. To this end, we take a closer look at the
rationale of some of the activities of one of the TESF partners the
Indian Institute for Human Settlement (IIHS) in setting out a fresh
approach to urban pedagogy to better align with the SDGs. Other
sites of innovation include SLURC in Freetown in Serra Leone, the
ACC in Cape Town in South Africa. As well as the TESF partners, there
are a number of large multi-site university base urban transformation
research/ teaching projects that include good leads into the kinds of
innovations outlined here4. These research projects are focusing on
creating a knowledge base (or cases) that could potentially become
entry points to debate, deliberate and discuss sustainable
4

See https://www.peak-urban.org/; https://www.urban-know.com/
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urbanization, its merits and associated strategies. In addition, these
projects are sites of innovative research practices that enables
fostering of new research capacities (through a focus on early career
researchers). Together with relevant knowledge, these new capacities
could potentially alter the ways in which urban education is
conceptualized and delivered.

Some examples as a site of urban sustainable
development education innovation
The Indian Institute for Human Settlements (IIHS), India
In response to the problem of how to advance transformation for
sustainable development in the urban sector; IIHS has, since it was
started in 2008, worked with the assumption that education for urban
sustainability involves addressing a set of interlocking ‘wicked’
problems. With complexity as a starting point, IIHS recognizes that
the entire transformation of educational systems from school to
higher education would be necessary to address, among others,
challenges of urban sustainability. This would, as is the case with IIHS,
culminate in new universities that are built on principles of
interdisciplinarity.
What happens in the reconfigured academy (and associated
professions) must not be a simple breaking off or separation of
specialist urban knowledge. The revolution in the education of
teacher educators and sustainability professionals must instead
bridge the chasm between canonical disciplines, 'theory' and 'praxis',
expert and other forms of knowledge. This new form of urban
education should continuously explore new ways of continuous
learning, reimagine capacity building programs, and embrace
education delivery models that enables scaling up to respond to the
imperative of creating a far wider base of urban expertise (especially
in the global south where urban growth is concentrated and certified
professional expertise is limited) such as through development of
MOOCs.
Implied in the new mode of educational delivery is a shift from
criticality to proposition and agency within the teaching-learning
environment (for e.g. designing a program that has these elements
structurally embedded) and knowledge creation process (for e.g.
capitalizing on new research to create an evidence base for teaching
and use the experience of evidence creation as a basis for
pedagogical transformation). Ideally what the break with the past
allows is a creation of arenas of engagement that enable the
aggregation of local action/struggles such as civil activism with
regional/national/global processes (for e.g. training of young
professionals to think about solutions that go beyond-local
implications and contribute to regional/national/global processes or
building from ‘informal’ accumulation of practice based knowledge
and facilitating creation of a formal knowledge exchange
environment). At IIHS, examples of this exist in the disaster resilience
fellowship that built on systematically understanding disaster
expertise & leadership in India (through specific cases) and used
these examples to facilitate an immersive learning program for
practitioners, institutionalising robust knowledge sharing networks,
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such as creation of Knowledge Gateway as a hub of accumulated
knowledge for wider access, dissemination and pedagogic use.
Through a long-process of engagement, IIHS and its many local
and global partners have sought to create a globallybenchmarked, future-oriented, interdisciplinary curriculum that is
urban focused. The process brought together leading universities
from the Global North and the Global South with some of India’s
best scholars and practitioners. The curriculum framework that
resulted from this process is to guide prospective interdisciplinary
teaching. This structure, in many ways, pervades all teaching and
learning programmes at IIHS, including capacity building
activities, and is organised around five core components (Table 1).
These components provide a strong scaffolding for
interdisciplinary learning, building a sense of criticality, allows for
navigating across disciplinary silos, enables bridging of theory &
practice and allows for strong propositions to emerge through
the learning process. It is this framing that allows teaching and
learning at IIHS to pedagogically achieve interdisciplinarity, rather
than simply exposing learners to multiple disciplines but not
fundamentally changing their knowledge, skills or perspectives.
Table 1: Alternative non disciplinary urban curricula at IIHS
S.No. Component Description
1
Core
Focus on imbibing a set of values and
sensibilities that go beyond disciplinary
knowledge domains such as empathy,
courage, respect for culture and tradition,
professionalism
and
a
propositive
approach.
2

Commons

3

Concentrations

4

Practica

5

Case-based

The
interdisciplinary
Commons
encapsulates the essential domains and
cross-cutting
skills,
knowledge
and
perspectives
that
are
central
to
interdisciplinary urban education.
The Concentrations are where learners gain
depth of knowledge, advanced methods
and sectoral skills. Concentrations are
thematic and also represent current and
emerging forms of practice, thus bridging
the theory-praxis chasm and aligns with
post education employment markets.
The Practica, a site-based, real-world,
interdisciplinary space for applied learning
is a key part of all learning at IIHS. This is
the core element that bridges the theorypraxis gap but also enables interaction with
real-life scenarios of differing complexities
and textures. This element empowers
learners to deploy the skills and concepts
learned in the classroom to imagine and
develop appropriate, innovative and
sustainable
solutions.
The
Practica
combines with other forms of experiential
learning and delivers on the objective of
creating a relevant learning site.
Thus far, case-based learning has
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Learning

remained, for the most part, within specific
disciplinary paradigms. The challenge
facing institutions such as IIHS, committed
to interdisciplinary and inter-sectoral work,
is to imagine a case form that breaks this
tradition. This is where internal research &
practice engagements create a robust flow
of evidence, which allows for deeper
experience of contemporary and issuebased learning. For e.g. IIHS has been
consciously
processing
knowledge
generated
through
research
into
pedagogical elements such as cases,
rooted in the contemporary challenges of
urbanisation in the Global South.

While the above description is valid for the new Masters level
program on Urban practice which is still in the works, IIHS has been
testing this unique pedagogical and curriculum framework with a
taught, 10-month Urban Fellows Programme (UFP). This unique
fellowship, in its fifth iteration during 2020-21, seeks to equip, nurture
and prepare a new generation of graduates and young professionals
committed to addressing India's complex urban challenges. It seeks
to combine classroom-based teaching, site-based applied learning,
work in live projects, and external internships to introduce learners to
diverse forms of urban practice, knowledge and capacity(skills). It is
open to recent graduates and young professionals from varied
educational backgrounds or practice domains. Through the UFP,
learners understand issues of urbanisation in India and the global
south from multiple disciplinary perspectives; learn from practice;
develop skills necessary to analyse, understand, and identify key
urban issues in India; build a foundation from which to design interdisciplinary urban interventions; network with diverse global, national,
and local thought leaders, entrepreneurs, and change makers and
learn from a diverse and experienced faculty who bring together
theory and practice.
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Although it is based on a campus model (with a flagship new
sustainable site under construction in Bangalore), not all teaching at
IIHS is in person or full time. There has been a promising movement
towards recognising the online space as a critical vehicle for
innovative new formats of knowledge delivery. IIHS and the SDG
Academy has been delivering a course on Sustainable Cities, which is
a Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) designed and developed by
IIHS in partnership with the SDG Academy. This course is on its sixth
iteration and is currently available on the edX platform. More than
30,000 learners from 150 countries across the world have benefitted
from its world-leading pedagogy and the instructional expertise of 27
of the world’s foremost urbanists. Global enrolments in this MOOC
and others (see Table 2 below) highlight the popularity of these
online, accessible spaces that are imparting knowledge that focuses
on one or all elements underlying sustainable urbanisation (Table 2).
The uniqueness of the IIHS course on Sustainable Cities, apart from
wide ranging instructional expertise and experience, is in its ability to
understand sustainable urbanisation from the perspectives of
multiple SDGs and not only SDG11.

Table 2 (numbers accurate as of July, 2020)
Sl.
Course
No. Course
Institution
platform

Total
enrolment

1

CitiesX: The Past,
Present and Future of
Urban Life

Harvard
University

edX

70,808

2

Future Cities

ETH Zurich

edX

68,266

3

Greening the Economy: Lund
Sustainable Cities
University

Coursera

60,473

4

Smart Cities

ETH Zurich

edX

33,942

5

Sustainable Cities

SDG Academy edX

31,030

6

Smart Cities –
Management of Smart EPFL
Urban Infrastructures

Coursera

23,698

7

Rethink the City: New
Approaches to Global
and Local Urban
Challenges

TUDelft

edX

11,622

8

Responsive Cities

ETH Zurich

edX

10,266

9

The City and You: Find University of
Your Best Place
Toronto

Coursera

8,847

10

Ethical Cities: Shaping
RMIT
the Future of Your City

FutureLearn NA
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Like a number of affiliated programes, like those run out of the ACC
or the Development Planning Unit (DPU), one of the major
differences between the traditional learning model and the approach
of IIHS to urban transformation is that urban knowledge is seen to
emerge from practice as well as from theory (PEAK, KNOW) and
research and training are assumed to be translational, in other words
intended to alter what happens on the ground (Parnell and Pieterse,
2017). The value base of the experiments in urban learning are
rooted in the logic of co-production (Patel et al, 2017). Higher
education institutions that focus on the urban SDGs need to develop
strong partnerships on two fronts: the local government and the civil
society. Partnership with the former enables co-development of
innovative local solutions framework that are embedded within the
public policy framework of the context. Such embeddedness allows
for strengthening localization of SDG oriented implementation but, in
equal measure, emerges as strong local sites of learning. In addition,
partnership with non-state actors (for e.g the private sector), helps in
locating solutions in complex real-life contexts but that which allows
for robust incremental learning opportunities and that which is
beneficial for all stakeholders. At IIHS an example of the sort of
learning programs that emerge from this framing include the Solar
Decathlon India (symbiotic unique learning partnership).
Solar Decathlon India is a hands-on, practical, innovation-based
competition that touches on multiple issues that are of concern to
businesses, governments and society in India. The Solar Decathlon
India is conducted by the Indian Institute for Human Settlements
(IIHS) and the Alliance for an Energy Efficiency Economy (AEEE) under
the aegis of the Indo-US Science and Technology Forum (IUSSTF).The
Solar Decathlon India is a competition among post graduate and
graduate students from Indian institutions to empower the next
generation to combat Climate Change in the buildings sector. Using a
competition platform, the competition reaches out to 500,000
engineering + architecture students across India and invites them to
innovate for net-zero-energy, net-zero-water, net-zero-waste and
climate resilient buildings. Student teams will develop affordable and
industry-ready solutions for real projects with the help of online
education and mentoring provided during this year-long challenge.
The students’ work is intended to benefit the construction and real
estate industry in terms of new ideas and innovative approaches. This
experiment with testing of new pedagogical format and exploring
sustainable solutions addresses 10 out of 17 United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

The Sierra Leone Urban Research Centre (SLURC)
The SLURC is an urban learning alliance that operationalises a new
mode of urban knowledge production through partnerships with
central and local government, universities, civil society organizations,
and local communities. It works through five main pillars: urban
health, urban livelihoods and the city economy, urban vulnerability
and resilience, land & housing and urban mobility. Apart from
focusing on the research dimensions (for knowledge and policy
action) in the five core domain areas, the centre, extensively, focuses
on capacity building initiatives like tailored training programs,
partnership/collaboration with universities and organisations,
international exchange & immersion visits and a robust internship
program. Knowledge management, particularly aspects of co-
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production of knowledge and management and efforts towards
policy, advocacy and community engagement, is also a critical arena
of work. It can be clearly seen that recognising interdisciplinarity
(through the five core areas) from the context and specificity of the
Global South (African Cities), the centre aims to create knowledge
and advance implementation of the SDG agenda, in general and
SDG11, in particular.

In order to create sufficient skills and capacities for the urban sector,
the SLURC together with the Bartlett Development Planning Unit at
University College London is developing a new master’s course
in Development and Planning in African Cities (MSc DePAC). The
course will be on offer from October 2021 at Njala University, Sierra
Leone.
SLURC is working closely with scholars from various African countries
and other parts of the world and with the African Association of
Planning Schools (AAPS) and other institutions, to develop a course
that is different from current planning courses and with the aim to
decolonise and contextualise planning education so that the course
addresses urban issues in African cities in an effective way and serves
those living in the fast growing urban centres in Africa.

M.Phil in Southern Urbanism at the African Centre for
Cities (ACC) Cape Town
This course is aimed at fostering the next generation of urban
scholars, from Africa and other places, that are rooted in Southern
city perspectives. It has many key elements that creates a holistic
learning framework that imbibes bridging the theory-practice divide,
focuses on unique pedagogic elements that help us understand
urban challenges in a nuanced way and encourages development of
propositive abilities amongst learners. Key elements of the program
are:
1.

City Research Studio (CRS); is a year-long compulsory course
that runs alongside the core and elective modules. CRS is
designed as a learning context in which the learner
experiments with multiple forms of urban knowledge,
expertise and methodologies beyond the conventional
classroom setting. It is a laboratory space where the
students and faculty interface with various city elements
through principles of co-learning, which are structured
through intimate engagements and with the aim of
exploring and understanding the city.
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2.

Urban Everyday; approaches the urban studies through
everyday practices that are central to the dynamism that
shapes southern city contexts and their transformations. The
course reflects on the myriad structural tensions, various
agencies to effect change and reimagines urban
transformation through everyday urban life; all of it leads to
theorising Southern cities.

imperative. In this vein, TESF will give, additional, opportunity to
engage with School and Teacher education to complement ongoing
Research and Blended Learning work though its partners and other
civil society organisations. The intention here is to document and
support pedagogic innovation, create learning partnerships that can
be scaled up across the world to ensure that SDG 11 is not left
stranded by a lack of shared knowledge, skills or capacities.

3.

Urban Theory; sets out with the proposition that
contemporary urban theory is not able to account for the
diversity and complexity of urban worlds, especially as
manifest in the Global South. The empirical basis of this
contention is explored before students learn theory building
but the key aspect is to locate contemporary urban theory in
relation to historical evolution and the need to address
contemporary challenges.

The road ahead may not be simple. Education for Urban
Sustainability involves addressing a set of interlocking ‘wicked’
problems. What is needed is transformation of educational systems
from School to Higher Education. There has to be a revolution in the
education of teacher educators and sustainability professionals to
bridge the chasm between canonical disciplines, 'theory' and 'praxis',
expert and other forms of knowledge. SDG 11 demands a shift from
criticality to proposition and agency within the teaching-learning and
knowledge creation process. It is also key to Create arenas of
engagement that enable the aggregation of local action/struggles
with regional/national/global processes.
Radically rethinking urban education lies at the heart of changing the
priorities and practices of existing urban management, expanding the
pool of skills and expertise needed to achieve effective design,
finance, construction, management and monitoring of cities and how
they function and serve all residents, rich and poor. In meeting the
almost overwhelming urban development challenge(s) of poverty,
inequality, health and ecosystem collapse, as well as responding to
climate change and other risk reduction imperatives over the next
decade we will need to generate fresh ideas to overcome the mess
we are in and do much more to scale up urban innovation in practice
right across every part of the urban world.

Large scale turn-around and institutional changes in urban pedagogy
around SDG11 hinges on massive institutional investment in revising
the formal requirements for certification/ accreditation of urban
professionals via the new universities. Typically, this means offering
unique interdisciplinary programs that may be short program or
certificate courses rather than the accepted 4-year full time degrees
that are the current norm for professionally accreditation. As
important as widening participation for urban learners through
reconfigured formats of training is ensuring that the cohort of urban
leaders is expanded.

Conclusion
As educators, scholars, professionals, activists, investors and
government ‘we’ will need to make radical interventions that alter the
way cities are conceived and how they function. ‘We’ will have to
work much faster than we do now to link education to implementing
essential changes across the urban system to ensure liveability and
equity. ‘We’ will have to act decisively and creatively to align
curriculum reform, continuous professional development, public
education and community educational outreach to reflect and inform
urban innovation and investment. And, while ‘we’ need to ensure
that urban transformation brings together urban stakeholders, it is
imperative that ‘we’ draw in new players to contribute to remaking
the urban planet. A fundamentally reconfigured educational
approach to transformation for sustainability in the urban sector is
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The call to define urban thought and practice leadership in formal
education and training and in more informal community education
may sound naïve. On the one hand efforts to galvanise a coherent
and disciplined urban science have struggled to gain traction, unable
to harness the disparate notoriously territorial and even adversarial
urban academic communities of architects, planners, finance, data
analytics, sociology, public health or engineering into a shared
platform. Nevertheless, the recognition of the need to push for
greater collective action sees ongoing efforts to mobilise an urban
science, to solidify urban science/ policy interfaces and massively
expand public education about sustainability and cities as a priority
for achieving the urban SDG.
Against the backdrop we have set out here the issues TESF wants to
support for deliberation in refining/setting the urban education
agenda leading up to and post 2030 include, and some associated
questions.

The issues


A clear sense of the instruments of urban reform that can
and should function in parallel in every city and town – for
example improvements in existing operations to run local
government planning and service delivery; new innovations
that cross nature based solutions, technological innovation
and enhanced social protection.
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A stronger acknowledgment that locally credible and
globally compatible urban data must be robust and public
accessible and free and that large scale investment to
achieve this is in the common (global) interest and should
be supported as such.
The installation and funding of durable academic,
bureaucratic and political processes designed to identify and
mediate conflicting and at times contradictory urban
priorities.
A more nuanced understanding of the temporality of
interventions that can shift city trajectories – not just beyond
one election cycle but over really long term planning
horizons.
A more mature understanding of the role of different urban
change makers – and how they can work together. Crucially
in this is a realistic understanding of the role (powers,
functions and resources) of local government as the
convening point in networked governance.

Some questions
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

What are the elements that defines and would drive the
entire transformation of educational systems from school to
higher education in order to address challenges of urban
sustainability?
How should we enable a shift amongst teacher educators
and sustainability professionals that allows for bridging the
divide between canonical disciplines, 'theory' and 'praxis',
expert and other forms of knowledge?
What are those new, emerging and promising forms of
learning structures (education delivery models) that are
evolving and which ensures continuous learning and
reimagines capacity building (including professional
education), in the context of developing urban expertise?
How do we, through existing learning structures, trigger a
shift from criticality to proposition and agency within the
teaching-learning environment (for e.g. designing a
program that has the elements structurally embedded) and
institutionalize knowledge creation processes (for e.g.
capitalizing on research to create an evidence base for
teaching and use the experience of evidence creation as a
basis for pedagogical transformation)?
What are those arenas of engagement that enable the
aggregation of local action/struggles such as civil activism
with regional/national/global processes and how do we
facilitate creation of such arenas? What are key elements of
such arenas and how can we ensure their sustainability and
continued importance – both as spaces of contest and
struggle as well as learning environments?
How can we facilitate strong partnerships with the local
government and the civil society? How do these
partnerships deliver on co-development of innovative local
solutions framework and how to propose, test and locate
solutions in complex real-life contexts; which ensures
incremental learning and that which benefits public policy?
What are the curricula priorities for assessing, implementing
and achieving SDG11 at scale?

A TESF Background Paper – January 2021

References
Abubakar, I.R. and Aina, Y.A., 2019. The prospects and challenges of
developing more inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable
cities in Nigeria. Land Use Policy, 87, p.104105.
Acuto, M., Parnell, S. and Seto, K.C., 2018a. Building a global urban
science. Nature Sustainability, 1(1), pp.2-4.
Acuto, M., Parnell, S., Seto, K.C., Contestabile, M., Allen, A., Attia, S.
and Bai, X., 2018b. Science and the Future of Cities. Expert
Panel Report on Science and the Future of Anderson, P.M.L.,
Brown-Luthango, M., Cartwright, A., Farouk, I. and Smit, W.,
2013. Brokering communities of knowledge and practice:
Reflections on the African Centre for Cities’ CityLab
programme. Cities, 32, pp.1-10
Anderson, P. and Elmqvist, T., 2012. Urban ecological and socialecological research in the City of Cape Town: insights
emerging from an urban ecology CityLab. Ecology and
Society, 17(4).
Annan-Diab, F. and Molinari, C., 2017. Interdisciplinarity: Practical
approach to advancing education for sustainability and for
the Sustainable Development Goals. The International
Journal of Management Education, 15(2), pp.73-83.
Armondi, S. and Hurtado, S.D.G., 2020. Foregrounding Urban Agendas.
Springer International Publishing.
Aust, H.P. and du Plessis, A., 2018. Good urban governance as a
global aspiration: on the potential and limits of SDG 11. In
Sustainable Development Goals. Edward Elgar Publishing
Bhan, G., Srinivas, S. and Watson, V. eds., 2017. The Routledge
companion to planning in the Global South. Routledge.
Bansard, J.S., Hickmann, T. and Kern, K., 2019. Pathways to urban
sustainability: How science can contribute to sustainable
development in cities. GAIA-Ecological Perspectives for
Science and Society, 28(2), pp.112-118.
Barnett, C. and Parnell, S., 2016. Ideas, implementation and indicators:
epistemologies of the post-2015 urban agenda.
Environment and Urbanization, 28(1), pp.87-98.
Bartlett, P.W., Popov, M. and Ruppert, J., 2020. Integrating Core
Sustainability Meta-Competencies and SDGs Across the
Silos in Curriculum and Professional Development. In
Sustainable Development Goals and Institutions of Higher
Education (pp. 71-85). Springer, Cham.
Battersby, J., 2017. MDGs to SDGs–new goals, same gaps: the
continued absence of urban food security in the post-2015
global development agenda. African Geographical Review,
36(1), pp.115-129.
Batty, M., 2013. The new science of cities. MIT press.
Buckley, R.M. and Kallergis, A., 2019. The sustainable development
goal for urban sanitation: africa’s statistical tragedy
continues?. Journal of Urban Health, 96(1), pp.123-130.
Caprotti, F., Cowley, R., Datta, A., Broto, V.C., Gao, E., Georgeson, L.,
Herrick, C., Odendaal, N. and Joss, S., 2017. The New Urban
Agenda: key opportunities and challenges for policy and
practice. Urban research & practice, 10(3), pp.367-378.
Cociña, C., Frediani, A.A., Acuto, M. and Levy, C., 2019. Knowledge
translation in global urban agendas: A history of researchpractice encounters in the Habitat conferences. World
Development, 122, pp.130-141.

15

Building a reciprocal relationship between education and SDG 11

DESA (Department of Economic and Social Affairs), United Nations,
World Urbanization Prospects, The 2011 Revision, 2012,
Accessed from http://esa.un.org/unup/1
Dobbs, R., J. Remes, J. Manyika, C. Roxburgh, S. Smit, and F. Schaer,
Urban World: Cities and the Rise of the Consuming Class.
McKinsey Global Institute, 2012, Accessed from
http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/urbanization/urban_worl
d_cities_and_the_rise_of_the_consuming_class.
Duminy, J. and Parnell, S., 2020. City Science: A Chaotic Concept–And
an Enduring Imperative. Planning Theory & Practice, pp.1-8.
Elmqvist, T. ed., 2018. The urban planet: Knowledge towards
sustainable cities. Cambridge University Press.
Frank, A.I. and Silver, C. eds., 2017. Urban planning education:
beginnings, global movement and future prospects. Springer.
Hansson, S., Arfvidsson, H. and Simon, D., 2019. Governance for
sustainable urban development: the double function of
SDG indicators. Area Development and Policy, 4(3), pp.217235.
International Council for Science (ICSU), 2017. A Guide to SDG
Interactions: from Science to Implementation. In D.J. Griggs,
M. Nilsson, A. Stevance, D. McCollum (eds). International
Council
for
Science,
Paris
https://council.science/publications/a-guide-to-sdginteractions-from-science-to-implementation/
Kanuri, C, Revi, A, Espey, J, and Kuhle, H. 2016 Getting started with the
SDGs in Cities, SDSN Available at: https://sdgcities.guide/
Keith, M., O'Clery, N., Parnell, S. and Revi, A., 2020. The future of the
future city? The new urban sciences and a PEAK Urban
interdisciplinary disposition. Cities, 105, 102820.
Klopp, J.M. and Petretta, D.L., 2017. The urban sustainable
development goal: Indicators, complexity and the politics of
measuring cities. Cities, 63, 92-97.
Krellenberg, K., Bergsträßer, H., Bykova, D., Kress, N. and Tyndall, K.,
2019. Urban sustainability strategies guided by the SDGs—
A tale of four cities. Sustainability, 11, 1116.
McKinsey Global Institute, 2011: Urban World: Mapping the Economic
Power of Cities.
McPhearson, T. Parnell, S. Simon, D. Gaffney, O. Elmqvist, T. Bai, X.
Roberts, D. Revi, A. (2016): Scientists must have a say in the
future of cities. Nature 538, 165-166.
Nilsson, M., Griggs, D. and Visbeck, M., 2016. Policy: map the
interactions between Sustainable Development Goals.
Nature, 534(7607), pp.320-322.
Parnell, S., 2016. Defining a global urban development agenda. World
Development, 78, pp.529-540.
Parnell, S. and Robinson, J., 2017. The global urban: Difference and
complexity in urban studies and the science of cities.
Handbook of Social Science. London: Routledge, 13-31.
Patel, Z., Greyling, S., Simon, D., Arfvidsson, H., Moodley, N., Primo, N.
and Wright, C., 2017. Local responses to global
sustainability agendas: learning from experimenting with
the urban sustainable development goal in Cape Town.
Sustainability science, 12(5), pp.785-797.
Perry, B.G., Patel, Z., Norén Bretzer, Y. and Polk, M., 2018. Organising
for co-production: Local interaction platforms for urban
sustainability. Politics and Governance, 6(1).

A TESF Background Paper – January 2021

Pieterse, E. and Revi, A., 2013. Teaching for Tomorrow, Cityscapes
(57- 68 pp). Retrieved from: https://bit.ly/39S0uRn
Pieterse, E., Parnell, S. and Haysom, G., 2018. African dreams: locating
urban infrastructure in the 2030 sustainable developmental
agenda. Area development and policy, 3(2), pp.149-169.
Pipa, T. and Conroy, C., 2019. The Importance of City Leadership in
Leaving No One Behind. Leave No One Behind: Time for
Specifics on the Sustainable Development Goals.
Scholl, C. and Kemp, R., 2016. City labs as vehicles for innovation in
urban planning processes. Urban Planning, 1(4), pp.89-102.
Revi, A. and Rosenzweig, C., 2013. The urban opportunity: Enabling
transformative and sustainable development. Background
Paper for the High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the
Post-2015 Development Agenda. Prepared by the
Sustainable Development Solutions Network-Thematic
Group on Sustainable Cities.
Revi A, Satterthwaite DE, Aragón-Durand F, Corfee-Morlot J, Kiunsi
BR, Pelling , Roberts DC, and Solecki W. 2014. Chapter 8
“Urban areas.” In: Climate Change 2014: Impacts,
Adaptation and Vulnerability. IPCC Working Group II
Contribution to AR5. Cambridge University Press: 535-612
Rudd, A., Simon, D., Cardama, M., Birch, E.L. and Revi, A., 2018. The
UN, the urban sustainable development goal, and the new
urban agenda. Elmqvist, T.; Bai X., Frantzeskaki, N.; Griffith,
C, pp.180-196.
Simon, D., Arfvidsson, H., Anand, G., Bazaz, A., Fenna, G., Foster, K.,
Jain, G., Hansson, S., Evans, L.M., Moodley, N. and
Nyambuga, C., 2016. Developing and testing the Urban
Sustainable Development Goal’s targets and indicators–a
five-city study. Environment and Urbanization, 28(1), pp.4963.
Tikly, L., Batra, P., Duporge, V., Facer, K., Herring, E., Lotz-Sisitka, H.,
McGrath, S., Mitchell, R., Sprague, T., Wals, A. 2020.
Transforming
Education
for
Sustainable
Futures
Foundations
Paper.
Bristol,
TESF.
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.4279935
UCLG United Cities and Local Government, 2019. The Localisation of
the Global Agendas: How local action is transforming
territories & communities.
United Nations, 2017. New Urban Agenda. New York: United Nations.
United Nations General Assembly, 2015. Transforming our world: the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Division for
Sustainable Development Goals: New York, NY, USA.
United Nations Habitat, 2018. SDG 11 SYNTHESIS REPORT HIGH
LEVEL POLITICAL FORUM. https://unhabitat.org/sdg-11synthesis-report/
Valencia, S.C., Simon, D., Croese, S., Nordqvist, J., Oloko, M., Sharma,
T., Taylor Buck, N. and Versace, I., 2019. Adapting the
Sustainable Development Goals and the New Urban
Agenda to the city level: Initial reflections from a
comparative research project. International Journal of Urban
Sustainable Development, 11(1), pp.4-23.
Watson, V., 2016. Locating planning in the New Urban Agenda of the
urban sustainable development goal. Planning Theory,
15(4), pp.435-448.

16

Building a reciprocal relationship between education and SDG 11

The TESF Background Paper Series sets out
some of our foundational concepts for the work of the Network Plus
and informs our forthcoming call for proposals. In many cases, these
Background Papers have grown out of our shorter Briefing Note
series. This work collectively informs future outputs to help us trace
learning throughout the TESF lifecycle. You can follow this trajectory
by visiting our Resources page for additional Background Papers and
other writing from Network Plus.
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