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Introduction

Images and Objects Toolkit

The Images and Objects Toolkit is for facilitators 
and teachers interested in Education for Sustainable 
Development.
It provides the context for the development of the 
toolkit which includes:
• the background to the UN Decade of Education for
  Sustainable Development
• an overview of suitable Education for Sustainable
  Development methodologies.

Step by step instructions for planning and implement-
ing Education for Sustainable Development activities, 
using images and objects, are included together with a 
starter kit of sample images.  

The Consumer Citizenship Network (CCN)

The Consumer Citizenship Network is an Erasmus 
3 thematic network project (CCN 2003-2006 and 
CCN2 2006-2009), lead by Hedmark University Col-
lege, Norway.

It is an interdisciplinary network of educators from 131 
institutions of higher education in 37 countries and in-

Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), United Nations En-
vironment Programme (UNEP) and international citi-
zenship and consumer organizations who all recognize 
the pressing need for constructive action by individuals 
in order to achieve sustainable consumption and global 
solidarity. 

The Consumer Citizenship Network deals with: 
•  stimulating and coordinating research about 
   consumer citizenship
•  identifying common competences for consumer 
   citizenship 
•  surveying curriculum provision of consumer 
   citizenship education
• developing good practice for teaching and  accessing                
  consumer citizenship education.

Task Group 8

This resource is an outcome of the programme of work 
undertaken by a CCN2 task group (Task Group 8).

The goals of Task Group 8 are to:
• contribute to the growth of consumer citizenship 
  education as a relevant, ‘interdisciplinary theme 
  in primary and secondary school education’ 
• prepare and carry out teacher training seminars on     
  Education for Sustainable Development (ESD).

Members of CCN Task Group 8 meeting the Lord Mayor 

of Dublin, Ireland, to discuss Education for Sustainable 

Development.

The ESD seminars delivered by Task Group 8 mem-
bers focus on the use of experiential methodologies 
that encourage Education for Sustainable Development 
rather than Education about Sustainable Development. 
In other words, active teaching and learning approach-
es (transformative methodologies) are used and pro-
moted, rather than formal or traditional teaching and 
learning approaches (transmissive methodologies).

The Images and Objects Toolkit has proven to be an 
effective and enjoyable teaching and learning resource 
at ESD seminars and has:
• stimulated exploration of the concepts related to the    
  UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 
• facilitated good discussions about the types of meth-
  odologies needed to raise awareness, and engender 
  critical and informed thinking and decision making  
  amongst learners.
 
This resource builds on the already well documented 

Further resources to compliment this toolkit can be 
found on the Consumer Citizenship Network website 
http://www.hihm.no/concit/.
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use of images and photographs in education. It is a 
compilation of ideas generated through piloting with 
both formal and non formal educators participating in 
CCN Task Group 8 ESD seminars.  The Toolkit might 
provide a ‘quick start’ for teachers/facilitators who 
would like to use a visual approach to exploring as-
pects of Sustainable Development in their teaching and 
learning environment.

In order to use the Images and Objects Toolkit effec-
tively it is important to understand the purpose of the 
United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development and why the methodologies used to ex-
plore ESD concepts with learners are important.

The United Nations Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development (2005-2014) 

The United Nations has proclaimed the years 2005 to 
2014 as a global “Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development”. The global vision of the UN Decade 
is a world where everyone has the opportunity to ben-

lifestyles required for a sustainable future and positive 
societal transformation.

There is an undeniable need to develop, strengthen and 
spread sustainable approaches and actions world-wide. 
UNESCO, the lead agency for the Decade, has made 
clear that Sustainable Development is relevant to eve-
rybody. 

What is Sustainable Development?
Sustainable Development is an ongoing comprehensive 
social process of change that makes it possible both 
to protect the current generations quality of life and to 
safeguard future generations life options. Today, Sus-
tainable Development is universally recognised as the 
way to improve individuals opportunities and achieve 
social prosperity, economic growth and environmental 
compatibility. Sustainable Development is thus a com-
prehensive concept for modernising living and work-
ing patterns in the 21st century.

What does Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) mean?
It is generally agreed that there is no time to lose in 
implementing sustainable approaches and actions. 
Sustainability cannot be centrally mandated through 
a top-down strategy. It must involve a process of so-
cial change that affects all people and in which all in-
dividuals must participate. Educational settings have 
an important role to play in facilitating these necessary 
changes.

The aim of ESD is to empower individuals to actively 
participate in shaping an ecologically sustainable, eco-

remaining mindful of the interconnectedness between 
the local and global dimensions. 

Education for Sustainable Development has relevance 
for everyone and aims to:
• improve the contexts in which people live
• create new opportunities for individuals, society and
  economic life
• provide an ongoing, continuous process which pro-
  motes acceptance of processes of societal change
• promote global responsibility
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Table 1: The differences between Transmissive and Transformative Approaches (adapted Sterling, 2001)

Sustainable Development is a trans-disciplinary area 
-

proaches. Learners need to be able to construct their 
own understanding, meaning and values, as a step in 
the collective search for a sustainable future. Active 
teaching and learning methodologies can facilitate this 
process.  Much has been written about the use of active 
teaching and learning in education and this section pro-

these approaches in ESD.  

Educational psychologists tell us that people remember 
much more of what they do as opposed to what they 
hear or read. Therefore, in order to improve students 
learning, educators should, where practicable, try to 
emphasize active experiential learning and the use of 
real-world problems. 

Remember the old Chinese Proverb:

“I hear, and I forget, 
I see, and I remember, 
I do, and I understand.”

The main focus in the Images and Objects Toolkit is 
on the kinds of strategies that are frequently contrasted 
with transmissive methods of teaching. Transmissive 
methodologies involve more formal, teacher-centred 
approaches, for example, an informative talk with the 
expert passing on content without actively involving 
the learners. In contrast, the Images and Objects Toolkit 

encourages active teaching and learning approaches 
because these offer more opportunities for interaction 
between educators and learners, learners themselves, 
and learners and the topic. 

Sterling (2001) compares the different approaches 
and values of transmissive (transfer of information 
to learner) and transformative (learner constructing 
and owning meaning) methodologies “that go beyond 

-
pose of education.”  An adaptation of Sterlings com-
parison is illustrated in Table 1.

The Importance of Active Teaching and 

Learning Approaches in Education for 

Sustainable Development
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Edgar Dale (1957) developed a learning pyramid (Fig-
ure 1) to illustrate the relationship between teaching 
and learning approaches, and the impact that these 
have on learner retention after a period of two weeks. 
It is evident from the pyramid that active approaches 
which involve learning by doing can help to maximise 
learning.

Most learners have a preferred learning style, for some 
this is a very strong preference. Some learners prefer 
to see information (visual learners), some prefer to 
hear information (auditory learners) and some prefer 
to learn by doing (kinaesthetic learners). Learners gen-
erally learn best when they are given the opportunity to 
work in their preferred learning style. By using trans-
formative (active) teaching and learning approaches 
there are increased opportunities to learn in ones pre-
ferred style.

our position in relation to the environment. We cannot af-
ford to continue to replicate our mistakes. We must search 
for better solutions based on ESD values and transforma-
tive learning approaches can help this process.

Fig. 1: The Learning Pyramid (Dale, 1957)

CCN Task Group 8 running an ESD seminar with Civ-

ic Social & Political Education (CSPE) facilitators, in 

Athlone, Ireland, 2007.
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Selecting Good Education for Sustainable 
Development Images and Objects 

When selecting an image or object the facilitator 
or teacher should consider the following:

Is the image or object of good quality?  Is it clear and 
readable?

Will the image or object encourage, promote or evoke 
a discussion around attitudes, values, beliefs, assump-
tions, perceptions, stereotypes etc. related to ESD 
themes?

It might be useful to ask:
• What is happening in the image?
• Where was it taken? 
• When was it taken?
• Where is it from?
• What is it saying or not saying about Sustainable   
  Development? 
• Is the image or object positive, neutral or negative 
  or a combination of these?
• What makes the image or object interesting? 
• What is happening in the background? 
• What might be happening outside the frame of the  
   image?
• What emotions are contained within the image
  from  two perspectives:  that of subjects featured
  and that of observers looking at the image? 
• What questions are left unanswered by the image 
  or object?
 
When compiling a general collection of images and 
objects the facilitator or teacher should consider 
the following:

Compile a balanced representation of images and ob-
jects that range from the local to the global rather than 
over emphasising images or objects from, for exam-
ple, the developing world. Sustainable Development 
issues are relevant to all communities.

Ordinary everyday images of routine activities, set-
tings or objects are often the most effective. Images 
and objects do not need to shock or provide the ‘wow’ 

Using Images and Objects to Support 

Education for Sustainable Development

Target Audience for the Images and Objects 
Toolkit

The Images and Objects Toolkit is aimed at teach-
ers, tutors and facilitators working in both formal and 
non formal education settings and the activities can be 
adapted for use with different groups of participants.

The Images and Objects Toolkit can be used in most 
-

ploring the wide ranging concepts related to ESD at 
local, national and global levels.

The Images and Objects Toolkit provides a ‘quick start’ 
for teachers, tutors and facilitators. It is hoped that over 
time they will add their own images and objects to the 
‘toolkit’ and invite learners to contribute as well. 

Objectives of the Images and Objects Toolkit:
• to enhance the learning process and bring alternative    
  methods into the learning environment to meet the   
  diverse needs and styles of learners
• to encourage a democratic and collaborative 
  approach through groupwork

opportunity to: question assumptions and stereotypes; 
discuss cause and effect relationships; problem solve

• to develop consciousness of the environment and the   
  importance of Sustainable Development  
• to aid comprehension by providing concrete exam-
   ples related to Sustainable Development
• to explore the positive and / or negative effects of    

what is portrayed by the image or object from an 
economic, sociological, environmental and / or cul-
tural perspective

• to create consumer awareness of rights and responsi-   
  bilities in relation to food, transport, housing, 
  energy, etc.

• to deal with the ethical challenges of consumption

A picture paints
a thousand words
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• What is happening in the photograph?
• If individuals are portrayed in the photograph, has   
  permission been sought to use the photograph in an    
  educational activity or resource?
• What motivated the photographer to take the
  photograph - was it something about the setting, 
  scene or context that captured the photographers 
  interest?
• What is the link between the photograph and ESD.

Ethical considerations when taking photographs 
or selecting objects 
If using images that portray individuals, it is impor-
tant to respect the dignity of the individuals by seek-
ing their permission (or parent / guardian permission) 
to use the image for educational purposes.
The values underpinning ESD need to inform the 
choice and type of images and objects that are used.  

These values include:
• respecting the dignity of the people portrayed in 
  images or those who may have been involved in the   
  production of an object
• belief in the equality of all people
• acceptance of the need to promote fairness, 
  solidarity and justice (adapted from Dochas, 2006).

factor. Even in the ‘ordinary’ different learners will 
see different things, have different opinions and per-
spectives.

Unless intended, take care not to over emphasise 
certain areas / issues related to Sustainable Develop-
ment. This might inadvertently happen by including 
too many images / objects related to one theme in 
what is intended to be a general ESD activity e.g. too 

-
cling depots; rubbish on street etc.

Consciously build up a collection of images and ob-
jects that represent a good range of the eight key action 
themes of the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development. 

The Key Action Themes of the UN Decade of 
Education for Sustainable Development are:
• Gender Equity 
• Cultural Diversity
• Health Promotion 
• Peace and Human Security
• Environment 
• Sustainable Urbanisation
• Rural Development
• Sustainable Consumption
(For further information see: www.unesco.org/education/desd/)

Images and Objects: Background information
When collecting images and objects gather back-
ground information about each image or object. This 
information can be useful to share with participants.

In the case of a photograph, for example, the follow-
ing information would be useful:
• Name of person submitting photograph
• Name of person who took the photograph
• Place where the photograph was taken
• Date the photograph was taken

‘The use of images

 in a world where images 

dominate and people are comfort-

able with analyzing images makes 

the exercise less threatening than 

a purely verbal activity’.

‘Using images is a very 

important way of educating students 

to read their symbols and signs, so that they 

become more conscious of the impact of visual 

messages.  The world that young people live in is 

very visual (TV, computers etc.).  Young people 

are receiving visual messages all the time, often 

visual message has had on them’

‘The diversity of 

images is essential, particularly 

images from the third world, so 

that the focus is not only on issues 

well known to participants’

‘An image activates 

a person’s imagination and 

creativity.  There are so many 

different things to read from one 

image and there are so many 

ways to interpret 

what is seen’

drop of water. 
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In order to work effectively, this activity requires 
eight or more participants. It is particularly effective 
with larger groups, as it ensures the engagement of all 
participants in the learning process.

What do you need?
A collection of images and objects that represent both 
positive and negative aspects of Sustainable Develop-
ment. The images in this toolkit might help to get your 
collection started. Remove the images from the book-
let and cut as directed. More images and resources 

are available on the CCN2 website (http://www.hihm.

no/concit/).

The types of images and objects suitable for this ac-
tivity might include:
• pictures, photographs, posters
• advertisements
• drawings, paintings
• objects, artefacts
• cards with keys words or statements
• newspaper cuttings
• blank card and markers.

How the activity works
Step 1  A selection of images and objects are spread 
out in an area of a room where participants have the 
space to walk around and examine them.   An open 

Step 2 Each participant is invited to select one image 
or object that has personal resonance, e.g. represents 
something important or makes an important statement 
about Sustainable Development. Participants can, if 
they wish, choose one of the blank cards and write their 
own words or statements on it. 

Step 3  Participants are invited to form pairs and share 
the image or object that they have chosen with each 
other. They should explain to each other their reasons 
for choosing it. 

Step 4  Two pairs should join together to make a group 
of four. Each image or object is discussed and the group 
must work together to prioritise just one image or ob-
ject that will represent the group and that will be shared 
with everyone in the room under the following head-
ings:  
• an explanation of why the image or object was se-     
  lected to represent the group.
• the process that took place in order to agree on one  
  image or object.
• the value of the activity in facilitating discussion re- 
  lated to Sustainable Development.
• key discussion points or issues that arose in the 
  group relating to Sustainable Development. 

During Step 4 the facilitator / teacher should circulate 
amongst the groups, checking that everyone is on task 
and listening for any interesting discussion points that 
can be highlighted during Step 6 (general discussion 
phase). 

The Basic ‘Images and Objects’ Activity



11

Step 5 Each group selects a person who will speak on 
behalf of the four group members.

Step 6  The reporter from each group shares their im-
age or object with the other groups and there is a gen-
eral discussion led by the facilitator / teacher.

It can be useful for the facilitator / teacher to share any 
background information about the image / object during 
the general discussion phase.  This may highlight how 
images / objects are open to different interpretations 
and how care must be taken to avoid generalizations, 
prejudiced and / or stereotypical comments. 

Providing an immediate and wider context to the dis-
cussion evoked by the image or object can facilitate a 
better and broader understanding of the realities, com-
plexities and challenges of Sustainable Development. 
Background information for the images included in 
this toolkit can be found on the inside back cover.

in Table 2. 

‘It is fun!  

Learners love to look at 

and discuss images and 

objects’

‘The use of images 

with participants who have 

different languages abilities (either 

because they have different mother 

tongues or are on different levels) 

‘I think it is a great way of

 combining visualisation, words and

 feelings on a subject and connecting them 

to Sustainable Development. When you have a 

picture in your hands that you have picked

 out, and you have to put your feelings into

 words and describe them to others, then 

you realise how this is important to you. 

Sustainable Development means to you

 and others and to see the variety of 

opinions and perspectives people

 have on this’

‘The activity is very 

much in line with the theory

 can choose between images, objects and 

text (newspaper and magazine articles).  

This means that each student 

matches their own learning 

strength or preference’
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Evaluation

below and make notes before reporting back to the bigger group:

Why was this image or object selected to represent your group?

What process took place in order for you all to agree on this image or object?

How valuable was the images and objects activity in facilitating discussion related to Sustainable 
Development?

What key discussion points or issues arose in your group relating to Sustainable Development?

Other comments?

Images and Objects Activity
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Show and Tell
Ask participants to bring a photograph to the workshop 
that they have taken themselves or an object that they 
have made or purchased that links with some aspect of 
Sustainable Development. 
Invite each participant to share their image or object 
with other participants and explain the background and 

Positive and Negative
Invite participants to select two images / objects in-
stead of one; one that says something positive about an 
aspect of Sustainable Development, and one that says 
something negative. The participants can then form 
pairs followed by groups of four as in the basic images 
and objects activity.

I’m Here Because…
At the beginning of an ESD workshop invite each 
participant to select an image or object that reminds 
them of why they are at the workshop or why they are 

someone in the room that they do not know and share 
their image or object with that person.

Switch
Each participant selects an image or object. Two par-
ticipants then come together and switch images/objects. 
Each participant then tries to guess why the other per-

minutes of thinking, the two participants get together 
and present a hypothesis to each other before they tell 
each other the right answer.

Group Think Tank
Give each group (of approximately four) an image 
glued to the centre of a large sheet of paper or card. 
Provide them with a ‘post-it’ pad and markers. Invite 
the group to respond to the image by writing words or 
statements on the ‘post-its’ and placing them around 
the image. Invite each group to place their image and 
statements on the wall for others to see.

Carousel Group Think Tank 
Start the activity in the same way as the group think 
tank activity above. Make sure however that each group 

Alternative ways to use Images and 

Objects to support Education for 

Sustainable Development
receives a set of ‘post-its’ that are a different colour. 
Give each group one minute to respond to their image 
and attach ‘post-its’ with words or statements around 
the image. 

Invite each group to then pass their sheet on to the next 
group who can add words, statements or responses 
to the previous groups ‘post-its’. Continue to do this 
in carousel style around the room. At the end of the 
activity place the posters on the wall with the images 
and comments. It will be clear from the colours of the 
‘post-its‘ how the ideas and comments have built up 
and developed as the activity moved around the groups 
in the room. 

Compare and Contrast 
Provide each group with an image and invite them to 
compare and contrast their lives with what they ‘see’ 
in the image.

Virtual Interview
Give each group an image which portrays at least one 
individual.  Invite the group to write a list of questions 
that they would ask that person if they had the opportu-
nity to interview them.

Sorting
Write each of the eight key action themes of the UN 
Decade of ESD on a separate sheets of paper.  Place the 
sheets on the wall in different parts of the room where 
they are clearly visible.
Spread out a large selection of images and objects re-

Invite participants to sort the images and objects and 
take each one and place it under a UN Decade key ac-
tion theme. Participants can disagree with where an im-
age or object has been placed if they wish by moving it 
to another key action theme.
This placing and moving of images and objects contin-
ues until the group is happy with the placement of all of 
the items. Discuss the experience with the group.

Lights, Camera, Action…

topic can make their own images and objects resource 
pack. They are asked beforehand to bring a digital 
camera with them to the seminar. They are then invited 
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to go out and take photos of things that say something 
about the ESD topic (problem, good example, bad ex-

and show and speak about their images. The photos 
can be transferred onto a memory stick and shown on 
a laptop/data projector to the larger group. Participants 
can also bring back any relevant objects that they have 
gathered.  

Jigsaw Time 
This activity is a good icebreaker or method of form-
ing groups. For example in a group of 24 participants, 
where you would like to form 6 groups with 4 partici-
pants in each group, you would do the following: 
• select 6 images and cut each image into four pieces  
  (similar to a jigsaw)

  each participant to select one piece
• invite participants to move around the room trying to  

• when all four pieces of each image have been found  
  and the group of four have come together, invite 
  them to discuss their image.

Journalist
Imagine you are a journalist writing an article on Sus-
tainable Development for a national newspaper or 
magazine. Write a caption and short article to go with 
an image or object that you have selected.

Inspiring ideas
Place a display of images and objects in a room. Invite 
participants to write a short piece about a theme related 
to ESD. They can use the display as a source of inspira-
tion to help them with their writing.
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Background Information for the Images in the Toolkit 

IMAGE NO 1: TREE INDUSTRY
This photograph shows a Larch Tree growing industry 
based in Egilsstaðir, Iceland. The planting of trees is an 
important process but there is an ongoing debate about the 
suitability of the trees being planted and the long term im-
pact of planting ‘non-indigenous’ trees. Until recent years 
Iceland had very few trees but they can act as a solution to 
the problem of soil erosion caused by wind and excessive 
pasturing of sheep.

IMAGE NO 2: RWANDAN CLOUDS

as it took off from Kigali International Airport. Rwanda 
is located in Central Africa and is often referred to as the 
country of ‘mille colline’ (a thousand hills). It is a place of 
great beauty. Rwanda is a very small country with 8 mil-
lion inhabitants, 7 million of whom make a living from the 
land. The interplay between environment and population 
played a role in the genocide that occurred in 1994.

IMAGE NO 3: GEOTHERMAL POWER STATION
This photograph shows a geothermal power station in 
Hellisheiði, Iceland. Geothermal power uses underground 
heat to create steam and is a sustainable energy source 
causing minimal pollution. However, there is an impact 
on the environment in terms of the building of the power 
station itself.

IMAGE NO 4: FRUIT MARKET
This photograph shows a number of fruit stalls at a market 
place in the middle of Rome, Italy. The photograph shows 
the range of fruit available and raises questions about 
whether or not they are grown locally or organically and 
the impacts on the environment and human health.

IMAGE NO 5: PAPER BOWL
This brightly coloured fair trade bowl was made in Viet-
nam from 100% recycled paper. To make the bowl maga-
zine paper has been coiled and glued by hand. It stands 
solidly on a small coiled base. The bowl was bought in 
Dublin, Ireland, in a fair trade shop run by Oxfam.

IMAGE NO 6: NON-SUSTAINABLE WASTE COL-
LECTION
This photograph was taken in Old Town, Jerusalem, Israel. 
The photograph symbolises the fragility and inadequacy 
of waste collection and recycling systems. Waste can be 
collected and thrown into the right “hole” but from the 
“backside” it can reach back to the environment without 
any treatment or management.

IMAGE NO 7: PARISIAN LIGHTS
This photograph was taken on New Year’s Day in Paris, 
France. The lights evoke a feeling of romance. However, 
there is an impact on the environment in terms of the en-
ergy used to light the city. Because Paris is such a popular 
tourist destination the photograph could be used to discuss 
some of the issues around ethical tourism.

IMAGE NO 8: BICYCLES
This photograph was taken at a train station in the Nether-
lands. Cycling is a sustainable and healthy form of trans-
portation and is a means of reducing the impact of our 
carbon footprint. Despite obvious positive impacts on the 
environment and personal health the use of bicycles is 
something that we don’t see in many countries in Europe.

IMAGE NO 9: ATHENS
 This photograph was taken from The Acropolis in Athens, 
Greece.The Acropolis is listed on the European Cultural 
Heritage list of monuments. The amazing view shows 
Athens stretching out endlessly below, a mixture of an-
cient ruins and more modern buildings and infrastructure.  
The population of greater Athens is approximately 4 mil-
lion.  As one of the world’s oldest cities Athens has been 
continuously inhabited for over 3,000 years.

IMAGE NO 10: FEET

in May 2007.The feet in the image belong to members of 
the Consumer Citizenship Network (Task Group 8) from 
Ireland, Slovenia and Iceland.  The photograph was taken 
during a discussion on Ecological Footprints as a measure-
ment of the impact of lifestyle on the environment.  The 
image could also be used to facilitate discussion about the 
production and origin of articles of clothing.

IMAGE NO 11: MOSQUITO
This image with the mosquito and the African proverb 
may act as a stimulus for discussion about the importance 
of individual action and participation. Learners might 
consider where the responsibility for Sustainable Devel-
opment lies and/or the importance of the interconnected-
ness between the local and the global.  Participants could 
discuss famous activists (e.g. Mohandas Gandhi) or share 
examples of activism in their own local areas.  They could 
also share any other relevant proverbs they know or de-
vise one of their own.

IMAGE NO 12: ELECTRICITY WIRES
This photograph of electricity wires was taken in  
Co. Wicklow, Ireland. It might evoke discussion on is-
sues such as: where does this energy come from; do we 
really need all of this electricity; harmful emissions; fuel 
imports; rising fuel costs; renewable energy etc.



This ‘Images and Objects Toolkit’ is a compilation of ideas and resourc-

es put together by a task group working with the Consumer Citizenship 

Network. The toolkit will hopefully provide a ‘quick start’ for teachers 

and facilitators who would like to use an active and visual approach 

to exploring aspects of Sustainable Development in their teaching and 

learning environments.
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