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By David Hicks

IT HAS ALWAYS SEEMED TO ME -
cators talk about education for sustainability it begs a 
basic question. If our students can’t actually visualise a 

the present it is also implicitly about the future. I believe 

various techniques for making the future more explicit for 
investigation. 

This article thus emphasises four key abilities that teach-
ers and students need in these times: A) the ability to think 
critically and creatively about the future; B) the ability 
to visualise different alternative futures; C) the ability to 
explore inspirational sustainable futures; and D) the ability 
to teach in a spirit of optimism and hope.

Thinking about the future

that belonged in the hands of God. With the subsequent 

need to think more critically and creatively about the future, 
most inquirers thought I might be into astrology or betting 
on the horses. Until recently most popular books about ‘the 

1

In introducing educators to the importance of clearer 

-
riculum as having a spatial and a temporal dimension. I’ve 

Visualizing More Sustainable Futures
Contemporary education ignores the future but sustainability education requires it.  

Here’s a compelling rationale and some activities that will help young people think more critically  
and creatively about the future.
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of this matrix they feel 
some responsibility 
for. Taking the spatial 

some responsibil-
ity for helping pupils 
understand their local 
area, their country 

-
poral dimension is 

more interesting. Historians quickly claim the past and all 
teachers feel some responsibility for helping pupils under-

-

it refers to careers. Fortunately someone else also says ‘But 
-

ness to is the future as a missing element in most of educa-
tion.2 

I think that helping young people think more critically 
and creatively about the future needs to come before or at 
the same time as looking at issues of sustainability. The tem-

explore the nature of more sustainable futures.
Why is it so important to help young people think criti-

important reasons:

Student motivation: Student expectation about the 
future can affect behaviour in the present, e.g. that some-

desired personal goals can help stimulate motivation and 
achievement.

Anticipating change:
mind are important in times of rapid change.  Such skills 

and to initiate, rather than merely respond to, change.

Critical thinking: -

Clarifying values: All images of the future are under-
pinned by differing value assumptions about human 
nature and society. In a democratic society students need 
to be able to begin to identify such value judgements 
before they can themselves make appropriate choices 

Decision making:

investigating the possible consequences of one’s actions 

on others in the future, leads to more thoughtful deci-
sion-making in the present.

Creative imagination: One faculty that can contribute 
-

sible futures is that of the creative imagination. Both this 
and critical thinking are needed to envision a range of 
preferable futures from the personal to the global.

A better world: It is important in a democratic society 
that students develop their sense of vision particularly in 
relation to more just and sustainable futures. Such for-

the preserving and improving of society.

Responsible citizenship: Critical participation in demo-
cratic life leads to the development of political skills and 
thus more active and responsible citizenship.  Future 

lose, from decisions made today.

If these are the educational reasons for seeing futures 
thinking as a vital part of every child’s learning, exactly 

young people to develop a futures perspective as part of 
their personal, social and later professional lives. (See side-
bar entitled “Developing a futures perspective”.)

 There are, of course, all sorts of social and economic 

Developing a futures perspective
Anticipating the future

Accepting the consequences

Envisioning alternatives

levels
 
Making wiser choices

Taking responsible action
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terms of technological development, rising standards of liv-
ing for all or, increasingly, as a place to be concerned about. 
Consider the dystopian images of the future conveyed by 
popular movies over the last thirty years, for example, Mad 

Children’s future images

plenty of fast action, death and destruction. Boys often seem 

For Claire (aged 8) the future is about peace, quiet and 

present. Everyone is dressed in their best clothes for a spe-
cial occasion perhaps, or a party. A picnic has been laid 
out and it looks as if a good time is being had by all. In this 
future there is the beauty of nature, friendship, the good 
things of life and conviviality. It should be noted that these 

-

of the future in the teaching materials they are exposed to. 
-

dered, consumerist and unsustainable. 

Visualising the future
One of the key goals of education should be to help young 
people and teachers think more critically and creatively about 
the future. They should understand, for example, that the 
future is contested territory. Why do some people see the 
future as leading to the triumph of technology over nature 

-

and questions the unsustainable nature of  a free-market econ-

trend may diminish and peter out, stay the same, or increase. 

on the trend in question. I’ve found the series Vital Signs: 
The trends that are shaping our future3 to be a valuable 

issues. For example:

One could take one or more trends to examine in detail. 
What might be some of the reasons for the increase or 

-

be some of the implications for your local area/country/

-

learners to more clearly visualise its possible impact on the 
-

interrelationships in space and time. 

‘200-year present.’  There are people in your community 

their voices you can reach out in time to a hundred years ago. 

Nick (aged 10) Claire (aged 8)
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live to be a hundred. You can also therefore 
reach out a hundred years into the future. This 

its generations. Our parents and grandparents 

generations into the future. 
One teacher introduced this notion to her 

of that might be passed along the generations. 

her hand and said ‘My grandma gave a special 

I might give it to her ... and if she had a daugh-

hand up and said ‘My mum says I’ve got my 

sometimes painful, connections across the years 
then emerged. Such discussion can lead to the 
rights and needs of future generations. What 

to descendants in the future, and from descen-
dants back to the present makes these links feel 
even more real.

One of the most useful notions in help-
ing to visualise the future is the vital distinc-

futures. We talk about futures in the plural 
because at any one time any number of different 
futures could come about. Possible futures are 
all those that could conceivably occur, some may 
be more likely than others, some may be imagi-

-
ests most people are probable
those that seem most likely to come about. This 
is the territory of planners, civil servants, futur-
ists, and indeed most of us. What’s most likely to 

are preferable

our most deeply held beliefs. We thus make 
plans for ourselves, our children, our communi-

but they act as a guiding star in our personal and 
-

say ‘yes’ to. For an increasing number of people 

to the crisis of unsustainability and the need to 

able to think critically and creatively about the 
future and to visualise a range of probable and 

4

An example of a visual scenario from the Sustainable Schools, Sustainable Futures. 
Look carefully at the scenario of what a more sustainable future might look 
like. Imagine that you are visiting this future with a group of friends to gather 
information about it. You can look around to see how things are different and 
also listen to what people are saying about life in this future.
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A journey of hope

a very different and turbulent future from today, and a soci-
5. 

-
bon, zero carbon or post-carbon society and is explored in 
detail in The Post Carbon Reader.6

Jurgen Randers7 [one of the authors  of the original limits to 

-
-

adults or young people. All too often these matters are pre-

8. Our task as educators is 

Paulo Freire9 points out “One of the tasks of the progressive 
educator ... [is] to unveil opportunities for hope, no matter 

central educational 

Yes, the climate is changing as a result of human activ-

every aspect of sustainability. A lot can be learnt from such 

-
erational task to be involved in.

David Hicks is a Visiting professor at Bath Spa University,  
in Bath, England. He’s also a freelance educator with  
particular interest in climate change, peak oil, limits to 
growth and the need for a post-carbon curriculum. Details 
of his work can be found at: www.teaching4abetterworld.
co.uk. His book Sustainable Schools, Sustainable Futures: 
A resource for teachers can be downloaded free at  
www.teaching4abetterworld.co.uk/docs/download18.pdf
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 Eight chapters of the book contain  visual scenarios for 2050 setting out what some of the features of a more sustainable 
future could look like. Speech bubbles show what people are thinking and feeling about living in that future. The idea came from 
the use of geography fieldwork to visit a site of interest. These scenarios can be used for what one might call ‘futures fieldwork’.

Each scenario is prefaced by the same brief explanation and the following set of questions.
1. What are the first three things that you notice about this future?
2. In what ways is this future different from today?
3. What are people doing and saying that is different?
4 What are the advantages of living in this future?
5. What questions do you have about this future?   


