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Abstract

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) represent a global framework aimed at fostering a more
equitable and just world. These 17 goals, encompassing 169 targets, emphasize the transformative
role of education in cultivating responsible citizens committed to achieving the SDGs by 2030. Despite
the extensive focus on education, a dedicated review addressing the integration of SDGs within the
domain of physical education (PE) remains unexplored. This study seeks to bridge this gap by
addressing two primary objectives: (1) identifying the specific SDGs that can be effectively
incorporated into PE, and (2) mapping these selected goals to various pedagogical models employed in
PE practices. A comprehensive analysis of three institutional documents, coupled with a bibliographic
and critical review, highlights the interconnections between sport, physical activity, and education
with the SDGs. Findings reveal that only 24 out of the 169 SDG targets can be directly addressed
through PE. Furthermore, this study presents a detailed framework linking these 24 targets to
practice-based models in PE, offering a pathway for educators to integrate sustainable development
principles into physical education curricula.

Keywords: Sustainable Development Goals, Physical Education, Pedagogical Models, Sport,
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Introduction

“You have to decide whether development means affluence or whether development means peace,
prosperity and happiness.”- SunderlalBahuguna

Sustainable development is well-defined as gathering the necessities of the present while confirming
that upcoming generations can meet their own necessities. This concept rests on two core principles:
prioritizing the needs of the most disadvantaged and setting limitations on the reliance of technology and
society on environmental resources to ensure sustainable progress. In the Indian context, the principles of
sustainability resonate strongly with the Fundamental Rights and Directive Principles enshrined in the
Indian Constitution, emphasizing the balance between natural resource utilization and the needs of a vast
population.

Adopted at the United Nations Summit in New York from September 25-27, 2015, the 2030 Plan for
Sustainable Development offers a complete and universal framework encompassing 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs).This agenda builds upon the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by
introducing clearer objectives and specific targets while recognizing the interconnections between all goals.
It serves as a transformative guide for member states to adopt inclusive, people-centered, and sustainable
development practices, ensuring no one is left behind. The agenda emphasizes an integrated approach to
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global development challenges, striving to create a balance between environmental conservation, social
inclusion, and economic progress.

As the global community struggles to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), there is
an increasing shift from a solely economic perspective to a more comprehensive approach to development.
This approach integrates three key pillars: environmental, social, and economic sustainability, encapsulated
in the principles of "People, Planet, and Profit." Achieving the SDGs requires more than policy instruments
and technological solutions; it demands significant behavioral change and heightened public awareness. In
this context, education and its outreach mechanisms, including training and capacity building,
communication, public awareness campaigns, research, access to information, networking, and partnerships,
emerge as pivotal strategies.SDG 4 underscores the importance of inclusive and equitable education,
aligning closely with SDG 16, which promotes peaceful and inclusive societies and effective, accountable
institutions at all levels. Specifically, SDG 4 aims to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.” Its targets include ensuring that by 2030, all boys and girls
complete free, equitable, and quality primary and secondary education with relevant and effective learning
outcomes. It also emphasizes equipping learners with the knowledge and skills needed to foster sustainable
development, including education for sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, global
citizenship, and a culture of peace.Within the educational community, the focus has evolved from merely
providing access to education to ensuring equitable quality education, lifelong learning opportunities, and
enhanced 21st-century skills for work and life . This shift also emphasizes improved learning outcomes
across all educational levels, recognizing education's transformative role in achieving the broader goals of
sustainable development.

“Education is not only addressed directly as a goal (SDG #4) but may also contribute to the
sustainability challenges by empowering people to make responsible decisions. This requires sustainability
competences, such as systems thinking, future oriented thinking, collaboration, strategic thinking, critical
thinking, self-awareness, emotional intelligence, the ability to use media, and integrated problem solving”

[1]

“The broad and ambitious 2030 Agenda encompass 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs) that
are divided into 169 targets (Figure 1). The 17 SDGs cover economic, social, and environmental dimensions
of sustainable development. In essence, the far-reaching SDGs are expected to stimulate actions to enable
people to fulfil their potential in a healthy environment, ensure sustainable consumption and production to
meet the needs of the present and future generations, ensure that all human beings can enjoy prosperity, and
foster peaceful, just, and inclusive societies” [2]
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Figure 1: The 17 sustainable development goals

“In addition to education, it has been acknowledged that physical activity and sport may contribute
to the realisation of the vision set out by the 2030 Agenda” [3,4]. “For example, links have been found
between physical activity and 15 of the 17 SDGs, with robust evidence for the five SDGs: good health and
well-being (#3), industry, innovation, and infrastructure (#9), sustainable cities and communities (#11),
climate action (#13), and peace, strong institutions (#16)” [5]. Education, physical activity, and sport are
widely recognized as significant contributors to societal development. As a discipline that encompasses all
three, physical education holds both the potential and the responsibility to align with and advance the vision
articulated in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

Previous Literature

Existing research on teacher education highlights that sustainable development education is often
integrated as a component within mandatory subjects or embedded within broader school policies, practices,
and activities. However, in the context of Physical Education Teacher Education (PETE), sustainable
development perspectives and competencies have received limited attention. This lack of focus can partly be
attributed to the prevailing norms, cultures, and values in physical education, which often exclude
sustainable development perspectives and remain largely unchallenged in PETE programs [6].

Current competencies emphasized in PETE primarily involve technical and practical skills, such as
mastering various physical activities, understanding tactics and rules, detecting errors, designing task
progressions, and providing constructive feedback. From a public health perspective, physical education
teachers are also expected to be proficient in addressing issues like physical inactivity, health promotion,
and fitness assessment. However, mechanistic and performance-oriented views of physical activity often
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dominate PETE syllabi, as demonstrated in a study from Sweden, where critical inquiry and social
perspectives on health are largely overlooked [7].

The emerging discourse in PETE advocates for the inclusion of alternative perspectives,
emphasizing the integration of sustainable development principles into movement cultures. These
perspectives also call for addressing broader issues such as social justice, inclusion, and equity. This
highlights the need for innovative and integrative approaches in PETE that align with the goals of
sustainability and foster the development of holistic competencies among physical education teachers [8].

The Role of PE in Achieving SDGs

PE contributes to several SDGs by enhancing physical health, mental well-being, and social skills. It
also promotes inclusivity and environmental awareness, aligning with SDGs such as:

SDG 3: Good Health and Well-being: PE reduces the risk of non-communicable diseases through regular
physical activity. It also enhances mental health by reducing anxiety and depression.

SDG 4: Quality Education: PE supports holistic education by integrating cognitive, emotional, and social
learning. It cultivates skills such as leadership, teamwork, and resilience.

SDG 5: Gender Equality: PE provides a platform to challenge gender stereotypes and promote equal
participation in sports and physical activities.

SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities: Inclusive PE programs address barriers faced by marginalized groups, such
as students with disabilities or those from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds.

SDG 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities: Community sports programs foster civic engagement, social
inclusion, and environmental stewardship.

Current Practices in SDG Integration

Several schools and institutions have begun aligning PE curricula with SDG objectives. For
example, environmental education through outdoor activities (e.g., nature walks, eco-sports) encourages
sustainability awareness. However, there is a lack of standardized frameworks or guidelines to integrate
SDGs into PE on a global scale.

Barriers to Integration
The literature highlights several challenges:

» Lack of Awareness: Many educators are unfamiliar with SDGs and their relevance to PE.

» Resource Constraints: Limited funding and infrastructure hinder the implementation of sustainability-
focused activities.

» Cultural Resistance: Traditional views of PE as purely physical impede its expansion into areas like
gender equality or sustainability.

Opportunities for PE to Drive SDGs

PE can play a transformative role in achieving SDGs by:
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e Embedding SDG themes into PE curricula, such as health promotion, gender equality, and
environmental sustainability.

e Leveraging sports as a tool for social cohesion and reducing inequalities.

e Utilizing digital technologies (e.g., fitness apps, virtual reality) to promote sustainability in sports
education.

Strategies for Implementation

» Teacher Training: Professional development programs should equip PE educators with knowledge and
tools to integrate SDGs into their teaching practices.

» Curriculum Reforms: National and institutional curricula should mandate SDG-aligned objectives,
emphasizing inclusivity and sustainability.

» Community Engagement: Collaboration with local organizations can create opportunities for students to
participate in activities like clean-up drives, tree planting, or community sports events.

Policy Implications

Policymakers must recognize the value of PE in achieving SDGs and allocate resources to support
this integration. Guidelines from organizations like UNESCO and WHO can serve as a roadmap for
implementing SDG-focused PE programs globally.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Integrating Sustainable Development Goals into physical education offers a pathway to holistic
development, addressing global challenges while fostering healthier, more inclusive, and sustainable
societies. The potential of PE extends beyond physical fitness, encompassing social, emotional, and
environmental dimensions.

To achieve this vision, concerted efforts are needed across stakeholders:

Educators should prioritize SDG-aligned teaching practices.Policymakers must provide the necessary
resources and incentives for integration.Researchers should focus on developing evidence-based
frameworks to measure the impact of SDG integration in PE.

Future research should also explore innovative methodologies, such as the use of digital tools and
interdisciplinary approaches, to further enhance the contribution of PE to sustainable development.
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