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Abstract

This study investigates the integration of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) curricula within Indonesian and
Malaysian universities. Specifically, it examines how SDGs are represented in EFL
curricula, how EFL lecturers perceive the integration of SDGs, and how they
implement SDG-related content in their teaching practices. Drawing on
Bronfenbrenner’s (2000) Ecological Systems Theory (EST), a qualitative narrative
inquiry was employed, using document analysis of course outlines, lecture slides,
and materials, and assessments, as well as semi-structured interviews with nine EFL
lecturers from four universities. Course documents were analyzed using content
analysis to examine SDG integration in the curricula, while interview transcripts
were thematically analyzed, coded, and mapped onto EST’s microsystem and
mesosystem levels. The content analysis of syllabi and course materials showed
limited and inconsistent references to SDGs, with few explicit outcomes, activities,
or assessments. Microsystem analysis showed all nine lecturers valued integrating
SDGs in EFL to build students’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes, whereas,
mesosystem data indicated the SDG implementation was driven mainly by individual
initiative, with only sporadic program- or campus-level support. The nine lecturers
also reported a mix of course-embedded activities and co-/campus initiatives to
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integrate SDGs. To move beyond ad hoc efforts, universities should embed the SDGs
in learning programs and learning outcomes, provide SDG-ready materials and
assessment rubrics, fund professional development, and offer rewards and incentives
for supporting consistent integration.

Keywords: Ecological Systems Theory (EST), EFL curricula, higher education,
quality education, sustainability.

1. INTRODUCTION

Sustainability emphasizes a balanced approach to development that considers
environmental, social, and economic factors to ensure a high quality of life for both present and
future generations (UNESCO, 2017). Recognizing the SDGs initiatives, individuals are
increasingly expected to adopt lifestyles that mitigate environmental impacts and promote social
equity and justice. For instance, Ayoub and Freeman (2023) highlighted the importance of
sustainable consumption, with an emphasis on reducing resource use, minimizing waste, and
supporting ethically and environmentally responsible production. Additionally, civic engagement
and active participation in community initiatives aiming at promoting sustainability are also
crucial for fostering a more sustainable future (UNESCO, 2017).

Recent scientific assessments show that population growth, together with rising
consumption, exacerbates resource depletion, climate change, and broader ecosystem degradation
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2023). In response, the United Nations
(UN) has established the ambitious 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, comprising 17
interconnected SDGs (United Nations, 2015). This ambitious framework aims to foster global
cooperation and guide action toward a more sustainable future by addressing critical issues, such
as poverty, inequality, and environmental degradation. By integrating the SDGs into education,
particularly within EFL curricula, institutions can empower learners with the knowledge, skills,
and values necessary to become responsible global citizens and contribute to a more sustainable
future.

The Indonesian government has actively responded to the global call for sustainability. In
2016, Minister of Education and Culture, Muhadjir Effendy, emphasized the critical need for
students to develop environmental awareness and engage in discourse on the SDGs (Sari, 2016),
highlighting the importance of integrating Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) across
all educational levels. This vision is in line with the government’s broader efforts to cultivate
character building in education, which includes promoting environmental awareness. The
Ministry of Education and Culture of the Republic of Indonesia (2016) has implemented various
initiatives to achieve these goals, including developing curricula integrating environmental
themes, encouraging schools to adopt eco-friendly practices, and supporting teacher training
programs on ESD.

To further support the Indonesian government, courses in educational institutions should
address sustainability issues. English language teaching and learning, for instance, should not
only focus on equipping learners with language skills, but also on enhancing their understanding
of crucial global concerns, such as environmental catastrophes (Zahoor & Janjua, 2020).
Therefore, developing ‘green’ English Language Teaching (ELT) textbooks for English students
is crucial. Moreover, the pedagogical practices should also promote the learners’ attachment and
love of nature, as well as make them understand the interdependency of humans and their
environment (Heggen, 2016).

Numerous studies have investigated the integration of sustainability principles into EFL
curricula worldwide (e.g., Arslan & Curle, 2021; de Haan, 2020; Gunina et al., 2021; Jodoin &
Singer, 2020; Kane, 2023; Lu et al., 2022; Mambu, 2023; Mohammadnia & Moghadam, 2019;
Zahoor & Janjua, 2020). Arslan and Curle (2021) and Mambu (2023) explored teachers’
perceptions of integrating sustainability topics in language classrooms, while Jodoin and Singer
(2020) and Kane (2023) examined pedagogical approaches embedding SDG-related themes into
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EFL teaching. Similarly, Zahoor and Janjua (2020) and Lu et al. (2022) focused on student
outcomes, highlighting improved awareness, attitude, and engagement with sustainability issues.
Another previous study by Amran et al. (2019), which developed an ESD-oriented
character-learning model for Indonesian schools and outlined how sustainability values can be
embedded across subjects through classroom activities and assessments, is also informative but
not focused on EFL at the tertiary level. In addition, there is also very limited research that has
systematically compared the approaches, challenges, and successes of sustainability integration
in EFL curricula across different national contexts, highlighting the need for comparative higher-
education studies. Therefore, this study addresses this gap by focusing on Indonesia and Malaysia,
two neighboring countries from Southeast Asia with distinct educational systems and cultural
contexts. This comparative analysis further contributes to providing valuable insights into the
unique challenges and opportunities for promoting sustainability within higher education in the
Southeast Asian region. To address these research needs, this study investigates the following
research questions:
1. How are the sustainability issues represented in the EFL curricula in Indonesian and Malaysian
universities?
2. How do the EFL lecturers perceive the sustainability issues in EFL curricula in Indonesian and
Malaysian universities?
3. How do the EFL lecturers implement the sustainability issues in EFL curricula in Indonesian
and Malaysian universities?

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)

The United Nations has recognized the urgent need to address global challenges and has
established the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, a framework of 17 interlinked SDGs
focusing on ending poverty and hunger, advancing health, education, and gender equality,
ensuring clean water, sanitation, and affordable clean energy, promoting decent work, inclusive
economic growth, innovation, and resilient infrastructure, reducing inequalities, building
sustainable cities and communities, fostering responsible consumption and production, taking
climate action, protecting ocean and terrestrial ecosystems, strengthening peace, justice, and
effective institutions, and mobilizing global partnerships (Arslan & Curle, 2021; United Nations,
2015). By cultivating a deep understanding of these interconnected goals, students can develop
the critical thinking, problem-solving, and ethical decision-making skills necessary to live
sustainably. This empowered them to make informed choices, meeting their present needs while
safeguarding the well-being of future generations to ensure a healthy planet and a nurturing
society for all (Ayoub & Freeman, 2023).

Education for sustainable development (ESD) aims to equip students with awareness of the
depleted resources they may encounter, strategies for saving the planet, proper behaviors, and
survival skills in the face of calamities. It is strongly related to the depletion of non-renewable
resources due to the increased world population (United Nations, 2019). As a result, this created
challenges in providing food, fresh water, land, energy, and other resources for human survival.
Therefore, the anticipation of these situations was urgent by providing ESD to learners across the
world to develop an awareness of ESD-related practices (Arslan & Curle, 2021).

ESD in EFL contexts extends beyond environmental awareness to include competencies,
such as critical thinking, problem solving, intercultural communication, and action-oriented
learning (Jodoin & Singer, 2020; Mambu, 2023; UNESCO, 2017). It involves developing critical
thinking and problem-solving skills, fostering intercultural communication and global citizenship,
and integrating authentic language learning with real-world issues (Arslan & Curle, 2021). For
example, EFL curricula can incorporate activities that encourage students to analyze
environmental and social challenges, evaluate information critically, propose solutions, and
engage in intercultural dialogues to understand diverse perspectives on sustainability issues.
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Furthermore, utilizing authentic materials, such as news articles, documentaries, and literary texts
that address environmental issues, can also enhance language learning while raising awareness
about global challenges.

In Malaysia, the Ministry of Education has integrated elements of ESD into the national
curriculum, emphasizing environmental awareness, citizenship education, and the importance of
sustainable development (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2019). For example, the Kurikulum
Standard Sekolah Rendah (KSSR, or Primary School Standard Curriculum) for the English
subject incorporated themes related to environmental protection and social responsibility into
English language learning materials and activities. This integration is in line with the broader
national emphasis on sustainable development and reflects the growing recognition of the
importance of ESD in preparing students for the 21st-century challenges. Meanwhile, policy
communications from the Ministry of Education and Culture of the Republic of Indonesia (2016)
similarly promoted environmental awareness and ESD across schooling, and recent studies
reported the presence of sustainability discourse in EFL materials, with calls for more systematic
curricular embedding (Ginting et al., 2024; Mambu, 2023).

2.2 Curriculum Integrating the SDGs

Curriculum is both prescriptive and descriptive. Prescriptively, it comprises plans and
documents at national, institutional, and classroom levels that specify aims and objectives, content
and materials, pedagogy, as well as assessment strategies; descriptively, it refers to the learning
that occurs in classroom and non-classroom settings, including the hidden curriculum of values,
norms, and structures that shape what was learned (Thijs & van den Akker, 2009). A
comprehensive view treats curriculum as the set of retrievable plans that guided learning and their
enactment in classroom and community contexts, all within an environment that shaped learning,
highlighting four interrelated dimensions, including aims, content, methods, and evaluation, as
well as the relationships among intended, implemented, and experienced curricula (Glatthorn et
al., 2015). This study adopted the definition of curriculum as the documented plans for aims,
content, pedagogy, and assessment, and their enactment across intended, implemented, and
experienced levels within the learning environment.

SDGs must be woven throughout every dimension of the curriculum as cross-cutting and
powerful-knowledge themes by framing learning outcomes around global citizenship,
environmental stewardship, and social justice, which is consistent with goals, such as ‘Clean
Water and Sanitation’ (SDG 6) and ‘Climate Action’ (SDG 13). This could be done by integrating
SDGs-related case studies, texts, and phenomena into both core and elective subjects in promoting
interdisciplinary inquiry and by employing project-based, place-based, and inquiry-driven
pedagogies, such as field investigations and community-engaged service learning, that enable
students to apply their learning to local and global contexts. Using authentic assessments
(portfolios, presentations, and community projects) that require learners to demonstrate
conceptual mastery is another way to integrate SDGs into the curriculum.

For the aims of this research, it is useful to understand the curriculum based on its
representation at various levels. Table 1 shows six levels of curriculum representations based on
Thijs and van den Akker’s (2009). This framework distinguishes between intended, implemented,
and attained curriculum, each with its own sub-levels. The ‘ideal’ level represented the
overarching vision and philosophy of education, often influenced by societal values and
aspirations. In Indonesia, Law No. 20 of 2003 outlined the ideal of developing healthy,
knowledgeable, capable, creative, autonomous, and God-conscious citizens, consistent with the
nation’s philosophical foundations. In Malaysia, the Education Act of 1996 emphasized the
development of holistic individuals who were intellectually, spiritually, emotionally, and socially
balanced. These ideals were translated into concrete terms under the ‘Formal/Written’ level in
official documents, such as national curriculum guidelines and syllabi. The Indonesian 2013
Curriculum (or Kurikulum 2013) served as a formal framework, emphasizing critical thinking,
creativity, and character building, whereas the Malaysian Education Blueprint 2013-2025
outlined the key principles and goals of the national education system, including the development
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of global citizens and the integration of 21st-century skills, such as those related to environmental
sustainability and global citizenship.

Table 1. Representation of curriculum implementation levels (source: Thijs & van den
Akker, 2009, p. 10).

Levels Representations
Intended Ideal Curriculum as intended in the rational or basic philosophy underlying a
curriculum.
Formal/Written Curriculum written as formal documents and/or materials.
Implemented Perceived Curriculum as perceived by teachers.
Operational Curriculum operated in actual teaching and learning.
Attained Experiential Curriculum as experienced by learners.
Learned Curriculum as learned by students.

The EFL curriculum was designed to help students learn a range of competencies in using
English. Many scholars argued that it was not enough for students to learn English; they also
needed to learn sustainability issues, such as environmental issues, to help them learn how to
collaboratively achieve change and sustainable development (Jodoin & Singer, 2020; Mambu,
2023). This is especially because they need to be aware of the sustainability issues during and
after their study at schools. Therefore, they need to be equipped with Education for Sustainable
Development (ESD) through the incorporation of sustainability issues in the EFL curriculum
(Amran et al., 2019; Nur et al., 2022).

2.3. Ecological Perspective in EFL Curriculum and SDGs

Adopting a holistic theoretical approach that encompasses both cognitive and social aspects
within a given context was crucial (Matsumoto, 2018; Niu, 2020). This study utilized an
ecological perspective as the theoretical framework to provide a comprehensive understanding of
the integration of SDG issues in foreign language teaching and learning in higher education, as
shown in Figure 1. In this approach, human development is conceptualized and understood
hierarchically, ranging from the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and
chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

The ecological perspective emphasizes that incorporating sustainable issues into EFL
curricula at higher education institutions should not be viewed in isolation. It should be considered
in relation to other factors that influence an individual’s environment. Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological systems theory (1977, 1979, 1993, 2000), depicted in Figure 1, provides a valuable
framework for understanding the interconnectedness of human development and behavior within
complex environments. This theory, as has been adopted by many researchers (e.g., Niu, 2020;
van Lier, 2000, 2002), posited that individuals were embedded within a series of interconnected
systems, including the microsystem (immediate environment), mesosystem (interactions between
microsystems), exosystem (broader societal influences), macrosystem (cultural values and
beliefs), and chronosystem (changes over time). Applying this framework to EFL education helps
the understanding of how these systems influence the integration of sustainability issues. For
instance, the microsystem (classroom environments, teacher-student interactions, and peer
dynamics) significantly impacts how sustainability concepts are introduced and discussed. The
mesosystem (between school and home environments as well as collaborations between teachers,
parents, and community members) could facilitate or hinder the integration of sustainability
concepts into EFL learning. The exosystem (government policies on environmental education,
national curriculum guidelines, and resource allocation within the education sector) directly or
indirectly influenced the extent to which sustainability issues were prioritized in EFL curricula.
Finally, the macrosystem (societal values regarding environmental responsibility, social justice,
and global citizenship) significantly shaped the perception and prioritization of sustainability
issues within the educational context. By considering these interconnected systems, educators can
gain a deeper understanding of the broader context within which EFL education occurs and
identify effective strategies for integrating sustainability issues.
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Figure 1. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (source: Guy-Evans, 2025).

3. METHODS
3.1 Research Design

This qualitative study explored how sustainability issues were represented in EFL curricula
at higher education institutions in Indonesia and Malaysia, alongside lecturers’ perceptions and
implementation of these issues. Qualitative design was chosen because it was relevant to examine
how individuals or groups make sense of social phenomena (Creswell & Creswell, 2022). The
narrative inquiry, one of the qualitative approaches, was used as the research design for this study.
Following this research design, the relevant documents from nine EFL lecturers were analyzed,
and the lecturers were invited to recount episodes of planning and teaching related to SDG
integration, capturing not only what they did, but why and how they made those pedagogical
choices. This qualitative approach offered several key advantages in this study context. Firstly, it
attended to the temporal and contextual layers that shaped teaching practices. Secondly, the
approach focused on educators’ voices in constructing a coherent account of curriculum
enactment. Thirdly, it can illuminate the complex interactions between institutional policies,
personal beliefs, and classroom realities (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Throughout the data
collection, we remained reflexive; we continually examined our own position in interpreting the
stories of the lecturers to ensure that our analysis honored the individual narratives.

3.2 Data Source and Research Participants

Four universities, Indonesian University 1 (IU1), Indonesian University 2 (IU2), Malaysian
University 1 (MU1), and Malaysian University 2 (MU2) were selected as the venues of this
research, in which the names were written in pseudonyms for confidential purposes. In this way,
the integration of SDGs in the universities’ EFL curricula and practices was discovered. The
course outlines, lecture slides, materials, and assessments used by the EFL lecturers from the
aforementioned universities were treated as the data source in this study. The study also used
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purposive sampling to recruit nine EFL lecturers (P1-P9) from four universities as the research
participants. They were selected based on their direct involvement in teaching EFL courses and
their experience in integrating sustainability-related content into the curriculum. The nine
lecturers were also recruited based on their respective Head of Department’s recommendation.
Before collecting data, a consent form containing the lecturers’ willingness to take part in this
study was given to each lecturer.

Table 2. The research participants were interviewed.

No. Lecturers University Age Gender Years of teaching
1 P1 1U1 53 years Female 27 years
2 P2 1U1 53 years Female 26 years
3 P3 U1 50 years Male 25 years
4 P4 102 47 years Male 25 years
5 P5 102 47 years Female 26 years
6 P6 MU1 40 years Female 20 years
7 P7 MU2 30 years Male 7 years
8 P8 MU2 50 years Female 25 years
9 P9 MU2 38 years Male 15 years

As shown in Table 2, nine EFL lecturers (P1-P9) from four anonymized universities
participated in the study. The participants comprised five women and four men, with ages ranging
from 30 to 53 years. Their teaching experience ranged from 7 to 27 years, with seven lecturers
reporting >20 years of service, indicating a predominantly experienced group of participants. All
participants provided informed consent.

3.3 Data Collection

A document analysis was conducted to analyze the SDG integration in the EFL curricula.
Specifically, nine course outlines, referenced textbooks listed in the course outlines, 12 sets of
slide decks (i.e., learning materials), and nine sample assessments from the lecturers were
analyzed. Textbooks or lesson materials were important to analyze because it was resources of
learning that can shape students’ worldviews as they developed their understanding of the issues
(Lu et al., 2022).

Following the document analysis, face-to-face, semi-structured interviews were conducted
with nine purposively selected EFL/ESL lecturers across four universities. The protocol
comprised questions organized around five domains: (a) perceived relevance of SDGs to EFL, (b)
concrete examples of course-embedded integration, (¢) program/campus supports and constraints,
(d) assessment practices, and (e) professional development needs. Interviews took place in the
lecturers’ respective offices for approximately 60 minutes. The interview was recorded with
informed consent and transcribed verbatim.

3.4 Data Analysis

The course documents were analyzed using content analysis. A structured checklist,
adapted from UNESCO (2017), was used to guide the coding of the documents analyzed. The
coding includes: (a) explicit SDG references (goals or terms), (b) depth of integration
(exposure/application/action), (c) pedagogical approaches (e.g., project-based or inquiry-based
learning), and (d) assessment evidence requiring sustainability reasoning. Documents were read
in full and coded using content analysis procedures (Krippendorff, 2019), with notes on where
the evidence appeared in the intended (course outline) versus implemented (learning materials or
assessment) curriculum.

The interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a method
that involves systematically identifying, categorizing, and gaining a deeper understanding of
meaningful patterns (themes) within a data set (Kamstra, 2021). This study used Braun and
Clarke’s (2022) six phases of thematic analysis, including familiarizing with the data by reading
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the whole and transcripts of the interviews with EFL lecturers from the universities, generating
initial codes from the interview texts analyzed, searching for themes based on the codes,
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report.

Findings were, then, organized and interpreted through Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological
Systems Theory with an analytic focus on the microsystem and mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner,
1979, 2000). At the microsystem level, codes captured classroom-proximal evidence, such as
lesson activities, materials, teacher-student interactions, and assessments in which SDG ideas
were embedded. At the mesosystem level, we coded connections between microsystems,
including interfaces across courses and departments and co-/campus initiatives that enabled or
constrained lecturers’ practices. Document indicators and interview themes were mapped to these
two levels and then compared to identify consistencies, gaps, and typical pathways (e.g., lecturer-
driven classroom practices with intermittent program-level support).

4. RESULTS
4.1 The SDGs Representation in Indonesian and Malaysian Curricula

Across the reviewed documents (course outlines, teaching materials, and assessments),
explicit references to SDGs (by goal name/number) in the intended curriculum were sparse and
uneven. Where sustainability appeared, it was typically framed in generic terms (e.g.,
environmental issues or gender issues) rather than named as SDGs. Additionally, assessment
descriptions also rarely specified SDG-linked outcomes. In contrast, SDG evidence was more
visible in the implemented curriculum, particularly in task prompts and teaching materials created
by lecturers, with recurrent focus on environment/health (SDGs 3, 6, 12, 13), gender equity (SDG
5), urban/community contexts (SDG 11), and basic needs (SDGs 1-2). The depth of representation
skewed toward exposure (read/discuss/recognize), with fewer application tasks
(analyze/translate/audit) and only occasional action tasks (propose remedies or produce
community-facing outputs). Program- or campus-level initiatives (e.g., composting weeks, food
shelves, nature-based learning) were rarely codified in course documents and appeared mainly as
contextual references rather than formal course requirements. Taken together, the document
record showed that sustainability issues were selectively and inconsistently represented, with
visibility driven chiefly by lecturer practice at the microsystem level. It only had intermittent
mesosystem support, indicating a gap between intended provisions and classroom practices.

4.2 The SDGs Integration at Indonesian University 1

Interviews with three EFL lecturers (P1-P3) at IUI indicated that SDG themes were
integrated through course-embedded activities, such as guided field tasks, text selection to surface
equity issues, and assignments analyzing local environmental practices.

4.2.1 Lecturer 1: Visiting historical places

Lecturer 1 (P1) was a senior lecturer from IU1 who had integrated the sustainability issues
into several courses she taught, such as English for Tourism Purposes. She narrated that during
the teaching and learning process, she frequently invited her students and other lecturers to visit
historical places in Aceh, such as the ‘Memorial Park of Laksamana Keumala Hayati’, a heroine
of Aceh who fought against the Portuguese colonial regime in the past during the reign of the
Aceh Kingdom. Several videos for public sharing were created in the memorial park area. It was
expected that the visit would refresh their memories on the heroic spirit of the woman fighter and
her companions in fighting against the invaders of their country. A key message from the visit
was that women can contribute to traditionally male-dominated domains, including military
service and leadership roles. In other words, the emancipation has been manifested in Aceh in the
past.
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The lecturer incorporated these experiences into her EFL classes so that the students could
engage with the histories of women’s resistance to colonial rule. Women were not only
housekeepers and caretakers of children in the past, but they could also serve as the country’s
defenders, leaders in government sectors, and other vital identities. This narrative supported the
promotion of ‘Gender Equality’ (SDG 5). In an interview, Lecturer 1 stated:

(1) Iteach a course of English for Tourism Purposes. I enjoyed it because I, along with my students, can enjoy the
trips and at the same time obtain knowledge on the various histories of Aceh, such as a series of the kingdoms in
Aceh, reigned by male and female kings and princes. At the same time, I received healing. (P1)

She also invited her students and other lecturers to visit several legacies of the Aceh
Kingdoms. In this way, the students obtained knowledge on the history of Aceh Kingdoms
through the artefacts, refreshed their memories, and preserved localities. Among the key legacies
visited were Gunongan, a royal bathing garden and pavilion complex for the Aceh Sultanate in
Banda Aceh, and Rumoh Aceh, the traditional raised timber house that reflects Acehnese
architectural philosophy, spatial norms, and cultural values. The visit to the Aceh kingdoms’
legacies was important because it could serve as learning materials that enabled students to retain
memories of Aceh’s golden age in the past.

Besides, the visit to Rumoh Aceh can be a moment for learning about the philosophy of life
and the Acehnese people’s traditions. Acehnese people built houses with tall pillars, indicating
that the place for life and worship should be clean and should protect its occupants from the attack
of wild animals. More importantly, the house was directed toward Qiblah, the prayer direction in
Islam, because it will be used for prayers. Another important characteristic of Rumoh Aceh was
that it had many rooms for different purposes, such as rambat as the living room, anjong as the
kitchen, and rumoh inong as the main room for women. The open room below the house also
served multiple purposes, including welcoming guests before they entered the living room
upstairs, which was conveniently located near the ladders. This room was also ideal for smaller
tasks, such as milling rice into powder using jeungki and sewing palm leaves for making a roof.
It was also common for Rumoh Aceh to be equipped with a guci, a large basin for water placed
near the ladders. It was expected that everyone willing to go upstairs should take the water to
wash their feet. This means that Acehnese people are required to clean their bodies of dirt before
entering their houses. The above narratives showed that Lecturer 1 has incorporated ‘Sustainable
City and Communities’ (SDG 11).

4.2.2 Lecturer 2: Selecting SDG-related themes for literature

Lecturer 2 (P2) was also a senior lecturer from [U1. She taught English Literature and
Essay Writing courses. She mentioned that she has incorporated some of the SDG issues into the
English courses she taught by selecting literature texts related to them. One of the issues raised
and discussed during the learning activities was the unequal treatment of women in society, as
contained in the literature texts used in class. By understanding this issue, students recognized
that gender-based discrimination causes unequal treatment, and saw gender equality, as outlined
in UN SDG 5, as crucial.

She discussed her intentional selection of significant topics to help students gain a deeper
understanding of the values that promote justice in life. In this course, students learned about the
important life values, including gender equality. It can be concluded that her use of literary texts
that discuss gender discrimination and related class discussions on equitable roles advanced SDG
5 (Gender Equality).

4.2.3 Lecturer 3: Capturing unlawful and irresponsible behaviors
Lecturer 3 (P3) from IU1, who taught several courses, such as Translation and Interpreting

Studies, Introduction to Research Methods in ELT, and English Curriculum Development. He
became aware of the importance of integrating SDG issues into the education curriculum after



J. Usman, A. Yulia, A. R. Zakaria, S. Muluk, K. K. Hasan & J. S. Jarjani, Sustainability integration in EFL curricula:
Evidence from Indonesian and Malaysian universities | 1501

reading several articles in online journals and after the call for action from various organizations,
including educational ones, to participate in saving the earth from various calamities, mainly due
to the misbehaviors of human beings.

He found that attempts have been made worldwide to respond to the urgent call about SDG
issues by the United Nations. This encourages him to integrate as many SDG issues as possible
into the courses he teaches. In teaching, he frequently asked his students to translate realities into
texts, such as the littering surrounding their lives, the unlawful parking, the establishment of shops
in prohibited places (i.e., sidewalks that interfere with pedestrians), and the dumping of garbage
on the beach. All of these were very disruptive to the environment and threatened its
sustainability.

In addition, he invited the students to translate several idioms, metaphors, and proverbs in
Acehnese as well as search for their equivalents in Indonesian and English. He also asked each of
them to find five idioms, metaphors, and proverbs in Acehnese to be discussed together in class.
This aimed to help the students understand the meaning of idioms, metaphors, and proverbs that
were often used by official speakers in local, national, and international languages. In this way,
they not only learn English idioms, metaphors, and proverbs, but they also preserve Acehnese and
Indonesian idioms, metaphors, and proverbs.

Lecturer 3 also integrated SDGs through translation assignments that required students to
document local civic and environmental issues and propose remedies. The sanitation-focused
tasks (e.g., identifying littering, improper waste disposal, and drainage problems) addressed SDG
6, ‘Clean Water and Sanitation’. Audits of public-space use and accessibility, including unlawful
parking, sidewalk encroachment, and access for persons with disabilities to campus and
government offices, were tied to SDG 11, ‘Sustainable Cities and Communities’. Meanwhile,
exercises on reducing illegal dumping and recommending sources of reduction/recycling are
linked directly to SDG 12, ‘Responsible Consumption and Production’.

4.3 The SDGs Integration at Indonesian University 2

Interviews with three EFL lecturers (P4-P6) at IU2 indicated that SDG themes were
integrated through lecturer-initiated, course-embedded activities, including Teaching Media tasks
framed by sustainability, General English discussions on environmental and gender issues, and
Academic Writing projects connected to community programs. Approaches varied by course
focus, being campus-mandated, showed uneven depth of integration across courses. Lecturers at
the Faculty of Education at IU2 also narrated that they acknowledged the importance of
integrating SDG issues in the English learning curriculum. However, most of them saw it as a
personal initiative of the lecturers themselves, not a requirement from the campus. After
conducting the research at [U2, three respondents, the lecturers at the English Department, Faculty
of Education and Teacher Training, agreed to participate in the face-to-face semi-structured
interview. All of the interviewees stated that it was necessary to integrate the SDGs issues in their
EFL curricula, such as no hunger, zero poverty, good health and wellbeing, quality education,
clean water and sanitation, gender equality, and responsible consumption and production. These
practices demonstrated how Lecturer 4 strategically integrated sustainability-related themes into
teaching media tasks to encourage students’ critical thinking and creativity. Such approaches also
supported students’ awareness of how media can be used to promote sustainability concepts
effectively within EFL contexts.

4.3.1 Lecturer 4: Course-embedded practice in teaching media

Lecturer 4 (P4) explained that they had special courses that discussed the SDGs issues to
equip their students with knowledge and skills relevant to SDGs, such as the Teaching Media
course. Lecturer 4 integrated SDG topics into the Teaching Media course to develop students’
capacity to design instructional materials and messages with sustainability in mind. The course
tasks required students to consider the environmental and social implications of their media
choices and to produce outputs that encourage responsible behavior, thereby connecting media-



1502 | Studies in English Language and Education, 12(3), 1492-1508, 2025

production skills to the values of caring for resources, communities, and places (SDG 11, SDG
12, and SDG 13).

4.3.2 Lecturer 5: Environmental and gender topics in General English

Lecturer 5 (P5) explained that in teaching English, he often integrated environmental
issues, such as global warming and saving energy, in order to make the students aware of the
importance of living lawfully. Besides, he also integrated the issue of gender inequality. However,
he said that there was no formal curriculum focusing on it that existed at the university. Therefore,
he did the initiation. He taught that course by asking students to discuss the issues in English,
such as in the course of General English.

When integrating environmental topics into General English, P5 linked them to SDG 13
(Climate Action) and SDG 7 (Affordable and Clean Energy). He also incorporated discussions of
gender inequality, advancing SDG 5 (Gender Equality). These were lecturer-initiated efforts in
the absence of a formal SDG curriculum at the university.

4.3.3 Lecturer 6: Co-/Community engagement and course focus

Lecturer 6 (P6) explained that her faculty has developed programs that provide quality
education for homeless children around their campus. The students were involved in the program
so that they became aware of the existence of homeless children. They have also developed an
inclusive education program for children. This initiative is in line with SDG4 (Quality Education)
and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities). Nevertheless, in P6’s Academic Writing course, the
emphasis remained on proposal development for English skills, and the SDG linkage occurred
through students’ chosen proposal topics rather than a formal course requirement.

4.4 The SDGs Integration at Malaysian University 1

Interviews indicated a mix of co-/campus initiatives (mesosystem) and course-embedded
activities (microsystem) in the SDG integration. Integration was reported as mostly lecturer-
initiated, and not all 17 SDGs were addressed.

4.4.1 Lecturer 7: Waste-focused media tasks

Lecturer 7 (P7) was very enthusiastic to be interviewed regarding sustainability because
these issues have long been a concern for several lecturers there and even the campus. He
explained that there were several issues related to the SDGs that were the focus, especially those
related to environmental issues, including creating learning media related to the environment. It
was evident in the following excerpt:

(2) Idevelop media related to waste, so that the waste can be processed and disposed of, and there is no pollution in
the city. For example, used items are developed into certain materials. This is taught in class. However, the
initiative is personal to the lecturer. (P7)

He described that in relation to certain matters, some initiatives were implemented at the
institutional level and even competed for. He also explained about poverty and hunger in society.

(3) Yes, there is, like training students to care. It is related to values, such as concern, respect for elders, and so on.
All of that is included in the syllabus or lesson, so that when we teach, we are expected to include those values.
For example, we can donate clothes to the box provided by the campus. Anyone who needs it can take it from
the box. (P. 7)

In addition, he explained financial numeracy. The government expected college lecturers
to pay attention to financial management and business. In this way, students became interested in
learning to do business to make money for their lives and manage it well.
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These practices were examples of the integration of environmental themes into the
Teaching Media course, which involved having students design instructional materials around
waste reduction and upcycling, aiming to prevent city pollution and encourage responsible
disposal. This is linked directly to SDG 12, ‘Responsible Consumption and Production’, and
supports SDG 11, ‘Sustainable Cities and Communities’. The climate-relevant emphasis is also
connected to SDG 13, ‘Climate Action’.

4.4.2 Lecturer 8: Campus environmental week

This study also interviewed another senior lecturer in her office, Lecturer 8 (P8). She
emphasized that sustainability issues were crucial for everyone to pay attention to, including the
education providers. However, so far, she explained that the integration was not explicit.

(4) Important SDG issues are included in the curriculum. The topics included green energy. Those topics are very
high, so they need to be modified. However, there is no coercion. It is free. It is not written. However, some
programs are related to the environment. (P. 8)

She also narrated that there were programs outside the learning implemented at the faculty
level, such as the ‘Compost Week’. This program engaged the students in the Faculty of Sciences
in learning how to save the environment. Such initiatives also reinforced responsible consumption
and environmental stewardship, consistent with SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption) and relevant
to SDG 6 (Sanitation), SDG 11 (Urban Environment), SDG 13 (Climate), and SDG 15 (Life on
Land).

4.5 The SDGs Integration at Malaysian University 2

Lecturer 9 at MU2 has initiated to implement the ‘no hunger’ issue, one of the SDGs, by
providing ‘lemari hibah’, a shelf where various food items were made available to students.
Through this program, students could grab food for their breakfast and Iunch. This food bank
increased the students’ awareness about the importance of eating sufficient food to support
learning.

Secondly, MU2 has also implemented the initiative of learning in nature for all courses
taught at the university. This program was called ‘Learn in Nature’ week, in which they invited
all students to the university’s parks to develop low-cost materials for learning from nature, such
as coconut leaves. They saw learning in nature as beneficial, such as saving electricity, providing
fresh air, and inspiring ideas. The program has run since 2001.

Thirdly, lecturers integrated additional topics, such as smoking, sanitation, and waste
management, into classroom tasks and discussions. Smoking-prevention and air-quality content
contributed to SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-Being), sanitation practices were related to SDG 6
(Clean Water and Sanitation), and waste reduction, segregation, and recycling were in line with
SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production). Fourth, relocating student vehicle parking
away from dormitories was introduced to improve local air quality, contributing to SDG 3. The
lecturer from MU2 and the university itself have incorporated several SDG issues into the courses.

The summary of the main findings related to the SDG programs based on the interviews in
four universities is depicted in Table 3.

Table 3. Summary of the integration of SDGs in four universities.
Universities SDG Integration Programs
Indonesian Friday Food for Students and Staff (SDG 1)
University 1 Translation of Environmental Issues (SDGs 6, 12, 13, 15)
Entrepreneurship Course (SDG 1)
Visiting Historical Places (SDGs 3, 4, 5)
Program of Homeless Care (SDG 1)
Teaching Media course (SDGs 10, 11, 12, 15)
Gender equality courses (SDG 5)

Indonesian
University 2

bl el e
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Table 3 continued...
Malaysian
University 1

‘Learn in Nature’ Week (SDGs 3, 4, 5, 8, 11, 12, 13)

Food Shelf for Students (SDGs 1, 2)

Low-cost Learning Material Development Using Natural Resources (SDG 9, 11, 12, 13, 14)
Fresh Air Vehicle Parking Far from Students’ Housing (SDGs 3)

Compost Week (SDGs 6, 11, 12, 13, 15)

Literacy (SDG 4)

Training students to care for others (SDGs 1, 3, 4, 10)

Cloth donation (SDGs 1, 4, 10)

Money Expense Literacy (SDGs 1, 4)

Malaysian
University 2

NAE LD =R LD =

5. DISCUSSION

The discussion section is intended to answer the research questions using Bronfenbrenner’s
(2000) Ecological Systems Theory (EST). It also compares the results with relevant previous
studies.

5.1  The Representation of Sustainability Issues in the EFL Curricula

Based on the qualitative findings in the previous section, several sustainability issues
related to the SDGs (1-17) were found to have been integrated into the EFL curricula in various
ways across the four universities. Specifically, lecturers incorporated sustainability topics into
course materials, classroom tasks, and campus-based initiatives, although the depth and
consistency of integration varied among courses and institutions. These findings provide the basis
for the following discussion, which examines their implications in the current context. The
integration of the sustainability issues in the curricula can be understood from Bronfenbrenner’s
(2000) Ecological Systems Theory (EST), specifically focusing on the microsystem (immediate
environment) and mesosystem (interactions between microsystems).

These integration strategies fall into two main categories: direct and indirect integration.
Direct integration embeds sustainability content explicitly within lesson plans and in-class
activities (e.g., framing discussion prompts around climate action in translation exercises, as
practiced in U1, or incorporating gender-equality case studies into entrepreneurship modules).
Indirect integration, on the contrary, operates through the hidden curriculum, in which the
sustainability themes emerge in co-curricular initiatives, but are not formally listed in the course
content. The examples included the ‘Learn in Nature’ week at MU1, the ‘Compost Week’
program at MU2, the ‘Feeding the Homeless’ project at [U2, and the ‘Friday Food for Students
and Staff” initiative at [U1.

While these practices enable students to gain hands-on experience in real-world contexts,
the data from this study revealed that several SDGs remained absent from both formal and hidden
curricula, especially those related to ‘Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure’ (SDG 9), ‘Reduced
Inequalities’ (SDG 10), and ‘Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions’ (SDG 16). The interviews
with lecturers suggested multiple explanations for these gaps. Several educators perceived certain
SDGs as misaligned with the linguistic and language focus of EFL courses, making them feel
‘forced’ when inserted into the language-learning objectives. Other lectures mentioned the
logistical constraints, such as limited lecture time and a lack of ready-to-use teaching materials
that integrate SDG themes. These findings highlight the necessity of examining curriculum not
only at the formal and hidden levels, but also across Thijs and van den Akker’s (2009) six
representations of curriculum.

However, none of the lecturers felt that it was feasible to address all of the 17 SDGs within
their EFL courses. They attributed this limitation to the disciplinary focus and the learning
outcomes of each course, which were often tightly prescribed around language skills, such as
grammar and translation techniques. Therefore, it is crucial to brainstorm and develop ways to
formally integrate all SDGs into EFL curricula, especially at the university and school levels, as
suggested by Gayatri et al. (2023) and Ginting et al. (2024). This further implies that while EFL
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curricula can serve as a valuable entry point for some SDG themes, program designers/developers
must balance the demands of core linguistic competencies with the broader aim of fostering
sustainability awareness.

Furthermore, most of the interviewed lecturers asserted that the SDGs-related programs
carried out were personal initiatives and not mandated by the universities. As suggested in
Bronfenbrenner’s ecosystem theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; Zahoor & Janjua, 2020), the
workplace and teachers affect the students’ motivation to learn individually and collaboratively.
Therefore, EFL programs must reflect on the implemented programs and consider how other SDG
issues can be integrated into the EFL courses. This approach can accelerate students’ awareness
of the importance of addressing SDG issues and developing their competencies in contributing to
the preservation of the planet.

5.2 Lecturers’ Perception of the Sustainability Issues in EFL Curricula

Across the nine participants, lecturers expressed support for integrating SDGs, but their
perspectives varied in how they framed the purpose and depth of integration. Variation was most
strongly associated with institutional context (presence/absence of campus initiatives) and course
focus. In relation to teaching experience, both senior and early-career lecturers endorsed SDG
integration, but described different entry points consistent with their teaching portfolios. A senior
lecturer anchored integration in heritage/gender themes within English for Tourism, whereas an
early-career lecturer emphasized classroom media projects on waste reduction. When
campus/program initiatives existed, lecturers referenced or leveraged them (e.g., Compost Week,
Food Shelf). In contexts without formal requirements, lecturers characterized integration as
personal initiative, leading to uneven coverage across courses, despite shared positive attitudes.

Meaningful integration of sustainability into EFL curricula requires strategic and systemic
support from faculty and university leadership. Higher education institutions can begin
embedding SDGs explicitly in program learning outcomes and accreditation criteria, thereby
indicating their importance at the intended curriculum level and ensuring that course developers
allocate time and resources accordingly (Thijs & van den Akker, 2009), suggesting that
professional development is essential. Therefore, institutions should run collaborative
curriculum-design workshops that build lecturers’ pedagogical expertise and supply ready-to-use
materials for integrating SDG themes into language lessons.

Moreover, institutional policies should encourage cross-departmental partnerships. In
Indonesia, the English department and the environmental study department can co-develop
modular units or textbooks that address current global topics in line with Indonesia’s Kurikulum
Merdeka initiative (Ginting et al., 2024). Through such collaborations, universities can overcome
limitations of individual ‘hidden curriculum’ projects and create coherent models that ensure all
students encounter SDG content, regardless of the course specialization. By applying this
approach, institutions can move from acknowledging individual lecturers’ good intentions to
reconfiguring organizational structures that support sustained and high-quality integration of
sustainability issues across all EFL courses.

5.3 The Implementation of Sustainability Issues in EFL Curricula

There were several practices through which higher education lecturers incorporated SDG
issues into their curricula. Based on the above research findings, these practices included
organizing visits to nearby historical sites for students; encouraging students to observe and report
the issues in their surroundings, such as littering, discrimination, accessibility in public places,
and gender equality; assigning readings on SDG-related topics; arranging ‘Learning in Nature’
weeks; creating affordable learning materials derived from nature; implementing a ‘Compost
Week’ program; and providing students with a program on money management. All of these
initiatives are closely related to SDGs and aim to enhance students’ awareness and knowledge of
the SDG issues as well as equip them with the necessary skills to actively participate in global
programs aimed at achieving the SDGs.
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The findings indicate that very few EFL courses in higher education institutions in
Indonesia and Malaysia have effectively integrated SDGs into the courses. This pattern mirrors
prior work in ELT/ESD, which reports uneven or tokenistic incorporation of sustainability themes
and a strong reliance on individual educator initiative (Jodoin & Singer, 2020; Lu et al., 2022;
Mambu, 2023). Therefore, universities need to enhance the integration of SDGs into EFL
curricula in various ways. This can include developing SDG-based EFL textbooks, creating
curricula that foster students’ awareness and participation in collaborative projects for sustainable
development, and engaging students with a series of interconnected systems which included the
microsystem (the immediate environment), mesosystem (interactions between microsystems),
exosystem (broader societal influences), macrosystem (cultural values and beliefs), and
chronosystem (changes over time) as outlined by Bronfenbrenner (2000). By connecting all of
these systems, synergistic efforts aimed at achieving the students’ development could be created.
Furthermore, this approach also opens research opportunities to improve universities’ efforts,
including collaboration with environmental organizations and learning assessments.

6. CONCLUSION

After analyzing and discussing the findings, this study draws several conclusions. Firstly,
sustainability issues have been partially integrated into EFL curricula through the incorporation
of some sustainability issues/SDGs into the courses, as concluded through the document analysis
findings in both Indonesian and Malaysian universities. This integration relies heavily on
lecturers’ awareness of the importance of addressing these issues and their ability to create
students’ awareness through English language learning at the microsystem level. It needs attention
at other interconnected levels, such as mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem,
to foster the implementation of the SDG issues. Secondly, certain issues have been
institutionalized in universities by introducing specific courses, like Entrepreneurship, and other
programs for students. Thirdly, some EFL course instructors felt that they struggled to effectively
integrate these issues because they were required to teach the four main English language skills
(i.e., listening, speaking, reading, and writing). Such practices can challenge the implementation
of the SDGs integrated within teaching and assessments.

To enhance the integration of sustainability in EFL curricula, it is crucial to institutionalize
this integration by mandating lecturers to develop formal sustainability-based curricula for every
course. EFL lecturers should receive regular training on integrating sustainability issues into their
curricula, implementing them effectively, and assessing the students’ learning. Furthermore,
support should be provided to EFL lecturers to creatively incorporate various types of nature-
based teaching methods that raise the students’ awareness of sustainability issues and encourage
their efforts to protect the environment.

While this study focused on the integration of sustainability issues in only four universities
in Indonesia and Malaysia, its limitations exist. The main limitation is that it did not involve
lecturers from various departments in higher education institutions. Furthermore, future research
needs to examine how SDG-based curricular innovations can be rigorously assessed in ASEAN
countries. Longitudinal investigations that track participants as they progress through SDG-
infused courses would enlighten the impact of SDGs integration on environmental awareness and
language proficiency among EFL/ESL learners. Finally, broadening the scope to more institutions
will enhance the generalizability of findings and clarify organizational factors affecting SDG
integration in higher education.
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