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Abstract: Heritage education is understood to be multifaceted. The way it is approached and
conceived in formal educational contexts can differ according to the emphasis policy makers wish to
establish. In Flanders, a region within Belgium, a curriculum reform took shape over the last seven
years. This paper explores the recently introduced curriculum in Flemish secondary education, in
light of Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development. The main aim is to investigate how heritage
education and sustainability fit into the newly developed curriculum framework, and the way they
are interlinked on a conceptual level. The qualitative research draws on a screening of policy texts,
learning outcomes, and additional interviews with policy advisors. The results show that heritage
education is implicitly present. Cross-curricular opportunities are built-in and can be linked to (a)
cultural awareness and expression; (b) historical consciousness; (c) citizenship; and (d) intercultural
communication. Sustainable development, and more specific ESD, anchored itself firmly and more
explicitly into the framework as a transversal key competence as well. However, clear connections to
heritage education are not set up in the learning outcomes.

Keywords: curriculum reform; learning outcomes; secondary education; heritage education;
sustainable development goals; cultural heritage

1. Introduction

When reflecting on the use of heritage in educational contexts, it is mostly linked to
history education. However, heritage is not about the past, but about the present, according
to David Lowenthal [1]. Instead, it can be interpreted as a social construct. Communities
in the present preserve and give meaning to certain (local) aspects of the past. Therefore,
in educational contexts, the dichotomy between history and heritage does not need to
be problematic or conflicting. Heritage can be conceived as a didactic instrument. For
example, in history lessons, it could be used when critically assessing historical sources.
Nonetheless, its value as an instrument may not be limited to one subject, or be recognised
as useful only for the cognitive domain. When heritage is interpreted as a social construct
in the present, other aspects could come to mind, such as sustainability issues. Herein, the
affective domain could play a valuable role as well.

Heritage education is understood to be multifaceted, which means there are many
aspects to explore. By introducing the use of heritage into educational curricula, students
could get acquainted not only with temporal changes but also with spatial ones [2]. It ranges
from small objects, monuments or local traditions to large-scale expressions, practices,
buildings or landscapes. From this diverse perspective, it contains a variety of possibilities
to sharpen the minds and shape the behaviour of students on many relevant aspects of
human life, such as sociocultural, economic, civic, or environmental issues [3–7].

Therefore, in the spectrum of educational opportunities, heritage mostly encompasses
links to concepts like citizenship, cultural awareness, intercultural communication, sustain-
ability, or historical thinking [8,9]. However, heritage, and the way it is approached and
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conceived into formal educational contexts, can differ according to the emphasis policy
makers wish to establish.

In 1998, the Council of Europe (CoE) defined heritage education as “a teaching
approach based on cultural heritage, incorporating active educational methods, cross-
curricular approaches, a partnership between the fields of education and culture and
employing the widest variety of modes of communication and expression [10] (p. 31).”
Moreover, concerning its implementation, the recommendation of the CoE stated that
heritage education is cross-curricular by its very nature and should be promoted into
different school subjects at all levels and in all types of teaching. An ambitious aspiration,
at the least.

Over the last two decades, heritage education—and scientific research about it—has
evolved significantly, and it gradually succeeded in consolidating itself as a discipline [11].
Nevertheless, as Van Boxtel, Grever, and Klein pointed out in 2016, the way heritage
education is practiced in European Countries remains mostly unknown [12].

By creating curricula, policy makers can select to what extent the aforementioned spec-
trum of heritage education comes into play and relates to other subjects. More importantly,
it needs to be stressed that the conceptual choices made on this level significantly affect
the way heritage education is operationalised on lower levels by schools and teachers. For
example, in Spain, research revealed that official curricula and textbooks for teachers deal
with heritage in an unconnected manner [13]. This could render students to believe the
study of heritage as something residual [14]. In Slovenia, attempts were made to examine
the curricular connections between heritage education and fine art, after which they were
put to the test in classroom practice in primary education [15].

Moreover, policy makers also have to keep the international frameworks from above
in mind. From this perspective, the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development, which
came into effect on 1 January 2016, poses a new challenge [16]. It has to be implemented at
the policy level by the governments of the member states [17]. Thus, not only a coherent
and well-balanced vision on heritage education has to be elaborated, but, in addition, it
ideally needs to be connected to the UN’s sustainable development goals (SDGs) as well.

The main research question is to investigate how heritage education and sustainability
fit into the newly developed curriculum framework for secondary education in Flanders,
and in what way they are interlinked on a conceptual level. Moreover, in order to pursue
qualitative heritage education, this paper wants to go further and makes recommendations
to operationalise the conceptual framework into classroom practice by the educational
providers, schools, and teachers.

Traditionally in Flanders, the choice of study is delayed until the start of the second
grade of secondary education. This means that between the age of 14 to 16 years old,
students need to make a choice that will determine their further school career. So the
first grade consists of a basic formation in which students, usually from 12 to 14 years
old, receive more or less the same fundamentals [18]. This paper investigates the recently
introduced curriculum in Flanders secondary education, in light of Agenda 2030 for
Sustainable Development. The new learning outcomes for the first year of the first grade
of secondary education came into effect on 1 September 2019. The second year followed
precisely one year later. This means only the learning outcomes for the first grade, which
form a coherent set, could be examined in this paper. The ones meant for the second and
third grade were drafted by the government but had yet to be approved by the Flemish
Parliament. They will be involved in this study when relevant, for example, to explore the
vertical integration of sustainability issues or heritage into the curriculum. However, due
to their preliminary status, no definitive conclusions can be drawn for the second and third
grade. Consequently, the scope of this study is limited to this broad first grade.
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2. Literature Review
2.1. General Context

Belgium became independent in 1830, with its secession from the Netherlands. A
few months later, the national congress adopted a constitution, which turned the new-
made state into a parliamentary monarchy. Despite favouring the Catholic Church, the
constitution was considered, at that time, to be progressive as it enclosed considerate liberal
aspects. Leopold I, of the dynasty of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, was appointed to fulfil the
role of king. The country kept this state structure until 1970, when tensions between the two
primary language communities led to the first state reform. Three cultural communities
were established: a Dutch, French, and German-speaking community, each with its own
cultural autonomy. During the second and third reform, and in response to the request for
more economic autonomy, three regions were added: The Flemish, the Walloon, and the
Brussels-Capital regions [19].

In the present, and after additional reforms in 1993, 2001, and 2011, Belgium has a
federal state structure consisting of three regions and three communities, each with its
own legislative body and government. In Flanders, the community and the region were
combined straight away into one entity, thus creating one Flemish parliament and one
Flemish government. Decisions on compulsory education, such as the minimum and
maximum age of pupils, are taken by the federal government. In compulsory education,
the minimum age is set at five years old and the maximum age at 18 years old. However,
the Flemish community has competence for cultural affairs and education, which makes
them legal responsibilities within the geographical boundaries of the Dutch-language area
and the bilingual area Brussels-Capital [18]. The implementation of heritage policies lies
in the hands of the Flemish government and its administrations. However, due to the
prior division into regions and communities, immovable heritage (such as monuments,
archaeological sites and landscapes) in Flanders is accommodated under the supervision of
the department of environment, while cultural heritage (tangible/moveable and intangible
cultural heritage) falls under the department of culture, youth and media.

The policy area of education and training comprises various departments and agencies.
Developing learning outcomes is the responsibility of the Agency for Higher Education,
Adult Education, Qualifications, and Study Grants (AHOVOKS), according to the frame-
work adopted by the Flemish government and parliament. Nonetheless, putting them into
practice rests in the hands of the educational providers. They have the ability to expand
these learning outcomes, which are conceived as minimum goals, and provide them with
their personal operational emphasis.

In the formal public education system, secondary education usually takes place after
six years of primary education and starts from the age of 12 years old. It consists of three
stages, each divided into two school years. The first grade commences with two possible
inflows (A or B), based on the received certificate at the end of primary education. It
provides a broad basic education. The main objective is to orient students and prepare
them for a well-considered choice in the second grade.

According to the newly approved structure of the formal education system, the study
options in the second (14–16 years old) and third grade (16–18 years old) are divided into
three finalities. The first prepares pupils for higher education, be it academic or professional.
The second leads up to the job market. The last can be seen as an intermediate choice and
focuses both on preparation for higher education or the job market. Pupils can select a
specific field of study based on a matrix, wherein the eight study domains, educational
forms, and finalities are organised [20]. The eight study domains are:

• Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM)
• Economy and organization
• Art and creation
• Language and culture
• Society and wellbeing
• Sports
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• Agriculture and horticulture
• Food and hospitality

2.2. Context of Heritage Education in Flanders

In the case of Flanders, only a few studies have been carried out on the implementation
of heritage education. In 2007, a large-scale field study on heritage education was carried
out by the Xios Hogeschool Limburg and the University of Antwerp. The report described
heritage education as “any form of education that is based on ‘traces in the present from
the past’ and which embed these in a context that is based on knowledge and/or can
bring about an experience that refers to the past, in other words, a heritage experience [21]
(p. 27).” A definition that not only emphasises a link with the cognitive domain, but with
the affective domain—specific to heritage education—as well.

The conclusion stated that heritage education was incorporated in the learning objec-
tives set up by the Flemish Government, especially in primary and secondary education.
However, significantly less attention was paid to it in pre-primary and special education.
More importantly, the study revealed a lack of knowledge about heritage (education)
among school teachers and an inconsistent cross-curricular approach. The CoE’s ambitious
aspirations from ten years earlier seemed not yet embedded.

These recommendations acted as a starting point for future policy. Furthermore,
during the school year 2006–2007, Anne Bamford, then professor at the Wimbledon School
of Arts, was appointed by the ministers of education and culture [22]. The aim was to
chart the scope and quality of arts and cultural education in Flanders. In a broad sense,
cultural education refers to reflecting on cultural expressions in an educational context.
Heritage education, together with art-, literature-, and media education, is part of this
inclusive term [23]. The results of the evaluative study showed that cultural education
was insufficiently integrated into the formal education system. Specifically on heritage
education, which is conceptually embedded into cultural education, the report stated it
received relatively little attention and was marginalised in the curriculum [22].

These studies were based on previous curricula and learning outcomes. Although,
at that time, education for sustainable development (ESD) had made its appearance,
neither reports mention any traces of sustainability issues [21,22]. This means heritage
education and ESD were not yet interconnected, at least not on a conceptual level in
Flanders. Nonetheless, heritage and its dynamic nature can play a crucial role in developing
a critical mind [24].

More specifically, one of its main interests is enabling young people to link local and
familiar problems to more global issues. In educational contexts (formal, nonformal, or
informal) it can contribute to shaping attitudes, such as learning to respect, appreciate,
and reflect on what is passed on by previous generations. From this perspective, cultural
aspects of life can lie at the base of environmental issues. Nevertheless, heritage is inherited
from the past but shaped by the present. Learning to look at it as a dynamic social construct
means accepting it is continuously in motion and negotiable. It is not only about learning
to ask questions, such as “Why do people in our neighbourhood value certain aspects
of the past and why?” but also “How can we come up with solutions to preserve this
valuable heritage with respect for the environment and each other?” Therefore, achieving a
sustainable and inclusive environment, both locally and globally, and overcoming social,
economic, or environmental inequalities through dialogue based on well-argued opinions
is at the heart of heritage education. Have these opportunities been seized in the recent
curriculum reform in Flanders?

2.3. The Curriculum Reform
2.3.1. The Sixteen Decretal Key Competences

Over the course of the last eight years, the Flemish Government took the initiative
to reform secondary education. At the base lies a masterplan, submitted and discussed
in June 2013 in the Flemish parliament [25]. In the following years, a new curriculum
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framework and associated learning outcomes were elaborated. The output of these reform
plans is gradually being introduced into the formal secondary education system.

Prior to developing the curriculum reform at the end of 2015, the education committee
of the Flemish parliament called in Levuur, an organisation that consists of consultants and
coaches specialised in citizen participation and stakeholder management [26]. The aim
was to create a broad social debate about the learning outcomes. What should be taught
at school? Teachers, pupils, parents, and the education sector in general were involved
in this participative process. Moreover, strategic advisory councils debated on additional
recommendations. The final report drew together all the input and formed the base for
the curriculum reform. Inspiration was also sought in the Netherlands, with a hearing
in the Flemish parliament on the Dutch Platform 2032 on educational recommendations
and the SLO, the national centre of the Netherlands for curriculum development [27].
Finally, on 17 January 2018, the plenary meeting approved the decree on the reform of
secondary education.

The decree provided a general framework in which the new learning outcomes could
take shape. The curriculum reform was structured around a set of key competences,
roughly inspired by the recommendations on key competences for lifelong learning by
the European parliament and council in 2006. Within this framework, competences were
conceived as a combination of knowledge, skills, and attitudes and acted as a reference for
future policy of its member states [28]. However, the Flemish community not only followed
these recommendations, it also expanded the European key competences to sixteen, which,
in their turn, formed the base for the new learning outcomes for secondary education.

Decretal key competences (kc):

1. Competences in the field of physical, mental and emotional awareness, and in the
field of physical, mental and emotional health

2. Competences in Dutch
3. Competences in other languages
4. Digital competence and media literacy
5. Social-relational competences
6. Competences in mathematics, exact sciences and technology
7. Citizenship competences including competences for living together
8. Competences related to historical consciousness
9. Competences related to spatial awareness
10. Competences in sustainability
11. Economic and financial competences
12. Juridical competences
13. Learning competences including research competences, innovative thinking, creativity,

problem solving and critical thinking, systems thinking, information processing
and collaboration

14. Self-awareness and self-expression, self-direction and flexibility
15. Development of initiative, ambition, entrepreneurship, and career competences
16. Cultural awareness and expression

These sixteen key competences act as a conceptual framework for building up the
learning outcomes. However, it has to be stated that the key competences and learning
outcomes are not directly linked to courses. In Flanders, the educational providers decide
which competences have to be achieved in a course or cluster of courses. They also have
the authority to expand or reformulate the learning outcomes set out by the Flemish
government, according to their own identity and educational emphasis. On a lower level,
it is the school boards (organising bodies) that make the connection between the expected
learning outcomes and the (cluster of) courses [29]. Teachers have to follow the curriculum
elaborated by the educational provider under which their school operates. How the
curriculum is transferred into classroom practice, for example, which didactic choices and
evaluation methods to use, remains the responsibility of the teachers.
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2.3.2. The Development Process of the Learning Outcomes

The Flemish government takes on the responsibility of developing learning outcomes
valid for primary (6–12 years old) and secondary education (12–18 years old). After
the parliamentary approval in January 2018, it appointed seven separate committees,
staffed by experts in a particular field, university professors, policy workers, researchers,
representatives of the educational providers, and experienced teachers. Their aim was to
create learning outcomes for secondary education that could be fitted into the framework
of these sixteen key competences.

In order to increase the social relevance, the public debate and inquiry ‘Van LeRensbe-
lang’ was taken into account. Here, in the section ‘approaching art and culture’, the societal
relevance of cultural expressions and its connections with (collective) cultural identities
was underscored. Nonetheless, the need for heritage education in particular, did not come
forward. Consequently, relevant stakeholder organisations concerning heritage were not
involved during the development process of learning outcomes [26].

On the other hand, an entire section was dedicated to sustainable development. When
sustainability issues came to mind, the report mostly mentioned links with the physical
world and how to deal with it with care. According to the survey, this should be addressed
mainly in the subject of geography. Possible connections between heritage education and
sustainable development are not highlighted.

3. Research Methodology
3.1. Research Phases

In light of the question and aims, a qualitative research design was selected. First,
the curriculum analysis was performed to identify indicators of heritage education in
the curriculum framework. Hence the reform has just recently been introduced, no prior
research on the role of heritage education in it has been conducted. The portal website
established by the Flemish administration provided the official learning outcomes and
guidance notes for the screening process [19]. The indicators were systematically recorded.
In a second step, the same process was followed for sustainable development.

In order to contextualise the findings and to fully comprehend the curriculum frame-
work and the reform, interviews were set up with educational policy advisors (N = 4) and
members of the development committee of the learning outcomes (N = 2). In addition,
staff members of FARO were interviewed (N = 4). In Flanders, this organisation acts as
an interface centre for the heritage sector, mediating between local, provincial, regional,
and national governments, and local and national heritage organisations, international
networks, the academic world, and civil society. FARO is active in the field of heritage
education, and recently set up projects to promote local heritage and partnership in pri-
mary (6–12 years old) and secondary schools (12–18 years old). For these (pilot) projects,
they worked in collaboration with the team responsible for education for sustainable
development (Flemish department of environment), and CANON Cultuurcel (Flemish
department of education and training), which is a liaison agency between the cultural and
educational policy areas [30,31]. Members of the steering group responsible for this project
were included in the interviews (N = 3) as well.

The selection of the participants was nonprobabilistic sampling, since they were
selected by the researcher based on their relevant policy domain or expertise (purposive
sampling). A much raised concern of purposive sampling is its inherent bias. However,
despite the intentional bias, it can provide reliable data [32]. The participants took part in
a semistructured online interview between 6 April and 26 May 2020. The answers were
manually processed, incorporated into the previous findings of the curriculum analysis,
and presented again to the participants within a short time frame, in order to provide
feedback on the interpretation of the research results.

In a final step, possible connections between heritage education and sustainable
development were explored based on the theoretical framework, and recommendations
that proved to be relevant were presented.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 1857 7 of 17

3.2. Overall Research Design

This study is part of a research project that aims to investigate the didactic potential
and challenges of heritage education in secondary education in Flanders, and specifically
its relation to history education. A literature review and curriculum analysis, included in
this study, is a starting point. In the next phase of the project, the theoretical framework will
be explored and discussed with relevant stakeholders and experts. Finally, good practices
will be collected, developed, and tested in various classroom settings through an action
research approach, contributing to an evidence based practice.

4. Results
4.1. In Search of Heritage Education

The concept of heritage could be dispersed over multiple key competences. Historical
consciousness (kc 8) and cultural awareness and expression (kc 16) seem to be the most
obvious ones to look for traces of heritage education in the new curriculum. At least, when
the approach used in Dutch research contexts of Van Boxtel, Grever, and Klein is pursued.
According to them, heritage education refers to “educational practices in which heritage
is a primary instructional resource for teaching and learning with the aim to improve
students’ understanding of history and culture [12] (p. 6).”

After a thorough analysis of the learning outcomes of the first grade of secondary
education for the key competence on cultural awareness and expression, it appears that
heritage, in any form, is not explicitly included. Instead, the generic concept of ‘art and
cultural expressions’ is used [19]. In terms of content, the guidance note does not set any
specific conditions. It does, however, mention several didactic and thematic suggestions:
“Art and cultural expressions such as landscape, dance, song, game, film, clothing, graffiti.
( . . . ). In any case, the number of subjects of art and cultural expressions is endless: birth,
death, love, history, the everyday, rituals, art itself [33].”

To implement the above suggestions on cultural education (of which art and heritage
education are part), the cultural theory proposed by Dutch cognitive researcher Barend
Van Heusden is employed. This learning theory, ‘culture in the mirror’, uses four cognitive
strategies: perception, imagination, conceptualisation, and analysis. It centres around
reflecting on one’s own cultural expressions as well as of others. Thus, the theory focuses
on the importance of cultural (self-) consciousness and awareness and its place at the heart
of art and cultural education [34]. Here, the learning outcomes that could be related to
heritage education seem to mainly focus on attitudes and skills:

• The students recognise the importance of art and cultural expressions for themselves
and their own environment.

• The students express their thoughts and feelings when perceiving art and
cultural expressions.

The learning theory and its potential in formal education have been intensively studied
during the last decade, stimulated by the Flemish administration. These research programs
aimed to develop and test a theory-driven framework for the integration of culture into
the curricula of precompulsory and compulsory education [34,35]. To familiarise schools
and teachers with its implementation, a training and learning network was set up by the
liaison agency (between the policy areas of culture and education), CANON Cultuurcel.
Although the theory is undoubtedly suitable for cultural awareness, the social, historical,
or environmental aspects of heritage education seem to remain somewhat underexposed
within this learning theory.

Consequently, heritage education could also be integrated into the decretal key com-
petence related to kc 8. Here, the development committee elaborated four fundamentals,
wherein the specific outcomes concerning historical consciousness were conceived:

• Situating historical phenomena in a historical frame of reference
• Reflecting critically with and about historical sources
• Creating a substantiated historical image based on different perspectives
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• Reflecting on and interpreting the complex relationship between past, present,
and future

These four generic objectives [36] form the core of the key competence on historical
consciousness and are continued throughout the three grades of secondary education. The
more specific learning outcomes and associated content are appointed to each of these
fundamentals. They differ according to the possible inflows or finalities in the formal
education system in Flanders. Heritage education, as conceived in the Dutch (and in some
cases English) interpretation of the term, could be addressed in all four fundamentals. Both
key competences constitute an adequate framework wherein cultural heritage is used as a
means or instrument to improve students’ understanding of culture and history.

The fundamentals can be related to the concept of ‘historical thinking’. Although
historical inquiry, which can be seen as a starting point of historical thinking, seems not
included, it is certainly present [37]. Moreover, the fundamentals lend themselves to an
inquiry-based approach, and can also be linked to the six historical concepts developed
by Seixas and Morton, which, according to them, form the basics of historical inquiry [8].
Consequently, various studies have shown that heritage can be of significant value in
developing historical thinking [38,39]. The concept is about insight into and reflection
on the complex relationship between the present, the past and the future. This requires
insight into the past itself as well as into the way perceptions about the past are formed
in the present. The aim is to teach students to deal critically and in a nuanced way with
historical sources and (mis)perception, and to show respect for well-argued opinions. From
this perspective, historical thinking, and thus heritage education, can be linked to (critical)
citizenship.

Another aspect of heritage is its significant relevance for civic education, due to a
strong identity component [5]. Cultural heritage can be used or misused for national
identity construction. It is, therefore, necessary to acquire a critical approach from an early
age. For the key competence on citizenship including competences for living together (kc 7
in the first grade), seven fundamentals were elaborated:

• To explain the dynamics and the layers of (own) identities
• To deal with diversity in living together and working together
• To participate in an informed and substantiated dialogue with each other
• To participate actively in society, taking into account the rights and obligations of

everyone within the rule of law
• To approach critically the mutual influence between social domains and developments

and their impact on (global) society and the individual
• To interpret democratic decision-making at local, national, and international level
• To explain democratic principles and democratic culture as part of the modern rule

of law

When analysing the learning outcomes, the ones associated with the first three funda-
mentals seem to be relevant for heritage education:

• The students explain the layers and dynamics of identities and their possible conse-
quences for relationships with others. (transversal)

• The students deal respectfully and constructively with individuals and groups in a
diverse society. (transversal—attitudinal)

• Students adopt strategies to deal respectfully and constructively with individuals and
groups in a diverse society. (transversal)

• The students explain the mechanisms of prejudice, stereotyping, abuse of power, and
peer pressure. (transversal)

• The students use strategies to arrive at constructive solutions for conflict situations.
(transversal)

• The students distinguish intolerance as well as discrimination in society. (transversal)
• The students substantiate their own opinion about social events, themes, and trends

with reliable information and valid arguments. (transversal)
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These learning outcomes are marked as transversal, which means they acquire their
value in relation to other key competences. Noteworthy however, is that the key com-
petences on historical consciousness (kc 8) and on citizenship (kc 7) were elaborated
independently from each other. Since heritage can be seen as something dynamic and ne-
gotiable, entering into a dialogue with others seems a skill of great value and relevance [24].
Besides the inherent identity and attitudinal component, these learning outcomes can also
be linked to the aspect of intercultural communication in heritage education. References to
it, albeit implicit, can be found in kc 2 and kc 3. Here, the significant role of language as
a medium is stressed. The students are expected to have insight into language, Dutch or
foreign, as a part of culture and society.

• The students act respectfully towards similarities and differences in language utter-
ances, language varieties, and languages. (attitudinal)

• The students show an interest in cultural contexts in which foreign languages are used.
(attitudinal)

The open framework was constituted in which heritage education can be integrated,
based on cross-curricular approaches. However, the interviews show that relevant stake-
holders of the heritage sector were not involved during the development process of the
learning outcomes. Therefore, the implicit references to heritage education were conceived
without the advice or expertise of heritage partners on any level. Furthermore, the key
competences were elaborated independently from each other. Will the strength of heritage
education, which relies on its transversal applications, be fully covered?

For example, by addressing the overcommercialisation of heritage sites, or the associ-
ated unsustainable tourism that threatens cultural practices and expressions or biodiversity,
different key competences can be interlinked. Moreover, heritage educations’ spatial and
temporal versatility needs to be underscored. It can be used to demonstrate cultural evolu-
tions or introduce multiperspectivity in the past; to reflect on contemporary local or global
social issues, such as cohesion and inclusion; or to contribute to a sustainable mindset for
the future. In this paper, the focus lies on its connection with sustainable development.
How is this relationship incorporated into the curriculum framework?

4.2. Linking Heritage Education to Sustainable Development

On the International and National Level
None of the SDGs centres around culture in an exclusive way [34]. The role of cultural

heritage seems limited or underdeveloped. However, a reference can be found in SDG
11, where it is mentioned in 11.4: “Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s
cultural and natural heritage [40].”

As Francesca Nocca has highlighted, it is a relatively weak reference because it is
not specific to cultural heritage. It deals only with the protection and safeguarding of
it [41]. Here, cultural heritage is conceived as a goal. Its potential to be employed as a
means in (formal, nonformal, or informal) educational contexts is ignored. Nevertheless,
according to the conceptual framework of the SDGs, culture can act both as a driver
and as an enabler [42]. It is recognised as a means to accelerate and achieve various
development objectives.

The SDG that seems most relevant in this research on heritage education is target
4.7: “By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote
sustainable development, including, among others, through education for sustainable
development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a
culture of peace and nonviolence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity
and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development [43].”

Target 4.7 underpins the role of education in contributing to how a sustainable way
of life and appreciation of cultural diversity has developed in the minds of students.
Nonetheless, this target remains challenging to measure. The indicators mentioned are
national education policies, curricula, teacher education, and student assessment. In other
words, mapping the learning outcomes and the content of school curricula could prove to
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be useful. But unlike math or reading results, these attitudes are tough to measure. How
are cultural heritage and its relation to sustainable development incorporated into the
curriculum framework?

When transferring the sustainable development goals to its own policy level, the
Flemish government developed a long-term strategy aligned to the SDGs, namely Vision
2050. In addition, in March 2018, the government set intermediate goals to be achieved
by 2030. This framework bundles 49 objectives, in line with Agenda 2030. The Flemish
government also developed transition priorities. These will function as accelerators in
the realisation of Vision 2050 in the long term and also contribute to the 2030 objectives
framework in the short term. Here, education is seen as an essential lever for realising this
long-term perspective. Did the SDGs, and more specifically SDG 4, find their way into the
development process of the learning outcomes as well?

In Curriculum Reform

The new curriculum is built around the decretal key competences, inspired by the
European framework. However, the Flemish community opted to expand the European
recommendations of 2006 consisting of eight competences, into a conceptual framework of
sixteen competences [28]. In response to the changes in society and economy, the Council
of Europe revised and updated the previous set of recommendations, highlighting the
ambitions of the SDGs, and in particular SDG 4.7. This target aims to “ensure that, by 2030,
all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development,
including, among others, through education for sustainable development and sustainable
lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and nonviolence,
global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to
sustainable development [43]”. For the policy area of education and training, the Education
2030 Framework for Action, as adopted at the World Education Forum in May 2015, gives
guidance when implementing SDG 4 in Flanders [44].

In contrast to the past, the simultaneous development of the learning outcomes within
the conceptual framework offered the opportunity to focus on a coherent curriculum in
Flanders. Some key competences can therefore be regarded as transversal. This means they
acquire their value in relation to other key competences. How did sustainable development
find its way into the framework?

Sustainability was not integrated on its own into the framework of the European key
competences for lifelong learning of 2006, which served as inspiration for the task that was
at hand [28]. Instead, it was incorporated into ‘social and civic competences’, ‘mathematical
competence and basic competences in science and technology’, and in ‘sense of initiative
and entrepreneurship’. By creating a separate key competence on sustainability (kc 10), the
Flemish Community seemed to consider this a priority for students within its language
area. It was conceived to function as a transversal competence. In the social debate prior
to the development of the learning outcomes, considerable attention on learning about
the physical world and how to carefully deal with it, came to the surface [26]. Thus,
according to public opinion, schools should play a vital role in learning about our planet
and its limitations in order to make responsible decisions. These expectations coincide with
education for sustainable development (ESD).

Between 2009 and 2015, the Flemish Government already formulated a strategic plan
to implement ESD into formal, nonformal, and informal learning [45]. An important initia-
tive was the establishment of an ESD platform as a coordinating body to support the actors
in the field, as an interface between policy and practice. Moreover, it had the ambition to
stimulate all relevant partners to develop educational initiatives concerning sustainable
development [45]. To further enhance the implementation of the new curriculum, a policy
seminar was held in 2016. The Global Action Programme (GAP) on education for sustain-
able development (2015–2030) served as a reference framework. Strategic priorities were set
on all five areas of the GAP. Noteworthy are the initiatives beyond formal education, which
address and support communities to take on responsibility in shaping and accelerating
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sustainable solutions on a local scale. This priority action area proves to be relevant since
heritage education relies strongly on the local contextual environment. Here, introducing
familiar cultural heritage as a means to classroom practices could act as a lever to increase
the relevance of the curriculum for local communities on the one hand. On the other hand,
by promoting a greater sense of involvement, the quality of ESD itself will improve. The
social and civic aspects of heritage education form a common ground and starting point
to link local heritage manifestations and familiar sustainability challenges to more global
issues. In the same way, this could also be the case for global citizenship education (GCED).

The guidance note of the reformed curriculum refers to possible connections with five
key competences [33]:

• Competences in mathematics, exact sciences, and technology (kc 6)
• Citizenship competences including competences for living together (kc 7)
• Competences related to spatial awareness (kc 9)
• Economic and financial competences (kc 11)
• Development of initiative, ambition, entrepreneurship, and career competences (kc 15)

Based on these connections, sustainability appears not to be linked on a conceptual
level to competences relevant for heritage education, such as cultural awareness and
expression or historical consciousness.

When screening the learning outcomes on sustainability for the first grade (inflow A
and B), nine learning outcomes are listed. As expected, they all fit into one of the above
key competences. Cultural aspects, or heritage in particular, are not explicitly mentioned.
One of the outcomes in citizenship competences including competences for living together
(kc 7) states:

Critically approach the mutual influence between social domains and developments
and their impact on (global) society and the individual:

• The students act sustainably in a school context. (transversal—attitudinal)
• The students explain the complexity and interdependence of sustainability issues.

(transversal)

The additional information on these outcomes only stresses the relationship of sustain-
able development with consumption, energy, and mobility. Sustainability appears to be ap-
proached solely from an economic, scientific, spatial, and technological point of view, which
corresponds to the aforementioned guidance note. Therefore, the conceptual framework does
not establish a link between cultural heritage and the possible threat of technological progress.
For instance, the disappearing of traditional craftsmanship duo to mass-production.

Moreover, the screening shows that the learning outcomes for the first grade refer to
the three Ps (planet, profit, and people) on sustainability issues, conceived by the United
Nations. However, this model underwent an international reconceptualisation and was
transformed into a model with five Ps (people, planet, prosperity, peace, and partnership).
The provisional learning outcomes for the second and third grade, which were developed
in 2019 and 2020, evidently seem to be more adapted to the SDG framework. References
to it are made explicitly, and the five-part model on sustainability issues is introduced.
Nevertheless, the goals here remain vague and open as well. For example, in the key
competence on citizenship and competences for living together, goal 7.12 is ‘expanded’:

• The students act considering sustainable development. (attitudinal)

The students are expected to act sustainably, no longer only in a school context.
Nevertheless, what exactly does this encompass? The somewhat broad formulation is part
of a deliberate action to conceive an open framework, due to the specific case of curriculum
development in Flanders formal education system.

5. Discussion and Recommendations

Based on the screening of the curriculum of the first grade in Flanders’ secondary edu-
cation, the multifaceted potential of heritage appears, at first sight, to be underdeveloped
in the framework due to its lack of clear references. These results have been derived during
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a theoretical study of the learning outcomes. However, the additional interviews with
policy advisors, members of the development committee, FARO, and CANON Cultuurcel
provided more insight into the development process and opportunities of the curriculum
framework. They were solely carried out to contextualise the above findings and to receive
feedback from relevant experts and stakeholders in the education and heritage sector. No
further analysis was implemented in this stage of the research process. The interviews
showed that possibilities for heritage education are implicitly present. On the conceptual
level, opportunities are built-in to integrate heritage education in a transversal way. It
can be linked to (a) cultural awareness and expression; (b) historical consciousness; (c)
citizenship; and (d) intercultural communication. Although in the key competence on
spatial awareness the references to sustainability issues have the potential to introduce
immovable heritage (such as monuments or landscapes), it seems not closely linked to
heritage education, at least when assessing the learning outcomes developed for the first
grade. This connection will depend on the way the geography curricula are worked out on
a lower level.

Sustainable development, and more specific ESD, seems to have found its way into the
reformed curriculum in Flanders secondary education. It anchored itself strongly into the
framework as a transversal key competence and, therefore, can be employed in multiple
disciplines and subjects. However, clear links to heritage education are not set up in the
learning outcomes. On a conceptual level, sustainability is connected to (a) mathematics,
exact sciences and technology; (b) citizenship; (c) spatial awareness; (d) economic and
financial competences, and (e) entrepreneurship. The absence of a connection between
sustainable development and cultural heritage is in line with Agenda 2030. Focusing
mainly on a keyword analysis in the Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs), the report
‘Culture in the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda’ stated that the cultural dimension of
sustainable development lags significantly behind (between one eighth to one fifth of) the
other three recognised dimensions (the social, economic and environmental) [42].

Both heritage education (implicit) and sustainability (explicit) are conceptualised as
transversal in the curriculum. Figure 1 presents a visualisation of their mutual relation.
They are not interlinked on this conceptual level. However, it has to be stressed, the
ESD portal of the Flemish administration mentions the possible connections to cultural
and heritage education. In the curriculum framework, overlap can be found in the key
competence on citizenship and living together (kc 7) as well, which is elaborated—albeit
without references to cultural heritage—in a clear manner.

Besides the cross-curricular transversality, another characteristic of heritage education
in Flanders’ secondary education can be found in its procedural and attitudinal focus. The
relevant learning outcomes are mainly suitable for valuing and respecting of and reflecting
on heritage manifestations. The latter is also the case for sustainable development, but,
specifically for heritage education, this approach can be beneficial. The Flemish government
did not determine what heritage should be addressed nor stipulate any conditions on its
implementation. The intention of the development committees was to construct an open
curriculum framework on which the educational providers, schools, and teachers could
build further. In this way, they can connect content to the curriculum framework that
is adapted to the regional or local cultural diversity and contextual environment, thus
improving involvement and relevance for students. Teachers can find support in textbooks
from educational publishers. However, these mostly rely on generic didactic examples
instead of responding to cultural or local diversity. A sense of belonging and knowledge
of the local area can contribute to acquiring social and civic competences and forming
critical citizenship [46,47]. Furthermore, local heritage is also seen as a fundamental pillar
in developing historical thinking.
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On the other hand, the openness of the curriculum has a downside as well, specifically
in Flanders’ formal education system. On a lower level, these learning outcomes need
to be transformed into curricula by the educational providers, according to their own
pedagogical emphasis and cultural background. Additionally, they possess the right to
expand the outcomes of the Flemish government, which are constituted as minimum goals.
The question at hand is how the educational providers will make this transfer? Do the
broadly defined learning outcomes suffice to create valid and operational curricula? Which
relevant stakeholders will be involved?

Furthermore, schools in Flanders are autonomous in interpreting the given framework
from the educational providers and setting up a valuable learning environment. Since the
curricula seldom explicitly refer to heritage, its integration by schools and teachers can be
a difficult task. When the transversal potential of heritage education remains implicit for
lower levels, not every teacher will see and apply the cross-curricular opportunities.

Leaving the focus on conceptual connections between heritage education and sustain-
able development behind, a few recommendations can be made to operationalise them in
an interlinked manner.

To start, they share two interesting aspects. As conceptually made clear, on the one
hand, the key competence on citizenship and living together (kc 7) provides overlap. On
the other hand, they rely strongly on the local environment. When combining both, the
local context, containing heritage manifestations, specific sustainability issues, and social
and civic challenges, forms a common ground and starting point. In this way, it enables
young people to link local and familiar problems gradually to more global issues, thus
working on the concept of global citizenship education (GCED) in SDG 4, target 4.7.

Second, achieving a sustainable and inclusive environment aimed at in SDG 11,
starts locally. Therefore, including regional or local content regarding cultural heritage
or sustainability is ideally not worked out at the national level (in the case of Flanders,
by the Flemish government or by the educational providers). A more bottom-up and
participative process should take place. On the one hand, this provides the teachers, as
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final implementers of curricular ideas, a way to identify themselves with these ideas [48].
Besides ownership for schools and teachers, it can be, on the other hand, beneficial for
students as well. Including local content brings a sense of relevance and involvement in
the curriculum [14].

Third, schools, local cultural communities, and all related actors and agents should
grow closer together. In this light, the report ‘Culture in the Implementation of the 2030
Agenda’ considers culture as an invaluable driver and enabler to help communities thrive
and be sustainable. The call for partnership is embedded in SDG 17, which emphasises the
need to engage in partnerships to achieve all other goals. From this perspective, Benavot
stresses the need for policy makers to develop cross-sectoral strategies [49]. The SDGs
are based on interconnectivity. According to Kamau, Chasek, and O’Connor, partnership
is not merely a condition to achieve the goals, but an integral part of what sustainability
encompasses [50].

Nonetheless, the masterplan at the start of the curriculum reform in Flanders in 2013
stated that: “the exchange of knowledge between schools and the local communities
and external organisations was limited until then [25] (p. 14). Consequently, this forms a
significant challenge and can be a suggestion for future research in light of the SDGs. Recent
research of Castro-Calviño, Rodríguez-Medina, and López-Facal shows that designing and
operationalising educational heritage content, with the aim of creating links between the
school and the local community, is considered to be relevant [14].

Finally, when closing the distance between the conceptual frameworks and classroom
practice, it is the task of the centralised level to provide sufficient didactic suggestions,
inspiration guides, and clear cross-curricular connections. However, the professional
freedom and creativity of teachers should not be limited. The difficulty lies in finding a
balance between openness and concreteness. In addition, to find usable and deployable
teaching methods, more synergies between academic research and teachers need to be set
up, for example, through (participative) action research. In this way, the gap between the
conceptualization of heritage education in curricula and classroom practice, as issued by
Van Boxtel, Grever, and Klein in 2016 [12], could be addressed.

6. Conclusions and Limitations

Returning to the initial objective, the results show that heritage education is implicitly
present in the newly adopted curriculum of the first grade of secondary education in
Flanders. Cross-curricular opportunities are built-in and can be linked to (a) cultural
awareness and expression; (b) historical consciousness; (c) citizenship; and (d) intercultural
communication. Sustainable development, and more specific ESD, anchored itself firmly
and explicitly into the framework as a transversal key competence as well. Nevertheless,
clear connections to heritage education are not set up in the learning outcomes for the first
grade of secondary education. Here, it can be noticed that relevant stakeholders of the
heritage sector were not involved during the development process.

Regarding the limitations of the approach in this study, it can be stated that the absence
of connections in the curriculum framework and the omission of explicit references remain
primarily conceptual. However, the interviews with the members of the development
committee revealed that an open curriculum framework was deliberately pursued. Con-
ceptually, the framework offers sufficient support. Nevertheless, connections have to be
elaborated at lower levels, preferably in relation to the local contextual environment of
students. Thus, the challenge at hand is to transfer it into classroom practice. Here, a
more bottom-up and participative process should take place. Including local content and
partnership with communities and stakeholders brings a sense of relevance and involve-
ment in the curriculum. The social and civic aspects of heritage education form a common
ground and starting point to link local heritage manifestations and familiar sustainability
challenges to more global issues. On a more practical level, it has to be noted that the ESD
portal of the Flemish administration mentions possible connections to cultural and heritage
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education, and that recently innovative and collaborative pilot projects are worked out to
connect local heritage with primary and secondary schools.

Besides the strong conceptual focus of this study, a second limitation can be found
in its scope. Only the learning outcomes for the first grade, which form a coherent set,
could be examined. The ones meant for the second and third grade were drafted by the
government but had yet to be approved by the Flemish parliament.

Future research could further examine how heritage education and sustainable devel-
opment are conceptually interlinked. For example, the way schools, local communities,
and heritage organisations exchange knowledge and (could) cooperate in light of the SDGs
remains mostly unknown. However, in the end, teachers benefit most from research that
closes the distance between the curriculum and classroom practice. The multifaceted con-
cept of heritage education could be further deconstructed, so that separate studies could
explore each interlinked aspect in a more comprehensive manner. In this way, concrete
didactic suggestions, quality criteria, evaluation methods, and inspiration guides could be
developed and dispersed for classroom practice in Flanders.
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