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ABSTRACT
The aim of responsible management education is to build students’ capacities to be future sustainable value 
generators for business and society in general. In this sense, business schools need to promote a sustainable 
management vision associated with the student’s scope of study. Based on this alignment, this research aims 
to analyze the effectiveness of a sustainability training discipline created by ISAE Brazilian Business School 
in raising awareness and promoting sustainable management reflection for executive students from different 
areas of knowledge. Based on the answer of students on questionnaires applied before and after each class, 
this analyze looks for measure the level of knowledge acquired by the participants, reflecting about this kind 
of initiative social contribution. The findings demonstrate a significant growth curve in the learning process, 
representing a positive impact that allows researchers to infer that the “Seminar of Contextualization” indeed 
has an important contribution to raise awareness among leaders in search of a more sustainable world.
Keywords: Responsible Leadership. Sustainability. Education. SDGs.

RESUMO
O objetivo da educação executiva responsável é capacitar os estudantes para serem futuros geradores de valor 
sustentável para os negócios e a sociedade em geral. Nesse sentido, as escolas de negócios precisam promover 
uma visão de gestão sustentável associada ao escopo de estudo do aluno. Com base nesse alinhamento, esta 
pesquisa tem como objetivo analisar a efetividade de uma disciplina de capacitação em sustentabilidade, cria-
da pelo ISAE Brazilian Business School, na conscientização e promoção de uma reflexão sobre gestão susten-
tável para estudantes executivos de diferentes áreas do conhecimento. Com base na resposta dos estudantes 
aos questionários aplicados antes e após cada aula, esta análise procura mensurar o nível de conhecimento 
adquirido pelos participantes, refletindo sobre a contribuição social este tipo de iniciativa. Os resultados de-
monstram uma curva de crescimento significativa no processo de aprendizagem, representando um impacto 
positivo que permite aos pesquisadores inferir que o “Seminário de Contextualização” tem uma contribuição 
importante para conscientizar os líderes em busca de um mundo mais sustentável.
Palavras-chave: Liderança Responsável. Sustentabilidade. Educação. ODS.
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INTRODUCTION

Launched in 2015 by the United Nations, the 2030 Agenda for Sustain-
able Development was a commitment by all nations to review consump-
tion and production processes for a more just and promising future for 
the planet. With 17 main objectives listed, 169 goals were developed, the 
SDGs (Sustainable Development Goals) were built in a collaborative way 
among the countries, considering priority actions to be taken by the year 
2030 (UN, 2018).

At the forefront to boost the Agenda is the UN PRME initiative - 
Principles for Responsible Management Education: a global movement of  
educational institutions in which missionary schools assume the goal of  
integrating universal values into curricula and research with the purpose of  
supporting the generation of  a more sustainable and inclusive global econ-
omy as well as contribute to building more prosperous societies (PRME, 
2018). “Higher education has a strong influence in shaping the mental 
models of  many of  society’s professionals and leaders and is a critical lever-
age point in creating a sustainable society” (DYER; DYER, 2017). In this 
sense, the Brazilian business school ISAE (Higher Institute of  Business and 
Economics) reflected on how to disseminate the Agenda 2030 for multi-
disciplinary students, students of  courses in management areas, such as 
business, law, finance, projects and others.

One of  the solution options was the inclusion of  an initial short-term 
discipline to be applied in a customized way to each class. Entitled “Semi-
nar of  Contextualization”, the discipline aims to introduce students to the 
concept and world scenario of  sustainability, promoting the understanding 
and reflection of  the relevance and need of  companies to adopt sustainable 
management processes. With this in mind, the school seeks to shape con-
scious, globally responsible and more prepared leaders for the challenges of  
the contemporary world.

A recent case study in engineering courses identified that the main 
challenges of  insertion of  sustainability in courses included; the debate of  
sustainable issues in a limited extent and only in specific disciplines, the 
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difficulty to create a comprehensive teaching of  sustainability, the absence 
of  practical and real examples of  how sustainability can be embedded in 
the course context and finally the fact that most activities and examples are 
focused on environmental issues (RAMPASSO et al, 2019).

Other research done with undergraduate students from a Federal 
University in Brazil found that their knowledge about sustainability is still 
overly focused on environmental issues, which would hinder their perfor-
mance in business management, impacting their ability to consider social 
and economic aspects in decision-making processes. (SOARES et al. 2017) 
On the other hand, for Langue et al. (2015), it is through the creation and 
transfer of  knowledge that business schools prepare their students to make 
responsible decisions. These issues inspired some research questions such 
as “which HEI (Higher Education Institutes) strategies may be adopted to 
teach sustainability education?” and “how much of  what is taught is ab-
sorbed by students?”.

To answer these questions this research aims to analyze the effective-
ness of  a sustainability training discipline created by ISAE Brazilian Busi-
ness School in raising awareness and promoting sustainable management 
reflection for executive students from different areas of  knowledge. The 
evaluation is made through the analysis of  the students’ learning curve. 
The data presented here were collected from the answers to questionnaires 
applied at the beginning and end of  each class of  the discipline taught in 
the year 2018. 

The research is informative and persuasive in the sense of  inspiring 
other institutions to assume the role of  protagonists in the education for 
sustainability, besides the analytical content of  evaluating the effectiveness 
of  the program that is being used as the object of  study.

In this regard, the article is structured as follows: an introduction 
with a presentation of  the objective of  the research followed by a brief  
approach to education for sustainability. The methodological procedures 
are described in the sequence in which the research was operationalized. 
The contextualization addresses the UN PRME initiative and the Agenda 
2030 for Sustainable Development as an inspiration to the discipline “re-



issn 2358-0917

600 ADMINISTRAÇÃO: ENSINO E PESQUISA RIO DE JANEIRO V. 20 No 3 P. 249–285 SET-DEZ  2019

norman de paula arruda filho, marcia regina martelozo  
cassitas hino e barbara s. przybylowicz beuter 

search object”, presented subsequently. The analysis and discussion of  
the results achieved by the Institution verify the applicability of  the disci-
pline in order to understand the contribution of  the “Seminar of  Contex-
tualization” to society.
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EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY

The transformative nature of  education was already addressed by Freire 
(1983) and Delors et al. (2006) even before the discussions on sustainability 
and sustainable development took place in our society. 

Delors et al. (2006) defend the potential of  education as a transforma-
tion factor by the understanding that teaching does not only include build-
ing and accumulating knowledge, but also learning to know, to do, to live 
together and to be. These four factors were enshrined as “The Four Pillars 
of  Education” by the International Commission on Education for the 21st 
Century (DELORS et al., 2006). 

“At a time when formal educational systems tend to privilege access 
to knowledge, to the detriment of other forms of learning, it is necessary to 
conceive education as a whole. This perspective should, in the future, inspire 
and guide educational reforms, whether in the elaboration of programs or 
the definition of new pedagogical policies” (DELORS et al., 2006, p.31-32).

Subsequently, a fifth pillar was added, devoted to learning how to 
transform oneself  and transform society. It recognizes that everyone, act-
ing individually and together, can transform the world since quality edu-
cation provides the tools for the transformation of  society. (ARRUDA FIL-
HO; SANTOS, 2017)

In this sense, Delors et al. (2006) reiterate that one of  the main roles 
reserved for education consists above all in endowing humanity with the 
capacity to dominate its own development in order to make each person 
take their destiny in their own hands and contribute to the progress of  the 
society in which they live, basing such development on the responsible par-
ticipation of  individuals and communities. 

“By taking on more responsibility in their own development, com-
munities learn to appreciate the role of  education as a means of  achieving 
societal goals and, at the same time, as a desirable improvement in the qual-
ity of  life” (DELORS et al., 2006, p.20).
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On the same line of  thought, Freire (1983) criticizes the model of  ed-
ucation in which the student only receives information in a passive position 
of  cumulative character. Known as the greatest defender when it comes to 
the pedagogical practices of  a transformative education for the young and 
adult, Freire defends that the main goal of  an institute of  education is to 
prepare its students to be agents of  transformation (SANTOS, 2016).

With regard to environmental matters, Freire (2004 apud DICK-
MANN, 2010) established the concept of  Liberating Environmental Edu-
cation (or Social-Environmental Education) as one which considers social, 
cultural, economic and political issues, among others. Likewise, Jacobi 
(2003) argues that Liberating Environmental Education is committed to 
the construction of  critical and emancipated subjects, involved and inter-
ested in the transformation of  the reality where they are inserted and as 
citizens aware of  their role in the world and in society. In the same way, 
Achkar (2007) affirms that environmental education is a powerful tool to 
train citizens committed to the development of  collective enterprises based 
on deep socio-environmental justice criteria.

Therefore, education with a global and systemic vision is an educa-
tion with the potential to transform the reality that we live in so as to meet 
the needs of  a more just and egalitarian development. This perspective 
represents the evolution from the concept of  Liberating Environmental 
Education to Education for Sustainability or education for sustainable de-
velopment since it can be understood as one based on a socially desirable, 
economically viable and ecologically prudent world (SACHS, 1986).

It was in the environmental movement in the early 1980s that discus-
sions began on education for sustainability at the United Nations. In partic-
ular, the Decade of  Education for Sustainable Development, established in 
December 2002 by the General Assembly of  the United Nations through 
Resolution 57/254, covering the years 2005 to 2014 (GADOTTI, 2008). One 
of  that decade’s main objectives was to raise the issue of  the need to re-
formulate school curricula in order to integrate sustainable development 
principles, values,   and practices into all aspects of  education and teaching 
(UNESCO, 2005).
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Along these lines, education for sustainable development, accord-
ing to UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Or-
ganization) is the vision of  an education that seeks to empower people 
to take responsibility for creating a responsible future. It aims at improv-
ing access to a quality basic education, reorienting education curricula, 
training and raising public awareness as well as helping people to develop 
their behaviors, skills, and knowledge they need, now and in the future 
(UNESCO, 2002).

Despite the discussions of  the scientific community on the differenc-
es between the terms “education for sustainable development” and “educa-
tion for sustainability”, this article will not focus on analyzing the terms by 
understanding their complementarities. For the discussion that follows, we 
will adopt Gadotti’s (2008) and Dickman’s (2010) vision, that states that sus-
tainability encompasses something far beyond the preservation of  natural 
resources and the viability of  a development without aggression to the en-
vironment, since it implies a balance of  the human beings with themselves 
and with the planet.

“Therefore, education for sustainability needs to be carefully 
thought, connected to the complex reality in its multiple dimensions, in 
order to protect the planet and the quality of  life of  its inhabitants” (DICK-
MANN, 2010, 42).

Thus, sustainability education is understood to be interdisciplinary, 
making use of  a variety of  pedagogical techniques that promote partici-
patory learning and higher-order thinking skills (UNESCO, 2005). Freire 
(1983) brought to light the transdisciplinarity issue in education as a con-
struction of  a more global and systemic view of  the subjects studied.

The Transdisciplinarity Charter adopted at the First International 
Congress of  Transdisciplinarity, which took place at Arrábida Convent, 
Portugal, in 1994, states that an authentic education should teach to con-
textualize, concretize and globalize themes, recognizing the existence of  
different levels of  reality, governed by different logics (FREITAS et al., 
1994). For Nicolescu (2000), as the prefix “trans” indicates, transdiscipli-
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narity involves a range of  disciplines that are, at the same time, mixed be-
tween them and beyond each individual one. Its goal is the understanding 
of  the present world, of  which one of  the imperatives is the overarching 
unity of  knowledge.

To reach this understanding, it is important to incentive students in 
the development of  a systemic vision attentive to issues such as solidari-
ty and responsibility, which for Gadotti (2008) are now requirements for 
the survival of  the planet and the human beings who live in it. Lozano et 
al. (2015) also emphasize that the integration of  sustainable development 
has become a relevant topic for Higher Education Institutes (HEI) and that 
some schools took the responsibility to promote the sustainable develop-
ment principles. 

However, for transformation to be effective, schools need to under-
stand that delivery cannot stick to technical and restrictive content, yet it 
must allow the student to develop a more global and disruptive view. For 
Senge (1990), learning does not mean reproducing behaviors or memoriz-
ing certain contents, but developing the capacity for reflection, understand-
ing, and self-transformation.

Rocha Loures (2004) emphasizes that there is a great urgency in 
the effort to discover areas that are common to all disciplines and a re-
orientation of  educational approaches in terms of  curriculum, content, 
pedagogy and evaluation is extremely necessary. The author sees this as 
a weakness of  the educational system, to Rocha Loures (2006) “transdis-
ciplinarity would not be an almost insurmountable challenge if  our high-
er education institutions were truly organized to promote it” (ROCHA 
LOURES, 2004, p.40).

UNESCO itself  advocates interdisciplinarity and holism as specific 
characteristics necessary for sustainability education, understood in the 
integration of  curricula of  the disciplines and aligned with values guid-
ance, critical thinking and participatory decision making (ROCHA LOU-
RES, 2004).
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STRATEGIES FOR SUSTAINABILITY EDUCATION

Education has to be an inspiring way of  thinking directed toward sustain-
ability. Although Delors (2006) emphasizes that education cannot be seen 
as a sole saving strategy, but as a source for understanding the complexity 
of  global phenomena that are underway, Santos (2016) defends that the 
construction of  new bits of  knowledge propels the transformations in our 
daily doings. 

At the forefront of  the actions required for the ideal of  sustainable 
development, the United Nations works through funds, programs, special-
ized agencies and initiatives that seek to align this purpose. Specifically, in 
the area of    education, this article brings to light the performance of  the 
PRME (Principles for Responsible Management Education) initiative.

“The PRME is a United Nations-supported initiative founded as a 
platform to raise the profile of  sustainability in schools around the world 
and to equip today’s business students with the understanding and ability 
to deliver change tomorrow” (PRME, 2018).

Launched in 2007 at the UN Global Compact Leaders Summit in Ge-
neva, Switzerland, PRME’s main challenge is to institutionalize responsible 
executive education, highlighting the strategic role of  business schools in 
this mission.

The institutions that join the PRME take on the commitments to 
report progress to all stakeholders and share practices related to the six 
principles described below (HAERTLE et al., 2017): 

 - Purpose: We will develop the capabilities of  students to be future 
generators of  sustainable value for business and society at large 
and to work for an inclusive and sustainable global economy.

 - Values: We will incorporate into our academic activities and cur-
ricula the values of  global social responsibility as portrayed in 
international initiatives such as the United Nations Global Com-
pact.
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 - Method: We will create educational frameworks, materials, pro-
cesses, and environments that enable effective learning experi-
ences for responsible leadership.

 - Research: We will engage in conceptual and empirical research 
that shall advance our understanding of  the role, dynamics, and 
impact of  corporations in the creation of  sustainable social, envi-
ronmental and economic value.  

 - Partnership: We will interact with managers of  business corpo-
rations to extend our knowledge of  their challenges in meeting 
social and environmental responsibilities as well as to explore 
jointly effective approaches to meeting these challenges.

 - Dialogue: We will facilitate and support dialog and debate among 
educators, students, business, government, consumers, media, 
civil society organizations and other interested groups and stake-
holders on critical issues related to global social responsibility 
and sustainability.

In the event commemorating the ten years of  the initiative, the prin-
ciple “Values” was revised, incorporating the question of  the need to in-
clude in the organizational practice the values taught to the students, there-
by increasing the degree of  commitment and alignment of  the signatory 
institutions.

“With this change, we want to emphasize the importance of  our 
own organizations’ practices as role models and to ensure that our own prac-
tices are consistent with what we teach and research. This is the first change 
of  the Principles since they were introduced in 2007” (PRME, 2017, p.3).

The same document also confirms an update of  the PRME mission, 
with a view to launching Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development in 
2015. According to the authors,

 
“(…) together with the six PRME Principles, the SDGs have become 

the fundament of  the PRME initiative and guided our strategic review pro-
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cess in 2016, resulting in an updated mission statement: Realizing the Sus-
tainable Development Goals through responsible management education” 
(PRME, 2017, p.2).

The Agenda 2030, also known as Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), consists of  a series of  17 objectives and 169 goals focused on solv-
ing a wide range of  challenges. The topics covered range from the erad-
ication of  extreme poverty and hunger to the promotion of  health and 
well-being across the globe, gender equality and quality education for all, 
urgent concerns regarding water, energy, economic, infrastructure, con-
sumption, climate, our ecosystems and institutions for peace and sustain-
able development. (PARKES et al., 2017) 

Business schools have the responsibility to translate this important 
global plan into something that impacts their community through stake-
holder engagement (WEYBRECHT, 2017). To do so, including the Agenda 
2030 in the school curriculum consists of  an opportunity within the think-
ing of  sustainability education, in order to promote critical awareness, ex-
change of  ideas, the elaboration of  projects and research in this direction. 
Aleixo et al. (2018) highlight that the engagement of  HEIs on sustainability 
principles has been increased around the world, therefore this study seeks 
to contribute to the vivid discussions about education on sustainability and 
teaching approaches.

The next topic presents the institutional context, in order to clarify 
the position adopted by the institution and its doings as a disseminator of  
education for sustainability.
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INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

Signatory of  the UN Global Compact1 initiatives since 2004 and UN PRME 
- Principles for Responsible Management Education - since 2007, the ISAE busi-
ness school defined being a protagonist of  sustainable development, inspir-
ing globally responsible leaders through a transformative education as its 
mission. With this, it seeks to inspire students in the adoption of  responsible 
practices that generate economic and socio-environmental development, 
promoting values, principles, and visions for sustainable global management.

ISAE (Higher Institute of  Business and Economics) is a business 
school inaugurated in 1996 in the city of  Curitiba, southern Brazil. Annu-
ally, the school has an average of  approximately 6,000 students divided into 
short, medium and long-term courses, such as undergraduate, postgradu-
ate, specialization and professional master’s degrees.

The schools’ values are; governance, innovation, sustainability, eth-
ics, leadership, and entrepreneurship, applied both in internal management 
policies and in curriculum and educational practices. Hence, it adopts a 
hybrid teaching model that aims to unite theory and practice, promoting 
actions that see beyond the limits of  the classroom, acting in accordance 
with the demands of  society (ARRUDA FILHO, 2015).

Inspired by Morin’s (2003) ideas on the role of  transculturality in 
teaching,  the school created the educational model PerspectivAÇÃO (Per-
spectivACTION) which consists of  a series of  extension activities open to 
each and every student in the institution.

The PerspectivAÇÃO educational model is composed of  14 interde-
pendent activities that together represent a new way of  effectuating the 
education of  leaders and managers. This set of  activities is divided into four 
curricular blocks, structured to accommodate multiple learning strategies. 
Each block, although presenting a differentiated emphasis, is closely related 
to the others, and together they converge to build a desired output profile: 
the globally responsible leader (ARRUDA FILHO, 2015).

1 Global Compact is the world’s largest corporate sustainability initiative. A call to companies to align strategies 
and operations with universal principles on human rights, labor, environment and anti-corruption, and take 
actions that advance societal goals. https://www.unglobalcompact.org/what-is-gc
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Figure 2 ISAE PerspectivAÇÃO educational model

Source: ISAE Institution Files

The aim of  PerspectivAÇÃO is to provide students with the opportu-
nity to develop transversal abilities throughout their regular course. Thus, 
students have access to workshops, technical visits, volunteering programs, 
coaching sessions and career path development counseling, improving their 
résumés attributes. 

The discipline “Seminar of  Contextualization” presented in this 
study was developed from the union of  three activities of  the Perspectiv-
AÇÃO educational model: Principles and concepts; Learning community; 
and Career Legacy. The purpose of  the compilation of  activities is to pre-
pare students as permanent learners, developing a taste for exchanging ex-
periences, reviewing preconceptions and concepts, proactivity and group 
learning (ARRUDA FILHO, 2015).
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In view of  its commitment to the UN initiatives, from 2015, ISAE ad-
hered to the Agenda 2030 of  Sustainable Development and its curriculum, 
initiating a series of  actions to promote the theme among its stakeholders. 
Among the main activities are:

 - The theme became the main focus of  the lectures and seminars 
given by the President of  the Institution in various business seg-
ments nationally and internationally; 

 - Organizing large events that mobilized government represen-
tatives, UN representatives, members of  the private sector and 
educational institutions to discuss and outline strategies for im-
plementing the Agenda 2030 locally and nationally.

 - Internally, carrying out a campaign to disseminate the 17 Sus-
tainable Development Goals, encouraging the mobilization of  
stakeholders with strong visual communication and training for 
employees, teachers, students, and suppliers;

 - The institution’s Sustainability Report was revised in order to 
identify and report actions that are aligned with SDGs. In 2017, 
ISAE received a formal PRME recognition for creativity in re-
porting SDG in the Report;

 - The teaching methodology of  the Sustainability discipline in the 
Organizations of  the Professional Masters in Governance and 
Sustainability of  ISAE was reformulated so that it had the SDGs 
as its background. The main objective of  the discipline has been 
to make the students know, understand and become aware of  
how to identify the SDGs, promoting their implementation with-
in the companies’ strategies.

 - Incorporation of  Agenda 2030 in the syllabus of  the first disci-
pline of  all courses promoted by ISAE, regardless of  the specific 
area. The discipline in question that receives the name of  “Semi-
nar of  Contextualization” is the object of  study of  this research.
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THE SEMINAR OF CONTEXTUALIZATION

For those who already discuss sustainability, the way the subject perme-
ates society is much more obvious than for those who have a more techni-
cal and segmented view. In this way, the appeal with respect to the social 
responsibility of  each individual towards global sustainability needs to be 
much greater. 

For ISAE’s students, regardless of  the course chosen, besides the tech-
nical curriculum, the institution incentives them to participate in an initial 
discipline that seeks to present the institutional presentation of  ISAE based 
on its guiding concepts, contextualization on Global Leadership, presenta-
tion of  the principles of  the UN Global Compact and PRME initiatives and 
the Sustainable Development Goals. As this participation is voluntary, the 
group is not always reached in its entirety.

As ISAE works with short, medium and long-term courses, this ini-
tial discipline has a variable timetable of  four to twenty-four hours. The 
main objective of  the “Seminar of  Contextualization” is to raise students’ 
awareness of  sustainable thinking, leading to the adoption of  responsible 
leadership practices. The customization of  the discipline takes place ac-
cording to the profile of  the class in view of  the specific course area, to be 
developed in the subsequent meetings. 

Table 1 presents the themes and its fundamentals covered in the dis-
cipline. The material is updated at each edition. No matter the variation of  
the class duration, no theme is excluded from the program, with changes 
only regarding the depth of  approach and discussions promoted. The vari-
ety of  topics addressed in the discipline contradicts Soares et al. (2017) by 
not including solely environmental themes in the scope of  the discipline. 
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Table 1 Themes covered at Seminar of  Contextualization

Theme Scope

Learning 
community

The concept promotes a collaborative and sharing learning 
environment in which students are incited to collaborate 
with the discussions and constructions nurtured in the 
classroom.

Sustainable 
development

Current socio-economic contexts as well as environmental, 
political and cultural crises. The idea of  a development that 
enables better conditions for people and the planet.

Sustainability 
tripod

Corporate sustainability based on three main axes: 
economic development, social justice, and environmental 
preservation.

Ecological 
footprint

The impact of  and on man and organizations across the 
planet.

Systemic 
thinking

Encouragement when it comes to the development of  a 
holistic vision that considers the whole chain impacted by 
the choices and attitudes we take within organizations.

Global 
compact

Historical context, purpose, and principles pertaining to the 
Global Compact.

PRME
What is and how was built the role of  HEIs in the imple-
mentation of  the Principles for Responsible Management 
Education.

SDGs
Presentation of  17 Sustainable Development Goals and 
their 169 objectives. Historical context, Brazilian and world 
performance, main challenges for SDGs, highlighted cases.

Globally 
responsible 
leadership

Characteristics of  globally responsible leadership, their 
choices, challenges, and consequences. Through the 
presentation of  inspiring cases, students are encouraged to 
take a leading role in promoting change in how they deal 
with being leaders.

Legacy 
concept

Central points that differentiate a career and the construc-
tion of  a legacy, once again highlighting the relevance of  
individual actions within the context of  the social transfor-
mation that the planet needs for sustainable development.
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Classes are planned from a “storytelling” approach created by Book-
er (2006) which deals with the act of  overcoming the “monster”. In this 
strategy, commonly applied in publicity, there is a set of  threats and obsta-
cles which must be overcome by a hero with a pioneer posture, equipped 
with courage and purpose. Therefore, the discourse of  the Seminar of  
Contextualization begins with the presentation of  the current situation of  
the world in the three basic axes of  sustainability: social, environmental 
and economic (ELKINGTON, 2001).

Taking this context into account, we emphasize the characteristics 
of  inspiring leaders that promote the change of  the mindset of  people and 
organizations and who have achieved important results, contributing to 
sustainable development. The purpose here is to inspire by example, by 
presenting cases and results.

Finally, the classes are intended to induce a call-to-action by encour-
aging participant engagement and reinforcing each other’s role in promot-
ing change regardless of  area of  expertise and workstream. The idea is to 
emphasize the importance of  systemic thinking so that students can under-
stand the concept of  shared responsibility and the impact of  their choices 
on society.

The conduction of  the classes follows a dynamic of  students’ presen-
tations, bringing cases and videos for illustration. The dynamics promote 
group work and public lectures. There is a strong incentive for self-reflec-
tion, self-analysis and the establishment of  improvement points focusing 
on mindset and attitude change.

To ensure unity in the discourse, in the didactics and in the approach 
of  the Seminar of  Contextualization, the institution trained a group of  
teachers who take turns in the application of  the discipline according to 
the internal agenda.

To follow both the teachers’ performance and to diagnose the stu-
dents’ understanding of  the topics covered in the course, the institution 
developed a methodology for measuring results. That is, a form composed 
of  a series of  questions to be applied at the beginning and end of  each 
“Seminar”. 
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The form has 10 questions intended to measure students’ knowledge 
about the topics that will be addressed in the discipline. The questionnaire 
is first applied before the class starts, in the classroom, but before any con-
textualization about the topics that will be tackled there. The questions 
are projected on a screen and the students have a few minutes to fill out 
a numbered form. With each question students have immediate access to 
the answer, thus assessing their performance. Following, the class starts 
within the parameters previously mentioned in this research. Before the 
class ends, students receive another blank form and are reintroduced to the 
same quiz applied at the beginning of  the meeting. Again, they have a few 
minutes to answer and check on their performance immediately after an-
swering each question, making it possible to create a survey of  the learning 
curve of  each student.

Based on the analysis of  this curve, this article evaluates the effective-
ness of  the discipline, contributing to the understanding of  this initiative 
on raising awareness and promoting sustainable management reflection for 
executive students from different areas of  knowledge.

The main challenge reported by the institution for the feasibility of  
the discipline refers to the fact that since it is not part of  the curriculum of  
the course chosen, the participation of  the students in the subject is volun-
tary, requiring an initial motivation for their adherence. In the same way, 
the customization of  the discipline requires a differentiated dedication of  
each teacher, in the sense of  helping the students to identify with the theme 
from their area of  expertise. This approach makes the discipline unique to 
each participant as it approaches their reality.
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METHODOLOGY PROCEDURES 

The purpose of  research is what should define the methods of  analysis. 
Thus, this research has a quantitative approach, in which the explanation 
of  the phenomenon is given “by collecting numerical data that are ana-
lyzed using mathematically based methods (in particular, statistics)” (MUI-
JS, 2010, p.1). The analysis is focused on the participants’ learning curve 
variation, understanding it as a diagnosis of  the strategic maturity acquired 
in the subject at hand.

The research made use of  secondary data to perform an evaluation, 
contemplating the bibliographic and documentary survey. The documen-
tary survey consisted of  three documents: a) Questionnaire on main con-
cepts and principles of  sustainability; b) Results of  the form that measures 
the level of  knowledge before the exposure in the discipline, and; c) Results 
of  the form that measures the level of  knowledge acquired at the end of  
the discipline.

The Institution ceded the paper versions of  a total of  169 measure-
ment forms that determine the level of  knowledge acquired by the stu-
dents, referring to 97 students from seven different classes. 

Simultaneous to the reading of  the data, the information was includ-
ed in an excel® spreadsheet. To ensure their accuracy, the researchers re-
viewed and validated the data included in the worksheet that would be 
used in the analysis process to certify the accuracy of  the information that 
would be used for analysis.

The research took a quantitative approach. The analysis was per-
formed with a statistical treatment composed of  descriptive statistics, using 
measurements of  position and variability, which include mean, frequency, 
standard deviation, and standard error. The effectiveness of  the initiative 
was analyzed by measuring the variation of  the level of  knowledge ac-
quired by each student and captured through a questionnaire applied be-
fore and after the “Seminar of  Contextualization” discipline. 

The descriptive analysis through position measures has been gaining 
space and recognition from society. The use of  student test scores has also 
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been used to assess teacher performance, and the possibility of  using stu-
dent performance data to uncover main effects, such as school administra-
tors, has attracted government attention (UNTERHALTER, 2019).

The initial descriptive analysis was later enriched with intragroup 
comparison statistical analyzes, performed by using the T-test for paired or 
dependent samples (FIELD, 2009). This type of  test is appropriate “when 
observations of  the two samples are made on the same individual, for in-
stance, by measuring a characteristic of  the individual before and after un-
dergoing treatment” (BUSSAB; MORETTIN, 2013, p. 364).

As part of  the preparation of  the data for analysis, and considering 
that the forms, while addressing the same themes, could have different ap-
proaches and a disparate number of  questions, due to the duration of  the 
discipline in each course, it was necessary to standardize the data so that 
they could be comparable. The SPSS® tool supported the whole statistical 
analysis process.
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RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

As a way of  approximation and knowledge of  the data, Table 2 presents 
an analysis from the perspective of  students, in which it was verified that 
37.1% of  respondents were female (n = 36) and 62.9% were male (n = 61). 
Results show that the students were distributed in 6 different classes, where 
the number of  students ranged from 4 to 35 students per class. This vari-
ation is explained by applying the form in classes of  2018, including short, 
medium and long-term courses, as well as courses in the in-company mod-
el, so it is common that the number of  students can vary widely. Additional 
to this, the discipline was not obligatory and the students could decide not 
to participate without prejudice to the course.

The analysis also allowed the identification that 26.8% of  the stu-
dents answered the form only once and 73.2% answered the two forms 
applied. The percentage of  completion of  the two forms demonstrates that 
the integration of  sustainable development has become a relevant topic not 
only for Higher Education Institutes but for the students also, expanding 
the study of  Lozano et al. (2015). This is also reinforced due to the fact that 
the application of  the form is the first and last activity of  the discipline, so 
that students who arrive late in class do not respond to the first form, and 
students who leave before the discipline ends do not respond to the form 
at the end of  the discipline. In both situations, these cases were not consid-
ered for analysis purposes, remaining a total of  71 students and 142 forms. 



issn 2358-0917

618 ADMINISTRAÇÃO: ENSINO E PESQUISA RIO DE JANEIRO V. 20 No 3 P. 249–285 SET-DEZ  2019

norman de paula arruda filho, marcia regina martelozo  
cassitas hino e barbara s. przybylowicz beuter 

Table 2 Descriptive Analysis per Student and per Form

Student Information Form Information
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Gender
Female 36 37.1 37.1 58 34.3 34.3
Male 61 62.9 100.0 111 65.7 100.0
        Total 97 100.0 169 100.0

Class

Class 1 8 8.2 8.2 16 9.5 9.5
Class 2 7 7.2 15.5 10 5.9 15.4
Class 3 35 36.1 51.5 62 36.7 52.1
Class 4 9 9.3 60.8 17 10.1 62.1
Class 5 4 4.1 64.9 6 3.6 65.7
Class 6 34 35.1 100.0 58 34.3 100.0
        Total 97 100.0 169 100.0

Form Qty per 
Student

1 Form 26 26.8 26.8
2 Forms 71 73.2 100.0
        Total 97 100.0

Form Type
Begining 88 52.1 52.1
End 81 47.9 100.0
        Total 169 100.0

Number of  
Questions 
in the Form 

7 questions 22 13.0 13.0
10 questions 17 10.1 23.1
14 questions 58 34.3 57.4
15 questions 72 42.6 100.0
        Total 169 100.0

A second analysis was based on the perspective of  each completed 
form, aiming at assessing the level of  knowledge before and the one ac-
quired after the discipline. Therefore, the 169 forms (n = 169) were again 
analyzed and organized in Table 2.
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From this perspective, a change in the data was identified, with 34.3% 
of  the forms being for women (n = 58) and 65.7% for men (n = 111).  With 
regards to the classes, the forms are distributed among six classes in which 
class 1 has 16 forms (9.5%), class 2 has 10 forms (5.9%), class 3 has 62 forms 
(36.7%), class 4 has 17 forms (10.1%), class 5 has 6 forms (3.6%) and class 6 
has 58 forms (34.3%). Among the forms that were applied, 52.1% (n = 88) 
referred to the initial test and 47.9% referred to the final test (n = 81).

The number of  questions on the form was also analyzed, as it varies 
according to the hours of  the discipline, which is also defined according 
to the duration of  the discipline where it is being applied. This approach 
corroborates Rampasso et al (2019) demonstrating how sustainability can 
be embedded in different course contexts. Forms were developed with 7 to 
15 questions. Forms with 7 questions represent 13% of  the total forms ana-
lyzed (n = 22), the 10 questions represent 10.1% (n = 17), the 14 questions 
are responsible for 34.3% (n = 58) and the 15 questions represent 42.6% (n 
= 72) of  the total of  forms analyzed. 

As a result of  the use of  forms with different amounts of  questions, 
it was necessary to transform the volume of  hits to the percentage of  hits 
so that the data could be comparable. The following calculation formula 
was used:

HitPercentage =
 HitPercentage

   NumberofQuestionsintheForm  

Table 3 presents a compilation of  the analysis data regarding the 
effectiveness of  the discipline, which identified a significant variation be-
tween the average of  correct answers in the questionnaires applied be-
fore and after the discipline. While the initial average found before the 
discipline presents a total of  0.569% hits, after the discipline, there is an 
evolution to 0.904% correct answers, representing an increase of  33 per-
centage points.

When evaluating the median, that is, the variation where most hits 
are, the data also show that, among the study participants, the concentra-



issn 2358-0917

620 ADMINISTRAÇÃO: ENSINO E PESQUISA RIO DE JANEIRO V. 20 No 3 P. 249–285 SET-DEZ  2019

norman de paula arruda filho, marcia regina martelozo  
cassitas hino e barbara s. przybylowicz beuter 

tion of  correctness in the initial form was 0.571, while after the class the 
concentration of  knowledge changed to 0.933.

Table 3 Effectiveness Analysis
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Form 

Begining
.569 .018 .532 .606 .572 .571 .030 .173 .143 1.000 .857 .263

Form 

End
.904 .012 .880 .929 .916 .933 .012 .110 .571 1.000 .429 .143

The analysis in a graphical way (Graphic 1) makes the amplitude of  
certain answers of  the initial form evident, varying from 0.143 to 0.571 in 
the final form. The chart also shows that the minimum level of  knowledge 
of  all participants after the discipline equals almost 75% of  the initial form’s 
level of  accuracy. The graphic shows three answers that are not aligned 
with the others, being considered outliers, that is, out of  the group response 
standard. They are represented in the graphic by the three isolated points.

A more in-depth assessment related to the duration of  the discipline 
reflected in the number of  questions in the form applied before and after, 
suggests that, regardless of  the duration of  the discipline, the content can 
be fully assimilated by the participants (Graphic 2). 
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Graphic 1 Boxplot by Form Type

Graphic 2 Boxplot by Number of  Questions per Form
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However, the data demonstrates that the most effective knowledge 
is acquired from the medium - represented by the ten-question form - and 
long duration discipline - represented by the fourteen and fifteen question 
forms. All of  these subjects have a 100% accuracy concentration in the 
final forms, regardless of  their duration. These results strengthen Senge 
(1990), since it is understood that if  students are given more time devoted 
to reflection, understanding, and self-transformation, better results end up 
taking place.

The graphics presented are intended to visually represent the data 
found and to verify the significant evolution of  the knowledge acquired 
among the participants of  the discipline. Thus, the researchers sought to 
identify both the institution students’ level of  general knowledge regarding 
themes related to sustainability and the importance of  strategies in order 
to broaden the knowledge of  society in this sense.

The analysis based on the use of  the T-test allowed to evaluate the 
students’ individual performance while considering the results of  the form 
before and after their participation in the Seminar of  Contextualization. 
This analysis differs from previous tests because it considers only student 
forms that completed the initial and final versions, that is, completed the 
questionnaire before and after the course.

On average, participating students show greater knowledge after the 
contextualization discipline (M = 0.9191, standard error = 0.01163) than be-
fore the beginning of  the discipline (M = 0.5633, standard error = 0.02160, 
t (72) = -19.133, (p = 0.001, r = 0.92). Besides being statistically significant, 
the effect is also considerable (r = 0.92). In line with Langue et al. (2015) 
study, the results attest to the transfer of  knowledge conveyed by business 
schools, preparing the students to make responsible decisions.
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FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

This article proposes to present a case study on the creation of  a sustain-
ability discipline, applied transversally in a Brazilian business school, in or-
der to promote a vision of  sustainable management among new and future 
leaderships. 

From the analysis of  the evolution of  the learning acquired by the 
evaluated students, it becomes evident the effectiveness of  the applied 
methodology and, consequently, its role of  prominence in the process of  
sensitization of  the leaderships in search of  a more sustainable world.

Although nearly five years have passed since the end of  UNESCO’s 
established Decade of  Education for Sustainable Development, it is be-
lieved that much remains to be done to guide education institutions to 
adopt education for sustainability across different curricula.

Amongst the existing movements, this article highlights the UN 
PRME - Principles for Responsible Management Education initiative, in 
view of  the support from the United Nations and its governance structure, 
which lists principles to be followed and advocates a reporting policy to 
monitor actions carried out by the signatory schools.

In this sense, the case presented in this study aims to serve as an ex-
ample and inspiration for other HEI in the development of  strategies that 
combat the unilaterality of  sustainability and promote transculturality in 
education, addressing the three axes of  sustainability with the same weight 
of  importance, incorporating such context into the courses of  different 
areas of  knowledge. A differential of  the Seminar of  Contextualization is 
that it encourages the integration of  the class and seeks to sensitize stu-
dents to the importance of  developing new behavioral skills necessary to 
meet the challenges of  economic, social and environmental sustainability. 
In addressing the principles of  the UN, Global Pact and PRME initiatives, 
it highlights the purpose of  the school and the expectation of  engaging 
students as a community.

For the authors presented in this research, effective education pre-
supposes a transformation of  thinking in which the student changes his/
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her passive posture to adopt a protagonist profile of  his/her learning. This 
line of  thought within the context of  education for sustainability presup-
poses the valorization of  the vision of  development on a sustainable basis 
and aimed at building a more just and egalitarian future.

By analyzing the learning curve of  participants in the Seminar of  
Contextualization, after the discussions on Global Leadership, the prin-
ciples of  the UN Global Compact and PRME initiatives and the Agenda 
2030 for Sustainable Development, it was possible to see an evolution in the 
students’ knowledge, suggesting a greater involvement of  the participants 
with the theme.

The school has a social role that goes beyond its physical limits, in 
this line, the case presented is an important example of  acting, protago-
nism and practical application of  PRME’s global principles of  which the 
institution is a signatory. The social contribution of  this type of  initiative is 
characterized by the impact that the decisions of  these HEI leaders have on 
society. Preparing a student to be a globally responsible leader goes beyond 
teaching technical skills, it also must encompass an investment in the trans-
formative potential of  education.

As a limitation of  the research, the analysis applied here was limit-
ed to evaluating the initial and final data of  the applied questionnaire. It 
is understood that an evaluation from the perspective of  each one of  the 
questions of  the subject’s questionnaire is still possible, allowing for a bet-
ter evaluation of  the degree of  learning by topic.

Future research suggests a more detailed analysis considering the 
practical changes adopted and applied by the students in different segments 
of  the market, in order to attest the relevance of  the discipline in what per-
tains to the initiatives in favor of  education for sustainability and the role 
of  the school as a transforming agent of  reality. Another opportunity for 
future studies is the analysis of  topics discussed in the classroom, allowing 
to verify the need for greater and/or less dedication to each theme, in its 
process of  awareness for future transformation.
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