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Abstract

Sustainability is one of the most active research issues today. As public awareness of environ-
mental protection has risen, environmental education has become increasingly important. The
United Nations has started its Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), and
UNESCO suggests interdisciplinary approaches to ESD because the existing discipline is not
sufficient to meet the needs of the real world.

However, "ESD studies” are ambiguous because the term sustainable development, although
widely used, is not clearly defined. This article focuses on the social aspect of sustainability.
Specifically, the concept of social capital is used to analyze the connectedness among entities,
based on the assumption that the essential of ESD studies is not simply a collection of overlap-
ping areas of study such as environmental and gender education, but rather, requires a more
comprehensive perception for study restructuring the nature of education, formal as well as in-
formal, in society.

The article first reviews discussions of social capital. It covers the forms of capital, relationship
with human capital, networks, trust and norms, and disadvantages. The concept of social capi-
tal is applied, as a wider outcome of educational/learning activities, to ESD in recent Japanese
contexts. The loss of social connection is exemplified and the balance between social, human,
and economic capital is explained as important. Among the main points discussed are
empowerment of local actors by governmental initiatives and network building between
schools and the community as social capital study. ESD studies can be more meaningful if the

outcomes of these social interactions are considered in education research.
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