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Abstract:
Sustainable development, has become a crucial global concern, particularly for highly populated countries like India, because development defined as meeting present needs without compromising future generations’ ability to meet their own. This study explores the awareness of Sustainable Development (SD) among higher secondary school students in the Cooch Behar district of West Bengal. Adolescence is a critical developmental stage where knowledge and attitudes towards sustainability can significantly influence behavior and resource use. The research employed a descriptive survey method with a purposive sample of 80 students from classes XI and XII. Data was collected using a standardized self-developed questionnaire and analyzed using descriptive statistics and t-tests. Results indicate that a majority of students exhibit a moderate level of awareness towards SD, with no significant differences in awareness based on gender or locality. These findings underscore the need for targeted educational interventions to enhance awareness and positively shape students’ attitudes and behaviors toward sustainable development. The study contributes to literature and research on environmental education and calls for integrating sustainability more effectively into the secondary school curriculum.                                              
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Introduction
Sustainable development, a concept popularized by the Brundtland Commission in 1987, refers to "development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs." It encompasses three fundamental pillars: environmental protection, economic growth, and social equity. In the current era of rapid industrialization, environmental degradation, and social transformation, sustainable development has emerged as a global priority. For any nation, especially a developing country like India, the awareness and active participation of its younger population are crucial in achieving the objectives of sustainable development. Schools, particularly at the higher secondary level, play a significant role in shaping the mindset and behavioral patterns of future citizens.
In India, various policies and educational reforms have emphasized the integration of environmental education and sustainable development into school curricula. The National Curriculum Framework (NCF) and the New Education Policy (NEP) 2020 both stress the importance of sustainability-related content in promoting ecological consciousness and responsible citizenship among students. Despite these efforts, there remains a considerable disparity in the level of awareness and understanding of sustainable development among students from different regions and socio-economic backgrounds.
The Coochbehar district in the state of West Bengal is a unique region with a blend of urban and rural characteristics, rich cultural heritage, and diverse natural resources. Being predominantly agrarian and situated near ecologically sensitive zones like the Eastern Himalayan foothills and the Indo-Bhutan border, Coochbehar faces multiple developmental challenges, including deforestation, water pollution, waste management issues, and agricultural sustainability. In such a context, assessing the awareness of sustainable development among higher secondary school students in this region is both timely and essential. These students represent the emerging youth population who will be responsible for local development planning, environmental stewardship, and community well-being in the future.
Understanding students’ knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors regarding sustainability not only helps in evaluating the effectiveness of current educational practices but also provides direction for policy interventions, curriculum reforms, and community outreach initiatives. 
This research aims to investigate the level of awareness of sustainable development among higher secondary school students in Coochbehar district, West Bengal. It seeks to explore their understanding of sustainability issues, assess their concern for environmental and social problems, and examine the role of formal education in shaping their awareness. The findings of this study will be valuable for educators, policymakers, and environmental activists aiming to foster a more informed and responsible generation capable of contributing meaningfully to Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
Background of the Study
Education for Sustainable development has emerged as one of the most critical global priorities in the 21st century, encompassing the balanced integration of environmental protection, economic development, and social equity. First conceptualized in the 1987 Brundtland Commission Report, sustainable development emphasizes meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Over the years, this concept has evolved to include the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by the United Nations in 2015, covering a wide range of objectives such as poverty eradication, clean water, quality education, climate action, gender equality, and responsible consumption.
In this global context, education has been recognized as a powerful tool for promoting sustainable development. UNESCO and other international organizations have advocated for Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), which aims to empower learners with the knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes needed to make informed decisions and take responsible actions for environmental integrity, economic viability, and a just society. The importance of integrating sustainability education at all levels—from primary schools to higher education—is now widely acknowledged.
India, as a signatory to the UN’s Agenda 2030 regarding Education for Sustainable Development, has taken several initiatives to promote awareness and action toward the SDGs. The Indian education system, guided by policies such as the National Curriculum Framework (NCF) and the New Education Policy (NEP) 2020, emphasizes environmental education, life skills, and the inclusion of sustainability concepts across disciplines. Several curricular reforms have been introduced to help students understand their roles as responsible citizens and future leaders in sustainable development.
Despite these policy initiatives, the implementation of Education for Sustainable Development remains uneven across different regions of the country. There is a significant variation in the level of awareness and engagement with sustainability issues among students, often influenced by factors such as geographical location, socio-economic status, school infrastructure, teacher training, and curriculum delivery methods. While urban schools may have better resources and exposure to environmental programs, students in rural and semi-urban areas often face challenges in accessing quality education on sustainability issues.
In this context, the role of education, particularly at the higher secondary level, becomes crucial. Students in classes XI and XII are at a formative stage of intellectual and social development. They are more capable of critical thinking and are more likely to engage with complex global and local issues, including those related to sustainability. Their awareness and attitudes toward sustainable development can significantly influence the future trajectory of the region's growth and environmental management.
However, limited research has been conducted to assess the actual level of awareness about sustainable development among higher secondary students in Coochbehar. Questions remain as to whether students understand the concept, recognize its relevance to their lives and communities, or feel empowered to take action. Additionally, there is a need to explore how different variables—such as the type of school (government vs. private), gender, and locality (urban vs. rural)—affect students' awareness levels.
Understanding these dynamics is essential for developing targeted educational interventions, improving curriculum content, and enhancing teacher training programs. The findings can contribute to more effective policy formulation and grassroots initiatives aimed at fostering a sustainability-conscious generation. Therefore, this study seeks to examine the awareness of sustainable development among higher secondary school students in the Coochbehar district, providing a localized perspective on a global educational challenge.
Review of related literature
Kaur (2017) studied on “Effect of an activity-based learning package on attitude and awareness of adolescents towards education for sustainable development”. The purpose of the study was to examine of an activity-based learning package on attitude and awareness of adolescents towards education for sustainable development in terms of both dimensional and summated scorers. Results showed that there was a significant and positive effect of and activity-based learning package in education for sustainable development on attitude and awareness of adolescents towards environmental, social, economic sustainability separately and ESGs as a whole. 
Biswas (2018) studied on “Awareness on sustainable development among Secondary School students in papumpare District, Arunachal Pradesh”. The study examined awareness among school students on sustainable development.  The result of the study indicates that most of the respondents were aware of the SDGs but very few of them had knowledge about the SDGs. However, most of the respondents had positive attitude towards it, more participants with knowledge of the SDGs were either those have been enlightened via personal study of the SDGs or as belonging to the middle age group.
Sarkar (2020) studied on “Awareness of sustainable development among Secondary School students of Hooghly district’’. Objectives of the study are to evaluate the level of awareness of sustainable development among Secondary School students, to find out whether location of region play any role in the awareness of sustainable development among Secondary School students. Findings are the secondary school students of Hooghly district, have moderate level of awareness of sustainable development. There is significant difference between male and female student. Female students are significantly better than those are male student.
Florianna, Michael, et.al (2020) studied on “Sustainable Development concept awareness among students in higher education”. This study aims to survey students’ awareness, attitude and actions in regards to sustainable development. Result indicated that 40.7%(N=239) of the students surveyed have insufficient knowledge on sustainable development. Further findings revealed that final year students have the highest level of sustainable awareness (M=3.918, SD=.517), attitude (M=4.349, SD=.514) and action (M=4.365, SD =.538), compared with final year and second year students. 
Gandipilli (2021) studied on “Environmental education and sustainable development a study on Secondary Schools of Visakhapatnam for green governance’’. The study also aimed to understand the overall perception of teachers on environmental education and green governance of secondary schools for sustainable development. Result of the study indicated that female Secondary School teachers have more perception (143.24) on environmental education and sustainable development than male Secondary school teachers (138.02).
Kaur & Kaur (2022) studied on “Developing awareness and attitude towards sustainable through and activity -based intervention” The present study intended to examine the impact of an intervention on the attitude and awareness of adolescents towards sustainability and its dimensions using a Quasi-experimental research design. The results of the analysis of covariance revealed a positive and significant impact of the activity -based module for sustainable development on the awareness and attitude of school students towards sustainability and its dimensions.
Aaron et.al (2022) studied on “Knowledge, attitude and behaviour of teachers and students towards sustainable development of Pili’’. This study to assess the level and association of teacher's and students’ knowledge, attitude and behaviours regarding education for sustainable development. The findings indicate that, although the association among the knowledge, attitude and behaviour teachers are distinct from those of the students, they both perfect that perceived that processing favourable knowledge, and attitude are insufficient to generate positive behaviours.
Seema (2023) studied on “An analytical study on the content of textbook of secondary stage in schools of Delhi for integrating of education for sustainable development”. With regards to the aim of the study ‘To Fineout if the content of science textbook of secondary schools of Delhi (NCERT) integrated with imparting education for sustainable development’; it was concluded that ‘YES; the content of science textbooks of secondary schools of Delhi (NCERT) is well integrated with imparting education for sustainable development.
Rivas et.al (2024) studied on “Secondary school students and concern on sustainability and climate change”. The study focusses on findings out the concerns and knowledge of secondary school students from Valencia (Spain), who were surveyed during the academic year 2019-2020,2020-2021 and 2021-2022 about sustainability and climate change. The result show that the participating students are concerned about social-environmental problems. Particularly about climate change.
Suklun & Bengii (2024) studied on “Raising Awareness of sustainable development goals in higher education institution”. This study aims to explore how higher education Institutions can effectively raise awareness of Sustainable goals. The findings hold the potential to significantly enrich existing literature an awareness rising practices and the promoting of sustainability strategies, extending beyond higher education institutions to organisations at large.
Statement of the problem
Despite increasing global emphasis on sustainable development and its integration into educational policies in India, there remains a gap in understanding how effectively these concepts are being absorbed by students at the grassroots level. In the Coochbehar district of West Bengal—a region with significant environmental and socio-economic challenges—the level of awareness about sustainable development among higher secondary school students is largely unknown. This raises critical questions about the effectiveness of current educational practices, the role of school type, locality, and socio-economic factors, and the extent to which students are prepared to contribute to sustainable development goals. Therefore, this study seeks to assess and analyze the awareness of sustainable development among higher secondary students in Coochbehar district, accordingly, the problem was stated as – “Assessing Awareness of Sustainable Development Among Higher Secondary School Students in Coochbehar District, West Bengal.”
 Objectives of the study
(1) To assess the level of awareness of higher secondary school students towards sustainable development.
(2) To examine differences of awareness of higher secondary school students towards sustainable development in terms of gender.
(3) To examine differences of awareness of higher secondary school students towards sustainable development in terms of locality.
Research Question:
RQ1 – What is the status of awareness of higher secondary school students towards sustainable development?
Research Hypotheses:
H01 - There is no significant difference between the awareness of higher secondary school students towards sustainable development in terms of gender.
H02 - There is no significant difference between the awareness of higher secondary school students towards sustainable development in terms of locality.
Methodology
Method Used: The study is a descriptive type that used the descriptive survey method to gather relevant information. 
Source of Information: Researchers used only Primary Data from the selected sample as source of information in this study.
Population of the study: All the students of higher secondary school of Coochbehar District of West Bengal are considered as the population of the present study. 
Sample and Sampling of the study: Total 80 higher secondary school students of Cooch Behar District were taken as the representative sample of the whole population. Purposive sampling technique was used to select the required sample.
Tools of the study: Researchers used a self-made questionnaire for the collection of data for the present study. Researchers prepared a questionnaire which have included 30 questions and standardize the questionnaire by determining its validity and reliability. The validity of the tool determined by expert judgement and the reliability of the tool determined by test-retest method. Karl Pearsons product moment correlation between 2 scores of the tests was calculated. The test -retest reliability coefficient thus obtained is 0.83. 
Statistics Used: Researchers used descriptive statistics like mean and SD and t-test as inferential statistics.
Delimitation of the study: 
(1) Data collected from Cooch Behar District only. 
(2) Only Higher secondary school students Class (XI) & (XII) were used as sample.
Analysis and Interpretation of data:
RQ1 – What is the status of awareness of higher secondary school students towards sustainable development?
Table-1: Level and percentage wise distribution of awareness of students towards sustainable development
	Sl. No.
	Level of Awareness
	No. of Students
	Percentage of Students

	1
	High
	14
	17.5

	2
	Moderate
	66
	82.5

	3
	Low
	00
	00


 
From the above table we can clearly say that 14 students, which constitutes 17.5% of the total sample, demonstrated a high level of awareness. This group likely has a clear understanding of sustainable development concepts and shows strong engagement with environmental and social sustainability issues. The majority, 66 students (82.5%), fall into the moderate awareness category. These students possess a basic to average understanding of sustainable development but may not fully grasp all dimensions or lack active involvement in related practices. No students (0%) were categorized as having low awareness, indicating that all participants have at least some understandings of the concept of sustainable development.
Ho1- There is no significant difference between the awareness of higher secondary school students towards sustainable development in terms of gender. 
Table – 2: Awareness of secondary school students towards sustainable development in terms of gender
	Group
	N
	Mean
	SD
	df
	t-value

	Male
	30
	109.72
	7.47
	78
	0.6270

	Female
	50
	107.97
	10.40
	
	



The above table shows that the mean score of male students is 109.72 is slightly higher than that of female students, 107.97. Suggesting that males, on average, have a marginally greater awareness of sustainable development. However, the t-value of 0.6270 indicates that this difference is not statistically significant at conventional levels (typically, p < 0.05). So, we can say that there is no significant difference in the awareness of sustainable development between male and female secondary school students in this sample. This suggests that gender does not play a major role in influencing students’ awareness levels in this context.
Ho2- There is no significant difference between the awareness of higher secondary school students towards sustainable development in terms of locality.
Table-3: Awareness of higher secondary school students towards sustainable development in terms of locality
	Group
	N
	Mean
	SD
	df
	t-value

	Rural
	26
	108.42
	8.09
	47
	0.1485

	Urban
	23
	108.83
	10.85
	
	



The above table indicates that the mean awareness score for rural students is 108.42, while for urban students, it is 108.83. The difference between the two means is very minimal. The t-value is 0.1485, which is much lower than the critical t-value required for statistical significance at any conventional alpha level (e.g., 0.05 or 0.01). The data suggests that there is no statistically significant difference in the level of awareness of sustainable development between students from rural and urban localities. Both groups exhibit similar levels of understanding, with only a negligible difference in their mean scores. This result implies that locality (rural or urban) does not play a meaningful role in influencing students’ awareness about sustainable development within this sample.
Findings of the study: 
i) A majority of students (82.5%) demonstrated a moderate level of awareness regarding sustainable development. 17.5% of students showed a high level of awareness, indicating a relatively strong grasp of sustainability concepts. No students fell into the low awareness category, suggesting that all participants had at least a basic understanding of sustainable development.
ii) The mean awareness score of male students (M = 109.72) was slightly higher than that of female students (M = 107.97). However, the t-test (t = 0.6270) revealed no statistically significant difference in awareness between male and female students.
iii) The mean score of rural students was 108.42, while that of urban students was 108.83. The t-test result (t = 0.1485) indicated no statistically significant difference between the two groups.
Discussion:
The findings of this study provide a nuanced understanding of the awareness of sustainable development among higher secondary school students in the Coochbehar district of West Bengal. The analysis revealed that the majority of students (82.5%) possess a moderate level of awareness, while a smaller segment (17.5%) demonstrates a high level of awareness. Importantly, none of the students fell into the low awareness category. This indicates that, overall, students in this region have at least a foundational understanding of sustainable development concepts, though the depth and application of this knowledge vary.
This moderate awareness level aligns with findings from similar studies conducted in other parts of India (e.g., Sarkar, 2020; Biswas, 2018), which also reported that students often have a basic conceptual grasp of sustainability but may lack deeper comprehension or actionable insight. The absence of low awareness among participants is encouraging and suggests that the integration of sustainable development themes in the curriculum—guided by national education policies such as NEP 2020 and NCF—has reached at least a basic level of penetration in the region.
Regarding gender-based awareness, the study found no statistically significant difference between male and female students. Although the mean score for males (109.72) was slightly higher than that of females (107.97), the difference was not significant (t = 0.6270). This result contradicts the findings of Sarkar (2020), who reported a significantly higher level of awareness among female students. The disparity may be attributed to regional differences, variations in sample size, or evolving gender dynamics in education access and participation. The current finding implies a positive shift towards gender parity in awareness levels in the Coochbehar district, which may reflect broader trends of increasing gender equity in education across India.
In terms of locality, no significant difference was observed between rural and urban students, as reflected by the minimal difference in mean scores (rural = 108.42, urban = 108.83) and a t-value of 0.1485. This result suggests that students, regardless of their geographic location, are receiving relatively equal exposure to sustainability-related content. Such parity might be a consequence of centralized curriculum design under national educational frameworks, and perhaps growing digital connectivity and media exposure in rural areas, which helps bridge information gaps. This contrasts with the assumptions in earlier literature (e.g., Gandipilli, 2021; Kaur, 2017), which often cited urban students as having greater access to sustainability education. The narrowing of this gap is a positive indicator of equitable dissemination of knowledge across diverse localities.
The finding that none of the variables—gender or locality—significantly influenced awareness levels may also point to a certain uniformity in curriculum delivery and teaching practices across different school types and demographics in the region. However, the predominance of moderate awareness levels underscores the need for a more interactive, participatory, and experiential approach to teaching sustainable development. As previous studies (Kaur & Kaur, 2022; Aaron et al., 2022) have shown, activity-based and problem-solving pedagogies tend to yield better outcomes in terms of awareness, attitude formation, and behavioral intent. It may be inferred that current methods of instruction, although effective in transmitting basic concepts, may not be sufficiently engaging to foster deeper understanding or commitment to sustainable practices.
Moreover, while the findings suggest a promising baseline of awareness, they also reveal an untapped potential for transformation. Given that these students will soon transition into higher education or professional roles, equipping them with advanced knowledge and action-oriented skills in sustainability is critical. This study reaffirms the significance of enhancing teacher training programs, investing in contextual and localized learning materials, and promoting school-community partnerships that allow students to engage in sustainability initiatives at the grassroots level.
In sum, this study contributes valuable empirical evidence to the growing body of research on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in India. It highlights both strengths and gaps in current educational practices and underscores the need for sustained, inclusive, and innovative educational strategies. By recognizing students not merely as passive recipients of knowledge but as active participants in shaping a sustainable future, educators and policymakers can better align local educational outcomes with global sustainability goals.
Conclusion:
The present study highlights the importance of sustainable development awareness among higher secondary school students, particularly in the context of a populous country like India, where the strain on natural resources is high. Adolescents, being in a formative stage of physical, mental, and emotional development, play a crucial role in shaping future societal attitudes and behaviors toward sustainability. The findings of the study conducted in the Cooch Behar district of West Bengal reveal that most students have a moderate level of awareness regarding sustainable development, with only a small percentage showing high awareness. The study also found no significant differences in awareness based on gender or locality, suggesting a uniform understanding across different groups. These results indicate a pressing need to strengthen sustainable development education at the higher secondary level through targeted interventions and educational programs. By empowering young learners with knowledge and values of sustainability, we can promote responsible attitudes and behaviors that ensure the protection of our environment, economy, and society for future generations.
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