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ABSTRACT

In recent decades, a range of active learning methodologies have emerged as central to promoting sustainability learning among students, fostering their engagement and connection with their surroundings. Among these approaches, community-based learning is conceived as a pedagogical strategy aimed at strengthening commitment to sustainability and collective action, fostering collaboration between schools and community stakeholders.

This article presents a qualitative study conducted in Spain, based on interviews with 16 leaders of 14 community-based learning projects focused on sustainability. The research aimed to identify the key elements that influence the implementation and development of these projects, analysing the facilitating factors, obstacles, challenges and opportunities based on the experiences and perspectives of their promoters.

The findings reveal four groups of facilitating factors: institutional and organisational, human and community-based, pedagogical and impact-related. Key enabling factors include political and technical support from public administrations, the creation of networks and strategic alliances, stable funding, and the motivation of teachers and the wider educational community. Obstacles are associated with organisational and structural constraints (rigid schedules, bureaucracy, teacher workload), a lack of financial and training resources, and political changes that affect project viability. The main challenges relate to ensuring continuity and impact, as well as strengthening inter-institutional coordination.

The study concludes that community-based learning for sustainability contributes to teachers’ professional development, student agency, and the development of civic competences oriented towards socio-environmental transformation. It also highlights the approach’s potential to empower students in climate action. The main limitation concerns the contextual and bounded nature of the projects analysed. The study identifies future research directions linked to strengthening intersectoral governance models and whole school approaches, as well as to the intergenerational dimension and the promotion of inclusive participatory processes.

Keywords: community education; education for sustainability; community; community participation.

RESUMEN

En las últimas décadas han surgido diversas metodologías activas consideradas fundamentales para promover aprendizajes en sostenibilidad en el alumnado, fomentando su participación y conexión con el entorno. Entre ellas, el aprendizaje comunitario se concibe como una estrategia pedagógica destinada a fortalecer el compromiso con la sostenibilidad y la acción colectiva, impulsando la colaboración entre centros educativos y agentes comunitarios.

Este artículo presenta una investigación cualitativa realizada en España, basada en entrevistas a 16 líderes de 14 proyectos de aprendizaje comunitario en sostenibilidad. El objetivo fue identificar los factores clave que influyen en la implementación y desarrollo de estos proyectos, analizando facilitadores, obstáculos, retos y oportunidades desde las experiencias y perspectivas de sus impulsores/as.

Los resultados revelan cuatro grupos de facilitadores: institucionales y organizativos, humanos y comunitarios, pedagógicos y vinculados al impacto. Destacan el apoyo político y técnico de las administraciones, la creación de redes y alianzas estratégicas, la financiación estable y la motivación del profesorado y de la comunidad educativa. Los obstáculos se asocian a limitaciones organizativas y estructurales (rigidez de calendarios, burocracia, sobrecarga docente), la falta de recursos financieros y formativos y los cambios políticos que condicionan la viabilidad de los proyectos. Los principales retos se relacionan con garantizar la continuidad e impacto y fortalecer la coordinación interinstitucional.

El estudio concluye que el aprendizaje comunitario en sostenibilidad contribuye al desarrollo profesional docente, a la agencia del alumnado y al desarrollo de competencias ciudadanas orientadas a la transformación socioambiental. Asimismo, evidencia su potencial para empoderar al alumnado en la acción climática. La principal limitación radica en el carácter acotado y contextual de los proyectos analizados. De cara al futuro, se apuntan líneas de trabajo vinculadas al fortalecimiento de modelos de gobernanza intersectorial y enfoques integrales como el whole school approach, así como a la dimensión intergeneracional y la promoción de procesos participativos inclusivos.

Palabras clave: educación comunitaria; educación para la sostenibilidad; comunidad; participación comunitaria.

1. INTRODUCTION

The current climate crisis, characterised by biodiversity loss, environmental degradation and growing social inequalities, demands structural and urgent responses from different sectors of society (European Parliament, 2019). In this context, international organisations such as the European Commission, UNESCO and the United Nations recognise education as a fundamental pillar for promoting more sustainable behaviours and lifestyles in our societies (European Commission, 2021; UNESCO, 2020).

The integration of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), understood as a comprehensive educational approach that prepares individuals to make informed and responsible decisions that contribute to sustainable development, has become an educational priority (Urrea Solano et al., 2024). Its implementation across different educational levels and contexts is key to developing a citizenry committed to sustainability values and fostering behavioural change in response to current climate challenges (Oe et al., 2022). Along these lines, UNESCO (2020), through its Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) programme for 2030, has established five priority areas for action: public policy, transformation of learning environments, teacher training, youth empowerment and strengthening of community partnerships. For its part, the European Commission (2021) emphasises the need to integrate ESD and sustainability competences into European educational policies and systems, promoting active citizen participation in the ecological transition (Díaz-Romanillos, 2024). The term ESD is commonly used by international organisations such as UNESCO and the United Nations, and more recently the European Commission has adopted the term Learning for Sustainability, placing emphasis on transformative, lifelong learning and the development of sustainability competences (European Commission, 2024). In this article we use the term Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), which emphasises the social and environmental dimensions of sustainability and seeks to promote transformative, culturally appropriate and action-oriented learning for developing sustainability competences and positive social transformation towards sustainability (Macintyre et al., 2024; Sterling, 2001).

The field of ESD seeks to move away from transmissive approaches towards active methodologies such as problem-based and project-based learning, service learning, community-based learning and approaches grounded in the environment and student participation (Ardoin et al., 2023; Cebrián et al., 2020). Community-based learning fosters collaboration between educational institutions and community stakeholders, promoting meaningful learning through addressing real-world problems that require critical analysis, collaboration and joint decision-making (Ardoin et al., 2023; Trott, 2021). Previous studies have demonstrated that community-based learning promotes the development of sustainability competences such as critical thinking, futures thinking, collaboration and collective action (Noguchi et al., 2015; Oe et al., 2022; Torsdottir et al., 2024), while also strengthening school-community links (Monroe et al., 2019; Ngobeni, 2024) and enhancing intergenerational collaboration in response to the climate crisis and its social consequences (Hayes et al., 2023). In Spain, the Deputy Directorate-General for Territorial Cooperation and Educational Innovation of the Ministry of Education, Vocational Training and Sport has recognised various community-based learning experiences and projects to be good practices in Education for Sustainable Development. Among these are the projects Entre Canastas (Osés Lana et al., 2024) and Bienvivir en un barrio más sostenible (Álvarez Fernández et al., 2023), which exemplify how active methodologies with a community-based approach can be implemented in real-world contexts. They demonstrate how sustainability, cooperation and participation can be promoted among different stakeholders within the educational community (Banegas-Pichastor & Chalmeta, 2025).

The majority of studies conducted to date on community-based learning include systematic reviews, alongside case studies, specific projects and good practices (Ardoin et al., 2023; Rousell & Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, 2020; Yemini et al., 2025). This article presents qualitative research carried out in Spain based on 16 interviews with leaders and promoters of 14 projects of community-based learning for sustainability, characterised by collaboration between educational institutions and community stakeholders. Analysis of their experiences and perspectives enables a better understanding of the key factors affecting the effective implementation of these projects, providing relevant information for educators, researchers and educational policymakers concerning the design and development of future initiatives.

The specific objectives of this research are:



1. To analyse the challenges and obstacles in carrying out and sustaining community-based learning projects for sustainability over the long term.

2. To identify the facilitating factors and opportunities that emerge in the implementation of community-based learning projects for sustainability.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Community-based learning for sustainability

Community-based learning is positioned as a key pedagogical strategy for strengthening individuals' commitment to sustainability and collective action by fostering a greater sense of community belonging and identity (UNESCO, 2017). This educational approach is characterised by its participatory nature, grounded in cooperation, capacity building and interaction beyond the classroom (Cieza García, 2006). Moreover, this approach promotes the transition from individual to community-based learning, fostering social inclusion through processes of collaboration, dialogue and exchange adapted to everyday contexts, thereby reinforcing meaningful learning (Aguayo & Eames, 2017). Likewise, community-based learning connects formal, non-formal and informal education through participation, collaboration and the creation of partnerships between educational institutions and local stakeholders such as public administrations, third sector organisations, universities and other local entities (Ardoin et al., 2014, 2022a; Noguchi et al., 2015).

The field of ESD seeks to empower individuals to participate actively in their communities, promoting the values and practices of civic education (Aguilar, 2018; Hollstein & Smith, 2020). In this context, community-based learning for sustainability is defined as a pedagogical approach centred on active collaboration between the educational community and its social and community environment, with the aim of fostering more sustainable behaviours and greater environmental awareness beyond the school setting (Flowers & Chodkiewicz, 2009). Student participation in service-learning projects or joint initiatives with external actors promotes knowledge exchange and commitment to sustainability (Ardoin et al., 2022a; UNESCO, 2017). According to Uzzell (1999), the school-community relationship and the educational institution's interaction with its environment can be differentiated into four models: 1) the school as an island, in which the educational institution operates independently and in isolation from its environment, confined to classroom-based activities; 2) the community as a resource, in which the school incorporates one-off visits or talks by external stakeholders; 3) the school as a resource in the local community, which involves extending activities into the local environment under the school’s direction; and 4) the school as social agent, which promotes horizontal and sustained collaboration between the educational institution and community to address real-world problems in the local environment, fostering transformative learning for students and educators, and contributing to local environmental sustainability.

Community-based learning is based on two innovative pedagogical approaches, community-based learning and place-based learning (Sánchez Contreras & Murga Menoyo, 2019), which are complementary to one another and related to John Dewey's (1923) experiential learning model. They both share the conception of local space and context as a fundamental educational resource for developing meaningful and contextualised learning experiences.

On one hand, community-based learning promotes the participation of students and teachers in real-world projects with local stakeholders, fostering situated and socially engaged learning. This perspective connects the curriculum with everyday problems and strengthens social bonds and shared responsibility (Oe et al., 2022; Ongon et al., 2021). On the other hand, place-based learning emphasises the pedagogical value of the local environment as a source of knowledge, identity and action (Hamilton & Marckini-Polk, 2023; Yemini et al., 2025). This approach is distinguished by students' emotional and cognitive connection with their local environment through addressing real-world problems, promoting meaningful learning for sustainability through critical reflection and transformative action (Gruenewald, 2003). Both approaches share a methodology centred on students, meaningful learning, intrinsic motivation and active participation linked to context, involving students, community leaders and policymakers (Oe et al., 2022; Rousell & Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, 2020).

2.2. Conditioning factors for implementing community-based learning projects for sustainability

The majority of research on community-based learning projects or programmes for sustainability is situated in formal education, particularly in primary and secondary settings (Rousell & Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, 2020), although some studies also address non-formal education (Trott, 2021). Previous studies emphasise the importance of partnerships between educational, academic, community and NGO institutions or local media in enhancing learning and collective action processes (Ardoin et al., 2023; Oe et al., 2022). Despite their potential, these projects face organisational, institutional and pedagogical challenges that limit their impact (Sastre Merino et al., 2025; Torsdottir et al., 2024). Amongst the main challenges is the predominance of perspectives centred on formal settings and scientific approaches defined exclusively by the educational curriculum, which marginalises non-formal educational spaces (Rousell & Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, 2020; Hargis et al., 2021). Furthermore, the rigidity of educational policies hinders the cross-curricular treatment of socio-environmental issues, and limited funding jeopardises the continuity and evaluation of this type of project (UNESCO, 2020).

At the pedagogical level, although active methodologies are implemented, the persistence of insufficiently participatory approaches and traditional assessment systems limits the development of action competences (Sáenz-Rico et al., 2023). An additional challenge is inadequate teacher training, both initial and continuing, which is reflected in low levels of ecological literacy and, in some cases, scepticism towards climate change (Holst et al., 2024; Mulà & Tilbury, 2023). The use of traditional educational materials, such as textbooks, may also hinder the development of critical thinking and complex social representations amongst students (Serantes-Pazos & Meira Cartea, 2016). Added to these challenges is the students’ emotional wellbeing, as deeper engagement with environmental issues can give rise to eco-anxiety. This requires specific teacher training in ESD and the integration of the socio-emotional dimension into learning (Finnegan, 2023; Mulà & Tilbury, 2023).

Other difficulties include limited engagement from families and other local community stakeholders, as well as hierarchical and bureaucratic dynamics within educational and social institutions (Monroe et al., 2019). Nevertheless, evidence reveals that the participation of families, the community and local political actors is fundamental both for engaging students and institutions in participatory processes and for increasing interest in the issues addressed and strengthening connections with the environment (Aguayo & Eames, 2017; Duarte et al., 2017).

Community-based learning, understood as an active methodology, is as an opportunity, as it promotes meaningful learning through discovery, inquiry and environmental problem-solving. It takes into account students' physical, cultural and community context, promoting their active participation and collaborative learning amongst different community stakeholders (Banegas-Pichastor & Chalmeta, 2025). In this regard, it is necessary to apply a comprehensive approach in educational institutions, such as the whole school approach, which involves the entire community and encompasses the different spheres of action within the institution (Hargis et al., 2021; Tilbury & Galvin, 2022). This approach fosters the development of action competences and promotes student leadership and agency (Chen & Liu, 2020; Kolenatý & Cincera, 2025). Examples of this approach include strategies that promote community communication and cooperation, such as the public living room (Oe et al., 2022) and community listening sessions (Ardoin et al., 2022b), which facilitate informal cooperation among different community stakeholders while fostering environmental awareness. The Our Voice model demonstrates that young people can become actively involved in collaborative projects that span the entire scientific cycle, generating transformations in physical and social environments (King et al., 2021). Moreover, the intergenerational component of some of these projects enriches the experience through shared learning amongst students, adults and other community members (Hayes et al., 2023; Trott, 2021).

With adequate funding and favourable institutional contexts, these projects can transform the educational experience (UNESCO, 2020). The appropriate implementation of these projects requires teacher commitment and institutional leadership, as well as support from families, the community and local governments (Duarte et al., 2017; Evans et al., 2012). It is essential to design specific educational strategies that address the challenges identified, foster community participation and establish effective monitoring and evaluation mechanisms. These strategies should enable students to act as agents of change, developing their sense of agency, critical thinking and action competences for sustainability (Cebrián et al., 2020; Torsdottir et al., 2024).

3. METHOD

3.1. Research design and participant characteristics

This study adopts an exploratory qualitative design to gain an in-depth understanding of the factors conditioning the implementation of community-based learning projects from the perspectives of their leaders and promoters, in order to generate useful knowledge to guide future educational practices (Creswell, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). To identify relevant community-based learning projects for sustainability in Spain, as well as potential key informants, a review was conducted of academic articles and published good practice experiences, as well as the analysis of projects presented at national conferences. Nineteen projects were identified through this process. The selection criteria established were that projects should focus on environmental issues and involve, collectively, the educational community, public administration, social organisations and the local community. The nineteen identified projects were contacted with an invitation to participate in the research. Favourable responses were received from fourteen of these projects, who ultimately agreed to participate.The projects analysed (n=14), all carried out in Spain, share the objective of fostering environmental awareness, critical thinking and collective action through collaboration between students and the community to address real-world socio-environmental problems. They are based on participatory action research approaches that involve the educational community, public administration, social organisations and the local community in joint projects. They include collaborative designs, practical workshops, citizen science projects, projects for environmental improvement of educational institutions, as well as the development of proposals and/or community actions for sustainability at the local level. Table 1 synthesises the main characteristics of the projects analysed, including the type of lead institution, the profile of the key informant, the educational level and setting in which it was carried out, the objective and main theme, the stakeholders involved and the methodological approach.


TABLE 1
CHARACTERISATION OF THE COMMUNITY-BASED SUSTAINABILITY LEARNING PROJECTS ANALYSED




	Projects

	Lead institution

	Informant profile

	Educational level/ Context

	Main objective

	Stakeholders involved

	Methodological approach






	P1

	University

	Principal Investigator (PI) / Researcher

	Primary–Secondary

	Awareness-raising and sustainability competences; responses to climate change

	School; university; public administration; families; civil society organisations

	Participatory sessions; collective action; dissemination




	P2

	Educational centre

	Lead teachers

	Primary

	Communication and sustainability; school–community radio

	School; public administration; media; families; libraries; local radio

	Project-Based Learning (PBL); radio production; community engagement




	P3

	Research centre

	PI / Director

	Secondary

	Scientific knowledge on plastics and toxins; environmental awareness

	University; school; public administration; citizens

	School-based research; educational guides; workshops; dissemination




	P4

	Social organisation

	Project coordinator

	Secondary / Youth

	Awareness and participatory action in environmental protection

	NGO; public administration; school; community

	Experiential learning; place-based action; proposals and follow-up




	P5

	University

	Project coordinator

	Primary

	Schoolyard greening; impact assessment

	School; families; public administration; organisations

	Applied research; mixed-methods evaluation; triangulation




	P6

	Social organisation

	Pedagogical design / facilitation

	Formal and non-formal education

	Transformative communication for sustainability and human rights

	Schools; educational networks; youth organisations; wider society

	Audiovisual content; pedagogical adaptation




	P7

	Research centre

	PI / Research team

	Primary–Secondary

	Participatory urban living lab: health and environment

	School community; public administration; municipality

	Citizen laboratory; co-creation; evaluation




	P8

	Educational organisation

	Educator / Coordinator

	Early Years–Primary

	Understanding and conserving local nature; inclusion

	Public administration; organisations; schools; families

	Outdoor learning; observation; knowledge dissemination




	P9

	Educational centre

	Project coordinator

	Multi-level

	Changing everyday behaviour and developing a sustainability culture; international network

	Students; teachers; families (international)

	Thematic challenges/actions; collaboration; dissemination




	P10

	Public administration + University

	Co-leaders

	Early Years–Primary

	Changing food and eating behaviours

	School; local council; university; school canteen

	Teacher working group; professional development; diagnostic assessment; networking




	P11

	Social enterprise

	Project initiator

	Primary–Secondary

	Citizen science and environmental education through technology

	School; public administration; university; companies

	Training; experimentation; data analysis; feedback to participants




	P12

	University + Cooperative

	PI

	Community / Educational

	Collective adaptation to climate risks; community action

	Public administration; university; cooperative; civil society organisations

	Identification of initiatives; interviews; document analysis




	P13

	University

	PI

	Primary–Secondary

	Local biodiversity: teaching resources and teacher support

	School; university; public administration

	Training; bioblitz; implementation in schools




	P14

	Educational centre

	Deputy Director General

	Secondary

	Showcasing projects and promoting youth participation

	Schools; experts; university; companies

	Active learning methodologies; public presentation; feedback






Source: Authors’ own elaboration



3.2. Data collection technique

Semi-structured interviews, conducted online via Microsoft Teams, were used as the data collection technique. They were organised into three thematic blocks, using open-ended questions that allowed participants to reflect on their experiences and those aspects they considered most relevant. The interview script included the following blocks: 1) Project characteristics, methodology and process followed; 2) Project evaluation and impact; and 3) Key elements, factors, challenges and opportunities.

In keeping with the article's study objectives and analytical focus on the challenges, obstacles, facilitating factors and opportunities in developing and implementing community-based learning projects for sustainability, only the responses corresponding to the third block of the interview have been analysed. The information from the first block was used to characterise the projects analysed (see Table 1).

The questions in this third block were oriented towards identifying the factors that influence the development and implementation of community-based learning projects for sustainability from the perspective of their promoters and leaders. Specifically, the following questions were asked:



- Based on your experience, what factors (positive and negative) influence the implementation of this type of community-based learning project for sustainability?

- What challenges or difficulties have you encountered in promoting and leading initiatives or projects of this kind? How have you addressed them?

- What opportunities do you identify or have emerged during the process that have facilitated or aided implementation?

- What conditions do you believe are necessary to implement initiatives or projects of this type? What processes, resources, tools or strategies are needed?



All key informants signed informed consent prior to the interview. The ethical principles of research were followed to guarantee participants' confidentiality and anonymity.

3.3. Data analysis

Data analysis was carried out using Atlas.ti software (version 25.0.1), following an inductive-deductive thematic analysis approach (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This approach enabled us to interpret the participants’ experiences and identify recurring patterns. The interviews were transcribed and then coded in several phases, beginning by generating open codes from the interview content. Codes were then grouped into broader subcategories according to their frequency and relevance. These subcategories were grouped into thematic blocks within the four analytical dimensions related to the research objectives.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

From the thematic analysis of the transcripts of the interviews with the project leaders and promoters, 38 categories were identified, which were grouped into 14 thematic blocks. These were divided into four analytical dimensions according to whether they constituted facilitating factors, obstacles, challenges or opportunities in implementing community-based learning projects for sustainability (Table 2). Some categories appear in more than one dimension, because what acts as a facilitating factor in one context may be an obstacle or challenge in another. This ambivalence reflects the complexity and interdependence of community-based learning practices for sustainability.


TABLE 2
CATEGORIES AND THEMATIC BLOCKS BY ANALYTICAL DIMENSIONS




	Dimension

	Categories

	Thematic blocks






	Facilitating factors

	Institutional and governance-related (N=16)

	Operational support and political–technical commitment (N=7)




	Strategic partnerships (N=5)




	Funding (N=4)




	Human and community-based (N=9)

	Motivation and commitment of project teams, the educational community and other stakeholders (N=6)




	Participation of community actors and connection with the local context (N=2)




	External reference figures (N=1)




	Pedagogical (N=5)

	Interest in sustainability-related themes (N=3)




	Integration in the curriculum (N=1)




	Teacher training (N=1)




	Reach and impact (N=1)

	Feedback and return of results to stakeholders (N=1)




	Obstacles

	Organisational and structural (N=10)

	Rigidity of school timetables (N=5)




	Bureaucratic constraints (N=3)




	Collaborative structures and coordination challenges (N=1)




	Work overload of educational teams (N=1)




	Capacity and resources (N=7)

	Insufficient funding (N=3)




	Lack of specialised training (N=2)




	Team instability (N=2)




	Political and institutional (N=4)

	Weak engagement and dialogue with authorities (N=2)




	Institutional instability (N=2)




	Challenges

	Impact, reach and scalability (N=13)

	Continuity and sustainability (N=6)




	Timing and project duration (N=4)




	Reach, visibility and transferability (N=3)




	Management and organisation (N=8)

	Constructing partnerships and coordination (N=5)




	Instability and professionalisation of teams (N=2)




	Administration and bureaucracy (N=1)




	Sociopolitical (N=5)

	Engagement of (local) authorities (N=2)




	Recognition of child and adolescent citizenship and agency (N=2)




	Inclusion and gender-sensitive education (N=1)




	Opportunities

	Educational improvement and innovation (N=9)

	Professional development (N=3)




	Integration in the curriculum (N=3)




	Provision of resources (N=2)




	Interdisciplinarity (N=1)




	Partnerships and networks (N=7)

	Constructing partnerships (N=5)




	Multiplier effects (N=2)




	Reach and impact (N=6)

	Reach and impact (N=6)




	Child and adolescent citizenship and agency (N=4)

	Student leadership and protagonism (N=2)




	Child and adolescent civic participation (N=1)




	Trust, emotional expression and wellbeing (N=1)






Note. Values in parentheses (N) indicate the number of coded references.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration



4.1. Facilitating factors

The projects analysed reveal four broad themes as facilitating factors that activate and sustain community-based learning initiatives for sustainability: 1) institutional and organisational, 2) human and community-based, 3) pedagogical, and 4) related to impact and reach.

4.1.1. Institutional and organisational facilitating factors

Firstly, logistical support and political-technical commitment, present in seven of the fourteen projects (50%), are identified as decisive facilitating factors. Active involvement from local authorities not only provides logistical support but also creates the conditions for initiatives to thrive: "there was a councillor who was much more involved, and a technician, and this facilitated more active participation" (P1); "Having the local council as a partner always helps" (P5).

Secondly, the creation of strategic partnerships between educational communities and other actors, including universities, research centres, associations and networks, appears in five interviews (36%). These collaborations provide specialist resources and anchor actions in the local area: "The fact that there are many organisations involved greatly facilitates the impact [...] that there are research centres, study centres, institutes" (P6). In the words of one participant, the fundamental pillars are "coordination, collaboration and communication" (P2).

Finally, having stable funding is mentioned in four projects (29%) as a key condition for viability: "The most important factor is funding" (P11).

These findings align with the whole school approach (UNESCO, 2017; Tilbury & Galvin, 2022), which emphasises the need for collaborative institutional frameworks for transformative education. In this regard, building inter-institutional support networks is fundamental for sustaining community-oriented educational action and maximising its impact (Flowers & Chodkiewicz, 2009; Mogren & Gericke, 2019).

4.1.2. Human and community-based facilitating factors

The motivation and commitment of the teams promoting projects, the educational community and other stakeholders are present in six of the fourteen projects (43%). The continuity of initiatives depends largely on this collective engagement: "If teaching staff or school leadership have a particular concern about an issue, proposals move forward" (P4).

The participation of community stakeholders and connection with the local environment are recorded in two projects (14%). Associations, collectives, businesses and citizens extend the reach of actions beyond the educational institution, reinforcing their territorial impact: "Connection is a very strong point [...] there are three schools that strongly promote sustainability [...] it's the link with the environment" (P2).

The presence of external role models, professionals or specialist organisations is recorded in one project, providing legitimacy and expertise: "When citizen science initiatives are proposed in schools, it's important to bring in first-hand role models" (P11).

Taken together, these human factors generate bonds of shared responsibility and a sense of belonging, enhancing action competences (Oe et al., 2022). They confirm that mobilising educational and local communities is indispensable for community-based learning to become a shared practice (Ardoin et al., 2022a; UNESCO, 2017).

4.1.3. Pedagogical facilitating factors

Although less frequently cited, pedagogical facilitating factors give educational meaning to the initiatives. Interest in socio-environmental issues appears in three projects (21%): "It was also a topic that generated considerable interest amongst students [...] parents also received the project positively" (P3).

Curricular integration is observed in one case (7%) as a condition for guaranteeing coherence and continuity: "Otherwise, it makes no sense" (P14).

Specific teacher training is mentioned in one interview (7%) as a decisive element for driving transformative practices: "The training received through the project was key" (P12).

These findings concur with studies that emphasise the need to train teachers and select meaningful topics in order to sustain transformative processes (Holst et al., 2024; Mulà & Tilbury, 2023).

4.1.4. Reach and impact facilitating factors

Feedback of results to the different stakeholders involved appears in one project: "Providing feedback each year on the results [...] has been very positive" (P5).

Systematic practices of feedback and reporting to participants through presentations, reports or community events reinforce community engagement and give value to the actions undertaken. They constitute a social validation of learning that transforms the experience into a shared reference point and, by legitimising progress, strengthens internal sustainability and extends influence on local policies (Ardoin et al., 2022a; Tilbury & Galvin, 2022).

4.2. Obstacles

The obstacles identified are grouped into three main themes: 1) organisational and structural, 2) capacity and resources, and 3) political and institutional. Although they have distinct characteristics, they share dynamics that limit the launch and consolidation of projects, revealing tensions that remain unresolved within current frameworks.

4.2.1. Organisational and structural obstacles

Organisational and structural difficulties are amongst the most frequent obstacles. The rigidity of school calendars, identified in five projects (36%), forces projects to fit into an inflexible timetable: "Having to fit the project into the school's educational timeframes can limit its development" (P3).

Bureaucratic obstacles, present in three projects (21%), add administrative burden and delay processes: "Bureaucracy and the internal organisation of schools has hampered continuity" (P7).

In some cases, the lack of consolidated collaborative structures (one interview, 7%) hinders inter-institutional coordination: "There are institutions where everything flows and others where coordination is more difficult" (P4). Added to this is the work overload of educational teams (one interview, 7%), which reduces their capacity for participation: "Schools are overburdened [...] they do not have the capacity to participate in anything else" (P5).

These barriers reflect the tension between school bureaucratic logic and the flexibility demanded by community-based projects; without structures that facilitate cross-cutting approaches and coordination, they risk becoming diluted and failing to provide the organisational conditions that enable these initiatives to be carried out (Mulà & Tilbury, 2023; Monroe et al., 2019; Reid, 2019).

4.2.2. Capacity and resource obstacles

Limitations in capacity and resources are another critical obstacle. Insufficient funding, in three projects (21%), restricts the launch and sustainability of actions: "If the project is not funded, we can't do it" (P13).

Added to this is the deficit in specific sustainability training, in two interviews (14%), which compromises teacher autonomy: "They lack the tools [...] they haven't been trained to go out into the playground" (P5).

Finally, instability in teaching teams, in two interviews (14%), reveals the fragility arising from staff shortages: "You absolutely need co-teaching [...] when you leave, you need another teacher" (P2).

The existing literature corroborates that sustaining transformative experiences requires institutional frameworks with resources, time and continuing training, and emphasises the urgency of raising teachers' ecological literacy through systemic and sustained capacity-building strategies (Sastre Merino et al., 2025; UNESCO, 2020; Oe et al., 2022).

4.2.3. Political and institutional obstacles

Political and institutional obstacles, although less frequent, have an impact on projects. Weak dialogue with authorities, in two cases (14%), makes it difficult for students' proposals to reach elected officials: "It's very difficult to find the mechanism to communicate the project and get it to the political representative" (P1).

Institutional instability, in two projects (14%), involves changes of government, reordering of priorities or temporary funding calls that interrupt processes: "The number of schools involved is reduced and other programmes are prioritised, so the project loses momentum" (P5).

Without stable intersectoral governance structures, community-based learning projects remain on the periphery of public policies (Duarte et al., 2017; Evans et al., 2012). Although collaborative networks can mitigate this fragility, their consolidation depends on sustained institutional mechanisms (Hayes et al., 2023).

4.3. Challenges

The challenges identified are grouped into three broad themes: 1) impact and reach, 2) management and organisation, and 3) socio-political. These challenges not only hinder the development of initiatives but also limit their capacity for long-term transformation.

4.3.1. Impact, reach and projection challenges

Challenges of impact, reach and projection concentrate much of the concern, as they compromise the significance of actions beyond the implementation cycle. Continuity and sustainability, mentioned in six of the fourteen projects (43%), is threatened by institutional fragility and resource volatility: "Where is it heading? What happens with all this, so it doesn't become just another catharsis? [...] that there is durability and sustainability" (P6).

The lack of time to consolidate learning and complete evaluation appears in four cases (29%): "For us, what's important is that the results are used... I think that's the biggest challenge, and we don't have time because the project has already ended" (P12).

The challenge of amplifying reach, visibility and transferability is identified in three projects (21%), with the need to design multiplier and adaptable mechanisms: "Here is a challenge I still want to analyse; what would be the most efficient, most careful and accurate way to reach people better and with a somewhat more multiplying effect" (P6).

These challenges demonstrate that generating meaningful experiences does not guarantee a lasting impact if strategies for transfer, visibility and reuse are not developed, or institutional conditions are not created to ensure continuity for these projects (Ardoin et al., 2022a; Sastre Merino et al., 2025).

4.3.2. Management and organisational challenges

At the operational level, the creation of partnerships and inter-institutional coordination are mentioned in five of the fourteen projects (36%), with the challenge of connecting actors and defining roles: "Creating a partnership [...] that is coordinated [...] and where everyone knows what role they will have" (P1).

Added to this is instability due to lack of professionalisation, identified in two interviews (14%): "It creates instability [...] if there aren't professionalised people" (P12).

The shift from flexible approaches to formal structures requires navigating administrative and bureaucratic obstacles, in one case (7%): "To go and clean the riverbank [...] we have to request permission from the River Basin Authority, the Natura 2000 Network and the local council" (P4), in addition to the leap necessary to establish themselves as a legal entity.

These structural tensions, including administrative rigidity, staff turnover and lack of professionalisation, constitute a challenge for creating solid partnerships and collaborative networks (Monroe et al., 2019).

4.3.3. Socio-political challenges

Three challenges stand out at the socio-political level. The first is limited involvement from local authorities, mentioned in two projects (14%): "They're aware that this project is taking place, but then they don't actively get involved" (P1).

The need to recognise child and adolescent citizenship is raised, also in two projects (14%), with "voice and vote" in participatory processes: "That children understand they are citizens with environmental rights and that they participate actively in democracy" (P1). In this regard, it is necessary to manage expectations to avoid frustration: "These processes must be handled carefully and false expectations must not be created" (P5).

Inclusion and co-education appear in one project ("Managing co-education is still a pending task" (P5)), alongside the integration of diverse groups, the transformation of gender roles and the design of accessible spaces: "Designing actions that maximise the potential of spaces for all children and families" (P5).

The lack of involvement from local administrations weakens territorial rootedness and reveals the fragility of the whole school approach when intersectoral governance fails (Duarte et al., 2017). Children's participation continues to be mediated by adult-centric logics and, without an inclusive approach sensitive to diversity, projects may reproduce exclusionary practices (Sánchez Contreras & Murga Menoyo, 2019; Rousell & Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, 2020).

4.4. Opportunities

From the analysis, four themes emerge as opportunities: 1) educational improvement and innovation, 2) partnerships and networks, 3) impact and growth, and 4) child and adolescent citizenship and agency. Although in some cases they revisit facilitating factors already identified, here they stand out for having emerged during the process and for facilitating the project's long-term sustainability.

4.4.1. Educational improvement and innovation

The initiatives offer opportunities for educational innovation. Curricular integration appears in three projects (21%), where school subjects are associated with the project: "All subjects were connected to the project" (P3). This approach is reinforced by interdisciplinarity, cited in one project, which allows the same topic to be addressed from several areas: "It's a topic that allows you considerable flexibility [...] at the environmental science level you can work on everything, at the language level, at the mathematics level" (P2).

Teachers' professional development is also highlighted in three projects (21%), particularly through collaborations between schools and universities: "It is desperately necessary to work side by side with teachers" (P13).

Having new resources and infrastructure, mentioned in two projects (14%), diversifies methodologies and motivates students. One example is school radio: "Radio is a very attractive medium [...] students who have difficulty expressing themselves in public are more relaxed" (P2).

These interdisciplinary educational innovations arising from community-based learning projects are linked to the transformative approach of ESD, which promotes critical thinking, inter- and transdisciplinary analysis of real environmental problems and the search for joint solutions (Oe et al., 2022).

4.4.2. Partnerships and networks

Partnerships and networks emerge as one of the most valued opportunities. The creation and expansion of connections through participation in these initiatives is mentioned in five projects (36%): "From these actions other impacts are born, new people, we're expanding the network" (P9). This openness enables more ambitious horizons to be envisaged: "To be able to take this to other rivers in Spain" (P4).

The multiplier effect and internationalisation are mentioned in two projects (14%): "From there other initiatives are born" (P9). Within this framework, universities and research centres emerge as key partners for driving projects forward and transferring results: "The presence of a university has been very important for the research" (P10).

The literature confirms that collaborative networks strengthen resilience, generate mutual learning and enable inter-territorial transfers (Mogren & Gericke, 2019; Cebrián et al., 2020).

4.4.3. Reach and impact

Reach and impact are mentioned as opportunities in six of the fourteen projects (43%). They are reflected in the visibility achieved through social media and external collaborations: "Amplifying through social media and collaborating with businesses and other institutions expands the network of people who know about you" (P4). This is reinforced by community activities at the local level and by growing demand.

Furthermore, students' direct involvement enhances the transfer of their proposals: "Students propose alternative [school] routes that can now be implemented" (P7).

Taken together, these experiences demonstrate that public projection and community and student participation amplify the impact of initiatives, which is consistent with studies that emphasise the importance of institutionalising and transferring learning to consolidate transformative initiatives in ESD (Ardoin et al., 2022a; Tilbury & Galvin, 2022).

4.4.4. Child and adolescent citizenship and agency

Child and adolescent citizenship and agency are another opportunity offered by community-based learning for sustainability. Student protagonism was highlighted by two projects (14%), in which young people co-create actions and participate in decisions: "Students take on an important role in choosing what they want to communicate" (P2); "Students have proposed alternative routes and whether they are being implemented will be monitored in the future" (P7).

In another case (7%), children's participation in institutions breaks down symbolic barriers: "The town hall was full of children [...] this gives it considerable meaning, because it means they don't see the town hall as a separate institution" (P1).

The creation of spaces for trust and emotional expression appears in one project, reinforcing the bond with students: "This climate of trust has been generated so that they can come and tell us about it [...] so they have this space to meet" (P4).

These experiences demonstrate that effective child participation needs more than just formal recognition: it requires listening, emotional connection and situated action (Finnegan, 2023; Rousell & Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, 2020). Integrating students into decision-making processes, a principle of the whole school approach, strengthens active citizenship and student agency (UNESCO, 2017; Holst et al., 2024).

5. CONCLUSIONS

With the aim of contributing to a deeper understanding of community-based learning for sustainability, this study has analysed the experiences and perspectives of project leaders and promoters to identify key factors in the development and implementation of the projects. We purposively selected projects that involved educational institutions and community stakeholders, led by different types of organisations and addressing diverse environmental issues, with the aim of gaining a more comprehensive understanding of the conditioning factors.

The main facilitating factors identified include political and technical support from public administrations, strategic partnerships between organisations and stable funding. These are all fundamental factors for the viability and continuity of projects. Likewise, the motivation and commitment of the leading team, teaching staff and the educational community influence outcomes, as do the participation of community and external stakeholders, student interest, teacher training and the curricular integration of projects, which enables their reach and impact to be expanded. Feedback of results, public recognition and the creation of sustainable networks reinforce participation and increase social and territorial impact. Taken together, these projects promote innovation in education for sustainability, foster student participation and agency, enable sustainability to be integrated in an interdisciplinary manner into the curriculum, and consolidate transferable learning that contributes both to teachers' professional development and to students' acquisition of citizenship and sustainability competences.

Among the obstacles identified are organisational and structural factors, such as the rigidity of school calendars, bureaucracy, teacher overload and the absence of collaborative structures. Likewise, the limitations are related to insufficient funding, deficit in specific sustainability training, high teacher turnover and difficulties in communication and coordination with institutions. Political changes also condition the proper implementation and reach of projects. Among the most recurrent challenges are the need to guarantee project continuity, strengthen inter-institutional coordination, increase the involvement of local authorities and ensure effective student participation.

The main limitation of this study is that it is based on the analysis of a limited number of community-based learning projects for sustainability. Although the key factors identified are applicable and transferable to different projects and contexts, their interpretation and application require attention to the characteristics of participating stakeholders and to the educational, social and cultural context in which each initiative is carried out. In this regard, the findings do not claim to be generalisable but rather offer a framework for analysis and reflection on the factors that condition, hinder and facilitate the development and implementation of community-based learning projects for sustainability.

The findings of this study can guide future research and contribute to the design of community-based educational projects for sustainability, supporting their effective implementation. At the structural level, it is necessary to examine in greater depth models of intersectoral governance that guarantee project continuity and adequate institutional support. It is also important to consolidate stable partnerships and collaborative networks. Similarly, institutional frameworks and comprehensive approaches, such as the whole school approach, are fundamental for institutionalising community-based learning for sustainability and promoting spaces in which students actively participate in decision-making processes within the institution and in their local community, addressing real environmental challenges and problems alongside other stakeholders in the local environment. At the same time, it is a priority to promote teacher training for sustainability in order to integrate sustainability and community-based learning into the educational curriculum.

Community-based learning for sustainability empowers students as active citizens in climate action, strengthening their sense of belonging, agency and democratic participation. This requires inclusive participatory processes that avoid adult-centric logics and foster student agency. Future research should examine the intergenerational dimension in greater depth, promoting student participation in all phases of the project, including ideation, design and decision-making.
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