
  

FACULTY OF EDUCATION AND DIVERSITY 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Student teachers’ perspectives on ESD in two cases 

in Bayern and Baden-Württemberg 

Understanding, experiences, anticipated obstacles and 

opportunities 

 

Lea Felicitas Müller 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thesis for M.A. degree 

May 2022  

 

 

 

 



 

Student teachers’ perspectives on ESD in two cases in 

Bayern and Baden-Württemberg 

Understanding, experiences, anticipated obstacles and 

opportunities  

Lea Felicitas Müller 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

M.A. thesis in International Studies in Education 

Supervisor: Silke Christine Müller, Ph.D. 

Specialist Auður Pálsdóttir, Ph.D. 

 

Faculty of Education and Diversity 

School of Education, University of Iceland 

May 2022 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student teachers’ perspectives on ESD in two cases in Bayern and 

Baden-Württemberg – Understanding, experiences, anticipated 

obstacles and opportunities  

This thesis satisfies 40 credits towards an M.A.  

in International Studies in Education in the Faculty of Education and 

Diversity, University of Iceland, School of Education. 

© Lea Felicitas Müller, 2022 

This thesis may not be copied in any form without author 

permission. 

 





 
 
 

3 

Preface 

This thesis marks the completion of my MA-degree in International Studies in Education at 

the University of Iceland. The idea for this project developed during the first year of my 

studies as I was taking insightful courses on sustainability education. 

I would like to express my gratitude to the student teachers that have taken the time to 

participate in this research. I also want to thank my supervisor Silke Christine Müller and 

specialist Auður Pálsdóttir for their very important feedback, guidance and support. Special 

thanks go to my parents and my partner who supported me throughout the process.  

This thesis was written solely by me, the undersigned. I have read and understand the 

University of Iceland Code of Ethics (https://english.hi.is/university/university_of_iceland 

_code_of_ethics) and have followed them to the best of my knowledge. I have correctly 

cited to all other works or previous work of my own, including, but not limited to, written 

works, figures, data or tables. I thank all who have worked with me and take full 

responsibility for any mistakes contained in this work. Signed: 

 

Schwalbach, 20.05.2022 

 

Lea Müller  

 

 



4 

Abstract 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is an educational concept promoted by 

UNESCO which seeks to empower students to address the environmental, social, and 

economic challenges the world is facing. Germany has subscribed to UNESCO’s agenda for 

ESD. It has taken part in the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) 2005-

2014 and the Global Action Programme (GAP) 2014-2019 and seeks to further ESD 

implementation through a national action plan. Previous research suggests that educators 

are relevant stakeholders that should be included in the process. This thesis explores the 

perspectives of a sample of student teachers on ESD in the German federal states Bayern 

and Baden-Württemberg. It was carried out using a case study approach. Data was collected 

via six qualitative interviews with participants from the University of Regensburg (case in 

Bayern) and the School of Education in Freiburg (case in Baden-Württemberg). The study 

explores the understanding these student teachers have of ESD, their experiences with the 

concept and the opportunities and obstacles they anticipate for its implementation. No 

apparent differences in understanding occurred between the cases but understanding 

generally differed among participants. It was often in line with UNESCO’s concept, yet not 

explicitly based on it. The participants had implicit experiences with ESD-related content or 

methods in their studies. Explicit experiences with ESD in the home university occurred 

among some of the Freiburg participants. The research found perceived opportunities and 

obstacles in the areas of time, curriculum, lesson and project preparation and execution, 

teacher training, interaction with students and other stakeholders. It seemed that the 

Freiburg participants saw comparatively more opportunities in the current anchoring of ESD 

in training and the curriculum. Yet, participants from both cases also saw opportunities in 

curriculum flexibility and potential future changes in curriculum and training. The findings 

agree with previous surveys among student teachers and in-service teachers yet add a 

deeper understanding and some additional insights. This research can be used as a basis for 

questions in quantitative surveys interested in exploring the dissemination of these 

perspectives.  
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Ágrip 

Menntun til sjálfbærrar þróunar (ESD) er viðfangsefni samþykkt af UNESCO og snýst um að 

valdefla nemendur til að ávarpa náttúru, samfélags, og efnahagslegar áskoranir í heiminum. 

Þýskaland hefur undirgengist samþykktir UNESCO um ESD. Þýskaland hefur tekið þátt í yfir 

áratug um menntun til sjálfbærrar þróunar árin 2005-2014 og „Global Action Programme“ 

árin 2014-2019 til að þræða ESD inn í allar aðgerðaráætlanir. Fyrri rannsóknir benda til að 

kennarar séu virkir hagsmunaaðilar sem ættu að vera hluti af gerð áætlana. Í þessari ritgerð 

er rýnt í sjónarmið kennaranema á ESD í þýsku héruðunum Bæjaralandi og Baden-

Württemberg, með aðferðum tilviksrannsókna. Gögnum var safnað með sex eigindlegum 

viðtölum við þátttakendur frá Háskólanum í Regensburg (tilvik í Bæjaralandi) og frá School of 

Education í Freiburg (tilvik í Baden-Württemberg). Greindur var skilningur kennaranemanna 

á ESD, þeirra reynslu á viðfangsefninu og tækifæri þeirra sem og hindranir sem þau sjá fyrir 

sér að séu til staðar fyrir innleiðingu á ESD. Ekki kom fram greinanlegur munur á skilningi 

þáttakenda frá Freiburg eða Regensburg en almennt var skilningur þeirra mismunandi. 

Skilningur þeirra var stundum í takt við stefnu UNESCO um ESD, en virtist samt ekki byggja 

skýrt á stefnu UNESCO. Þátttakendurnir höfðu óbeina reynslu af efni eða aðferðum ESD úr 

eigin námi. Nokkrir af Freiburg þátttakendum höfðu beina reynsla af ESD í þeirra háskóla. Við 

rannsóknina fundust tækifæri og hindranir í tengslum við tíma, námsskrá, kennslustundir og 

verkefnaundirbúning og framkvæmd, þjálfun kennara, samskipti við nemendur og aðra 

hagsmunaaðila. Svo virtist vera að þátttakendur frá Freiburg sáu fleiri tækifæri í núverandi 

stöðu ESD í þjálfun og námsskrá. Þá sáu þátttakendur frá bæði Regensburg og Freiburg 

tækifæri í sveiganleika námskrá og möguleika í framtíðar breytingum á námsskrá og þjálfun. 

Niðurstöður rýma við niðurstöður fyrri rannsókna á kennurum og kennaranemum, en bæta 

einnig við dýpri skilningi og aukinni innsýn. Hagnýtt gildi þessarar rannsóknar gæti verið 

grunnur að spurningum í megindlega rannsókn á miðlun þessara skoðana. 

 



6 

 Table of Contents  

Preface ..............................................................................................................................3 

Abstract .............................................................................................................................4 

Ágrip .................................................................................................................................5 

Table of Contents...............................................................................................................6 

Table of Figures ............................................................................................................... 10 

Table of Tables ................................................................................................................ 11 

Abbreviations .................................................................................................................. 12 

1 Introduction .............................................................................................................. 13 

2 Literature Review ...................................................................................................... 16 

2.1 International emphasis on ESD .................................................................................... 16 

2.1.1 Historical development of ESD .............................................................................. 16 

2.1.2 ESD today ............................................................................................................... 18 

2.1.3 The learning objectives ......................................................................................... 19 

2.1.4 The role of teachers............................................................................................... 20 

2.1.5 Advancing ESD ....................................................................................................... 21 

2.2 ESD in Germany ............................................................................................................ 21 

2.2.1 Historical development ......................................................................................... 22 

2.2.2 The German definition of ESD and Gestaltungskompetenz .................................. 23 

2.2.3 Dissemination of ESD and the SDGs in the German educational landscape ........ 25 

2.2.4 Teacher engagement with ESD in Germany .......................................................... 25 

2.2.5 ESD in Bayern and Baden-Württemberg ............................................................... 26 

2.3 Implementing ESD ........................................................................................................ 29 

2.3.1 The whole-institution approach ............................................................................ 29 

2.3.2 Action-oriented, transformative pedagogies according to UNESCO .................... 29 

2.3.3 Transformative pedagogies beyond UNESCO ....................................................... 31 

2.3.4 ESD 1 vs. ESD 2 ...................................................................................................... 32 

2.3.5 Action competence, place-based education and systems-thinking ..................... 33 

2.3.6 Challenges for transformative pedagogies ........................................................... 35 

2.4 Humanist tradition vs. human capital theory .............................................................. 35 

2.4.1 The humanist view on education .......................................................................... 36 



 
 
 

7 

2.4.2 The neoliberal view on education ......................................................................... 36 

2.4.3 The influence on ESD ............................................................................................. 37 

2.4.4 The German context .............................................................................................. 38 

2.5 Previous research in the field ....................................................................................... 38 

2.5.1 Research in the 2000s ........................................................................................... 39 

2.5.2 Recent research on understanding and experiences with ESD ............................ 39 

2.5.3 Recent research exploring the perspectives of teachers and student teachers... 40 

2.5.4 The readiness-implementation-discrepancy ......................................................... 43 

2.6 Summary of the study’s contribution to the research field ......................................... 43 

3 Methodology ............................................................................................................ 46 

3.1 Research questions ....................................................................................................... 46 

3.2 Research design ............................................................................................................ 48 

3.3 The case studies ........................................................................................................... 50 

3.4 Data collection .............................................................................................................. 51 

3.4.1 The interviews ....................................................................................................... 51 

3.4.2 Sampling ................................................................................................................ 52 

3.4.3 Pilot-interviews...................................................................................................... 53 

3.4.4 The interview protocol .......................................................................................... 54 

3.5 Data analysis ................................................................................................................. 62 

3.6 Reliability and validity................................................................................................... 63 

3.7 Ethical issues ................................................................................................................. 64 

3.8 Limitations and Reflections .......................................................................................... 65 

4 Research Findings...................................................................................................... 67 

4.1 Understanding of ESD ................................................................................................... 67 

4.1.1 Content .................................................................................................................. 67 

4.1.2 Useful methods ..................................................................................................... 69 

4.1.3 The aim of ESD ....................................................................................................... 70 

4.1.4 Merit ...................................................................................................................... 71 

4.1.5 Personal evaluation of the concept ...................................................................... 72 

4.1.6 The change of understanding during the interview .............................................. 74 

4.1.7 Summary ................................................................................................................ 74 

4.2 Experiences with ESD ................................................................................................... 74 

4.2.1 Experiences in university ....................................................................................... 75 

4.2.2 Experiences in internships ..................................................................................... 77 



8 

4.2.3 Extracurricular and private experiences with ESD ................................................ 78 

4.2.4 Summary ................................................................................................................ 79 

4.3 Anticipated obstacles for ESD ...................................................................................... 79 

4.3.1 Lack of time ........................................................................................................... 79 

4.3.2 The curriculum ....................................................................................................... 80 

4.3.3 Lesson and project preparation and execution .................................................... 84 

4.3.4 Lack of teacher training in ESD .............................................................................. 87 

4.3.5 Interaction with the students ................................................................................ 88 

4.3.6 Other stakeholders ................................................................................................ 91 

4.3.7 Summary ................................................................................................................ 92 

4.4 Anticipated opportunities for ESD ................................................................................ 92 

4.4.1 Finding time ........................................................................................................... 93 

4.4.2 The curriculum ....................................................................................................... 94 

4.4.3 Lesson and project preparation and execution .................................................... 97 

4.4.4 Teacher training for ESD ........................................................................................ 99 

4.4.5 Interaction with the students .............................................................................. 102 

4.4.6 Other stakeholders .............................................................................................. 105 

4.4.7 Increasing societal relevance of ESD topics ........................................................ 106 

4.4.8 Summary .............................................................................................................. 107 

5 Discussion ............................................................................................................... 108 

5.1 Understanding of ESD ................................................................................................. 108 

5.2 Experiences with ESD ................................................................................................. 109 

5.3 Obstacles and opportunities ...................................................................................... 110 

5.3.1 Lack of time and finding time .............................................................................. 110 

5.3.2 The curriculum ..................................................................................................... 111 

5.3.3 Lesson and project preparation and execution .................................................. 112 

5.3.4 Teacher training for ESD ...................................................................................... 113 

5.3.5 Interaction with the students .............................................................................. 114 

5.3.6 Other stakeholders .............................................................................................. 115 

5.3.7 Increasing societal relevance .............................................................................. 116 

5.4 Summary ..................................................................................................................... 116 

6 Conclusion .............................................................................................................. 117 

References ..................................................................................................................... 119 

Appendix A: Recruitment letter (German and English) .................................................... 130 



 
 
 

9 

Appendix B: Interview protocol (German) ...................................................................... 132 

Appendix C: UNESCO definition for ESD (German) .......................................................... 135 

Appendix D: Consent form (German and English) ........................................................... 136 

Appendix E: Coding frame and results ............................................................................ 138 

 

 



10 

Table of Figures 

Figure 1. Guiding perspective for ESD in Baden-Württemberg ............................................... 27 

Figure 2. ESD (EE and Global Learning) as an education aim in Bayern................................... 28 

Figure 3. UNESCO definition of ESD ......................................................................................... 59 

 



 
 
 

11 

Table of Tables 

Table 1. The 17 SDGs ................................................................................................................ 18 

Table 2. Key methods for learning for the SDGs ...................................................................... 30 

Table 3. Key pedagogical approaches in ESD ........................................................................... 30 

Table 4. ESD 1 and ESD 2 .......................................................................................................... 33 

Table 5. Research questions ..................................................................................................... 46 

Table 6. Participants ................................................................................................................. 53 

Table 7. Interview protocol ...................................................................................................... 55 



12 

Abbreviations 

BMBF Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung (Ministry of Education & Research) 

DESD  Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 

DUK Deutsche UNESCO Kommission (German UNESCO Commission) 

EE Environmental Education  

ESD Education for Sustainable Development 

GAP Global Action Programme 

HCT Human Capital Theory 

HSU Heimat und Sachkunde (General studies and studies of the home(land)) 

KMK Kultusministerkonferenz (Conference of Cultural Ministers)  

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

PISA Programme for International Student Assessment 

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals 

UN United Nations 

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

 

 



 
 
 

13 

1 Introduction  

Climate change, dwindling resources, political tensions, stark inequalities: the challenges of 

the 21st century can seem overwhelming and are ever present in daily life. To tackle these 

pressing issues, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO) has proposed 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to be reached by 2030.  

In the pursuit of the SDGs, education plays an important part. UNESCO emphasises that 

“to create a more sustainable world and to engage with sustainability-related issues as 

described in the SDGs, individuals must become sustainability change-makers. They require 

the knowledge, skills, values and attitudes that empower them to contribute to sustainable 

development.” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 12). Thus, a cornerstone of the aspired transition to a 

sustainable world community is SDG 4, Quality Education. Quality Education to UNESCO is 

inclusive, equitable and promotes lifelong learning, but it also encompasses the 

organisation’s concept of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) (UNESCO, 2017). 

In a comprehensive guide, UNESCO has laid out, how to holistically implement ESD across 

educational settings worldwide (UNESCO, 2017). For each SDG, it describes learning 

objectives in the cognitive, socio-emotional and behavioural domains. It further introduces 

eight key competencies that are considered prerequisites to reach the SDGs (UNESCO, 

2017). UNESCO also specifies how ESD is to be delivered. It advocates “for an action-

oriented, transformative pedagogy, which supports self-directed learning, participation and 

collaboration, problem-orientation, inter- and transdisciplinarity and the linking of formal 

and informal learning.” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 7). 

Germany has subscribed to the UNESCO agenda for ESD and strives to include the 17 

SDGs in the federal curricula as well as encourage students’ contribution to a sustainable 

world (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.e). ESD in Germany is known under the name of “Bildung für 

nachhaltige Entwicklung” (BNE). The most recent efforts to implement the UNESCO agenda 

in Germany can be found in the National Action Plan (National Platform on Education for 

Sustainable Development, 2017).  

Germany is often presented to be taking on a leading role in implementing ESD. It has 

developed a curriculum framework for ESD and local projects and measures have received 

awards from the German UNESCO commission and the German ministry of education and 

research (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.f; KMK et al., 2016; Von Seggern, 2018). Since 2015, 
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Germany aims to advance ESD within the country from projects and individual measures to 

being a long-term structural component of education (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.f).  

 Over the past years there have been significant successes in integrating ESD into 

curricula in Germany and training multipliers. Yet, recent research indicates that there is still 

a gap between the aspirations of the UNESCO agenda for ESD to be the core of schooling 

and the actual dissemination and implementation across educational settings in Germany 

(Bagoly-Simó & Hemmer, 2017; Holst et al., 2020; Müller-Christ et al., 2018). This is in part 

due to the decentralised structure of the education system, allowing the 16 federal states 

leeway in policymaking (Dannenberg & Grapentin, 2016). Yet, also in the states where ESD is 

already rather established, studies indicate that the concept is still vague for many teachers 

and perceived as an add-on to an already crowded curriculum (Dannenberg & Grapentin, 

2016; Rieckman & Holz, 2017; Singer-Brodowski et al., 2019). Consequently, the need to 

scale up teacher training for ESD as well as policymaking has been repeatedly emphasised 

over the past years, both by German government agencies and researchers working closely 

with them (Bundesregierung, 2021; Holst & Brock, 2020; KMK, 2016; Müller-Christ et al., 

2018) Older papers from the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005–

2014), as well as the most recent roadmap by UNESCO, also once more underscore the 

importance of both increasing efforts in training teachers for ESD and reforming curricula 

(UNESCO, 2005, 2020). Interest in ESD is rising across the board among educators and 

institutions in Germany (Müller-Christ et al., 2018). Both the past successes as well as the 

growing awareness provide ample opportunities for ESD implementation nationwide 

(Müller-Christ et al., 2018).  

The need of overcoming remaining obstacles and using arising opportunities is currently 

perhaps the most important task for ESD in Germany. The topic caught my interest and 

caused me to take a deep dive into the corresponding literature outlining the state of the 

art. Especially the national monitoring provides a good overview of developments, by 

frequently analysing policy documents and interviewing stakeholders like teachers and 

students. As I read on, however, what seemed to be rare in current research were the 

perspectives of student teachers. Quantitative research showed that student teachers have 

rather little knowledge and experience with ESD and related content but have positive 

attitudes towards it (Burmeister & Eilks, 2013; Richter-Beuschel & Bögeholz, 2019). A recent 

survey also produced a list of barriers and support needs that student teachers perceive for 

ESD implementation (Stössel et al., 2021). But a qualitative exploration of their perspectives 

has not yet been conducted, to the best of my knowledge. It is important that student 

teachers are represented in research on ESD, because they will eventually have a key 

function in holding up and shaping the concept in the future. Hence, the purpose of this 
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study is to explore student teachers’ perspectives on ESD by looking into the areas of 

understanding, experiences, anticipated obstacles and opportunities. 

As each of the 16 federal states in Germany makes their own decisions on whether and 

how to integrate elements of ESD into their education systems, assessments like these need 

to be state-bound. This study hence focuses on comparing student teachers’ perspectives 

from two cases in two German states: The University of Regensburg in Bayern and the 

Freiburg School of Education in Baden-Württemberg. Both states have established their own 

versions of ESD through local policymaking and curricula changes over the past years. What 

makes a comparison between cases in these states so interesting is that despite their high 

ambitions, their ideas of ESD and where it belongs in the curriculum diverge. This of course 

raises the question what the implications are for student teachers engaging with ESD. This 

study is thus specifically interested in exploring how understanding, experiences and 

anticipated opportunities and perceived obstacles for ESD implementation may differ or 

converge between student teachers in the two cases. 

This study is not only of significance because the aspects that may influence ESD 

implementation are of local concern. Accelerating ESD in general is of global importance, if 

schooling is to help children to understand themselves as world citizens that can assume 

responsibility for a sustainable future (UNESCO, 2017). For that reasons, filling research gaps 

that help us to gain more holistic understanding of the perspectives of all stakeholders is a 

worthwhile undertaking.  

The thesis is structured as follows. After this introduction the literature review follows. It 

outlines the historical development of ESD and presents theories and important concepts in 

the context of this study. The third chapter is on methodology, presenting the research aim 

and research questions, describing how the research was carried out, why certain choices 

were made and how the data was analysed. Then, the findings are presented and discussed 

in connection to the literature. Lastly follows the list of references cited in the thesis. In the 

appendix can be found: the recruitment letter for the interviews, the interview protocol, the 

UNESCO definition for ESD, the consent form, and the coding frame with the coding results.  

 



16 

2 Literature Review 

The literature review first summarises the historical and current international emphasis on 

ESD, before looking at implementation efforts in Germany over time and specifically in the 

two states of the selected cases. Then, the whole-institution approach, transformative 

pedagogies and the move from the humanist tradition in education to human capital theory 

approaches are examined. Lastly, the thesis is contextualised with previous research and a 

brief summary helps make the transition to the methodology chapter. 

2.1 International emphasis on ESD  
This chapter is concerned with the international emphasis on ESD and its development 

through organisations of the United Nations. It first looks at the historical development and 

then presents the concept of ESD as it is understood today. Lastly, the chapter examines the 

role that UNESCO assigns to teachers when it comes to ESD and explains how the reach of 

ESD is increased internationally.  

2.1.1 Historical development of ESD  

The idea that education plays a vital role in the move towards a sustainable future isn’t new. 

In 1972, Recommendation 96 of the UN Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment 

promoted Environmental Education (EE) as essential to address the world’s environmental 

crises brought about by human hand (UN, 1972). This idea was then elaborated in 1977 

during the First Intergovernmental Conference on EE in Tbilisi (UN, 1977). As the name 

indicates, EE initially had a strong focus on ecological issues and addressed humans as part 

of nature (McKeown & Hopkins, 2005). Over time however, social and political topics also 

emerged (Pálsdóttir, 2014). EE intends to contribute to “the preservation and improvement 

of the world’s environment, as well as the sound and balanced development of the world’s 

communities” (UNESCO, 2020a, p. 65). It was integrated into many curricula worldwide, but 

initially was often confined to the realms of science education (Gough, 2013). It was long 

focused on behaviour change to alleviate human ignorance (Sterling, 2017). In the nineties 

EE became more of a socioecological approach, introducing more reflective, participatory 

and critical elements (Kyburz-Gruber, 2013).  

Ten years after the Tbilisi Conference another term was coined, that soon received global 

attention and influenced how we view the role of education in contributing to a sustainable 

future today. “Sustainable development” was defined in the 1987 Our Common Future 
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Brundtland Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development, as 

“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs” (UN, 1987, p. 41). It put emphasis on three 

pillars for sustainable development: the environment, the economy and social equity. After 

the introduction of this term, there was a shift in focus from EE to Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD) (UNESCO, 2020a). In 1992 The United Nations Conference on 

Environment and Development, also known as the Rio Summit or Earth Summit, highlighted 

the critical role of education, training, and public awareness in achieving sustainable 

development in Chapter 36 of the Agenda 21 and henceforth established the term ESD (UN, 

1992). At that point, however, it was still mostly understood in terms of addressing climate 

change and biodiversity loss (UNESCO, 2020a, p. 71).  

In 2005 the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005–2014, DESD) 

formally started, after it was first proposed at the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable 

Development in Johannesburg (UNESCO, 2014a; UN, 2002). It was meant “to reorient 

education globally towards a central goal: to learn to live and work sustainably” (UNESCO, 

2014a, p. 3). At the end of the decade, the initiative was deemed a success but was said to 

still lack in scale and to require more institutional support (UNESCO, 2014a).  

As a response, the Global Action Programme (GAP) on ESD (2015-2019) was launched at 

the UNESCO World Conference on ESD in Aichi-Nagoya, Japan (UNESCO, 2014b). GAP was 

informed by the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development adopted by the UN General 

Assembly in 2015 (UN, 2015), which in turn had been under development since the United 

Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil in 2012 

(UN, 2012). The Agenda 2030 proposes 17 Sustainable Development Goals. Goal 4, Quality 

Education, explicitly mentions ESD together with Global Citizenship Education (GCED) as 

targets. The agenda claims education both as goal and as a means for attaining all other 

SDGs (UN, 2015). Table 1 briefly introduces the SDGs. 
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Table 1. The 17 SDGs  

SDG 1: No Poverty SDG 10: Reduced Inequality 

SDG 2: Zero Hunger SDG 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities 

SDG 3: Good Health and Well-being SDG 12: Responsible Consumption and 

Production 

SDG 4: Quality Education SDG 13: Climate Action 

SDG 5: Gender Equality SDG 14: Life Below Water 

SDG 6: Clean Water and Sanitation SDG 15: Life on Land 

SDG 7: Affordable and Clean Energy SDG 16: Peace and Justice Strong Institutions 

SDG 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth SDG 17: Partnerships to achieve the Goals 

SDG 9: Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure  

(UNESCO, 2017, pp. 12) 

The main aim of GAP was to: 

ensure by 2030 that all learners acquire knowledge and skills needed to promote 

sustainable development, including, among others, through education for 

sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender 

equality, promotion of a culture of peace and nonviolence, global citizenship and 

appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable 

development. (UN, 2015, p. 21) 

 This purpose statement highlighted the importance for ESD to address the 

interconnectedness of social, environmental, cultural and economic issues. Five priority 

action areas had been identified: “advancing policy, transforming learning and training 

environments, building capacities of educators and trainers, mobilizing youth, and 

accelerating sustainable solutions at local level” (UNESCO, 2019a, p. 7). The final GAP Report 

indicates that most targets were exceeded and ESD became part of many curricula 

worldwide (UNESCO, 2020b).  

2.1.2 ESD today 

The most recent effort is called ESD for 2030, also known as the Agenda 2030 framework for 

Education for Sustainable Development: Towards achieving the SDGs (UNESCO, 2020a). It 

was adopted in 2019 and officially launched in 2021 with the main objective to advance 

policymaking further and continue to mainstream ESD into educational policies and 
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frameworks and to transform education worldwide. The priority action areas remained the 

same and are sought to be strengthened (UNESCO, 2020a). 

For content, UNESCO’s concept of ESD now relies mainly on the 17 SDGs from the 

Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development. Generally, ESD seeks to make education fit for 

the challenges of the 21st century (UNESCO, 2017). It intends to help individuals to become 

“sustainability change-makers”, which requires the development of “knowledge, skills, 

values and attitudes that empower them to contribute to sustainable development” 

(UNESCO, 2017, p. 7). “It asks for an action-oriented, transformative pedagogy, which 

supports self-directed learning, participation and collaboration, problem-orientation, inter- 

and transdisciplinarity and the linking of formal and informal learning” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 7). 

UNESCO refers to different scholars to illustrate what this looks like in practice (UNESCO, 

2017). For instance, the teacher should be a facilitator and knowledge should be actively 

developed instead of passively transferred (Barth, 2015). It can also mean tackling real-life 

projects and getting learners to reflect on their experience (Kolb, 1984).  

2.1.3 The learning objectives 

Ideally, UNESCO would like to see ESD integrated into all curricula of formal education, at all 

age levels, and become the core of schooling, not an add-on to the existing curriculum 

(UNESCO, 2017, p. 49). For this, a framework of goals and learning objectives was created in 

2017, which outlines how the SDGs can be addressed by aiming at the cognitive, socio-

emotional, and behavioural domain of learners. The framework serves as general guideline 

that should then be adapted to local context (UNESCO, 2017). It highlights the vital 

importance of eight key-competencies, which are not content-specific and are considered 

pre-requisites for achieving the SDGs.  

The competencies are:  

 “Systems thinking competency: the abilities to recognize and understand 

relationships; to analyse complex systems; to think of how systems are embedded 

within different domains and different scales; and to deal with uncertainty. 

 Anticipatory competency: the abilities to understand and evaluate multiple futures – 

possible, probable and desirable; to create one’s own visions for the future; to apply 

the precautionary principle; to assess the consequences of actions; and to deal with 

risks and changes. 

 Normative competency: the abilities to understand and reflect on the norms and 

values that underlie one’s actions; and to negotiate sustainability values, principles, 
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goals, and targets, in a context of conflicts of interests and trade-offs, uncertain 

knowledge and contradictions. 

 Strategic competency: the abilities to collectively develop and implement innovative 

actions that further sustainability at the local level and further afield. 

 Collaboration competency: the abilities to learn from others; to understand and 

respect the needs, perspectives and actions of others (empathy); to understand, 

relate to and be sensitive to others (empathic leadership); to deal with conflicts in a 

group; and to facilitate collaborative and participatory problem solving. 

 Critical thinking competency: the ability to question norms, practices and opinions; 

to reflect on own one’s values, perceptions and actions; and to take a position in the 

sustainability discourse. 

 Self-awareness competency: the ability to reflect on one’s own role in the local 

community and (global) society; to continually evaluate and further motivate one’s 

actions; and to deal with one’s feelings and desires. 

 Integrated problem-solving competency: the overarching ability to apply different 

problem-solving frameworks to complex sustainability problems and develop viable, 

inclusive and equitable solution options that promote sustainable development, 

integrating the abovementioned competences.”  

(UNESCO, 2017, p. 10) 

2.1.4 The role of teachers 

Teachers are key actors in UNESCO’s aspired transformation of education systems. Hence, 

not only students need to acquire the abovementioned competencies, teachers do as well.  

In order for teachers to be prepared to facilitate ESD, they must develop 

sustainability key competencies (including knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, 

motivation, and commitment). But in addition to general sustainability 

competencies, they also need ESD competencies, which can be described as a 

teacher’s capacity to help people develop sustainability competencies through a 

range of innovative teaching and learning practices. (UNESCO, 2017, p. 50) 

The importance of making changes to the content and structure of teacher education has 

been highlighted since the start of the Decade for Education for Sustainable Development 

(UNESCO, 2005), but “efforts to prepare teachers to implement ESD have not advanced 

sufficiently” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 51). Therefore, UNESCO in its newest 2020 roadmap 

emphasises once more that teacher training should “include systematic and comprehensive 
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ESD capacity development in pre-service and in-service training […]. This will include learning 

content specific to each SDG as well as transformative pedagogies that help to bring about 

action” (UNESCO, 2020a, p. 30). Further requests made in this most recent roadmap are to 

make ESD part of professional standards in accreditation, to support teachers in the 

classroom, and to be flexible in curriculum policy, so that schools have room to engage in 

locally relevant projects and content (UNESCO, 2020a). In transforming teacher education, 

UNESCO supports a participatory approach. “To integrate ESD more fully into teacher 

education, the content and the organisation of teacher education programmes should be 

developed with the participation of key stakeholders such as students, teachers, local NGOs 

and ESD experts.” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 52).  

2.1.5 Advancing ESD 

Despite past successes, UNESCO states that more needs to be done to make its vision a 

reality. “Often ESD is interpreted with narrow focus on topical issues rather than with a 

holistic approach on learning content, pedagogy, and learning outcomes to bring about the 

fundamental behavioural shift to sustainable development.” (UNESCO, 2020a, p. 9). A 

UNESCO study, reviewing policy documents in 10 countries indicated “that ESD is mostly 

associated with the teaching of scientific knowledge on the environment” and that there is a 

strong focus on the cognitive domain (UNESCO, 2020a, p. 9). This UNESCO deems insufficient 

to bring “the transformative power of education to its full force” (UNESCO, 2020a, p. 9). To 

facilitate the process of mainstreaming ESD effectively in all schooling, UNESCO continues to 

invest in intergovernmental multi-stakeholder partnerships through a global platform for 

policymakers (UNESCO, 2017). The National Commissions for UNESCO are especially active in 

attempting to advance ESD in the respective countries. In Germany, the German UNESCO 

Commission (DUK) is at the forefront of promoting ESD. The next chapter outlines the 

history of ESD in Germany and presents the efforts to establish ESD in the two states of 

Bayern and Baden-Württemberg.  

2.2 ESD in Germany  
ESD is implemented differently from country to country. UNESCO encourages countries to 

adapt the framework so that it is locally relevant, but also connected to the global 

perspective. For understanding the background of the research, it is thus important to 

examine ESD in Germany and in the two states that this thesis focuses on. This chapter starts 

with a historical overview and continues with the German ESD definition. It then presents 

the concept of Gestaltungskompetenz and investigates the state of the art of ESD that 
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research has identified in the German context. Lastly, the state of the art in Bayern and 

Baden-Württemberg will be examined. 

2.2.1 Historical development 

Even before the United Nations formally recognised education as a means to propel global 

society towards a sustainable future, environmental concerns under the umbrella of the 

nature conservation tradition in Germany found their way into curricular considerations. In 

1953, the standing conference of state ministers of education in the Federal Republic of 

Germany put emphasis on the importance to integrate “nature conservation and the care of 

the countryside within all relevant school subjects” (Bolscho & Seybold, 1996, p. 9). After the 

1977 UN Intergovernmental Conference on Environmental Education in Tbilisi, first attempts 

were made to develop environmental education curricula for Germany, ultimately deciding 

the theme should be integrated into existing disciplines not treated as a separate subject 

(Bolscho & Hauenschild, 2006). 

German education authorities then also looked to UNESCO when the concept of ESD was 

developed in 1992 and discussed its implications extensively, after the study, 

“Zukunftsfähiges Deutschland” was published in 1996 (Loske, & Bleischwitz, 1996). In 1998, 

the first German framework for ESD was finalised and a first pilot project was underway 

(BLK, 1998). The so-called “BLK programme 21” ran from 1999 to 2004 and was funded by 

the Federal Ministry of Education and Research and the federal states. It included more than 

200 schools between 5th and 12th grade (BMBF, 2002). The aim was to establish ESD and the 

competency approach in those schools and their curricula as a means for preparing to 

eventually disseminate ESD beyond the participating schools (BLK, 2005). The project was 

successful in the participating schools, but the final report found that the project still lacked 

in scope and ESD was mostly absent in schools that hadn’t taken part (BLK & Rode, 2005). 

Only a few schools apart from the initial participants joined additionally during the 

implementation and ESD was not integrated into teacher education (BLK & Rode, 2005). 

Others also critiqued that primary schools were excluded despite sufficient research in the 

field (Bolscho & Hauenschild, 2006).  

Based on these findings, the programme “Transfer-21” was launched during the Decade 

for Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) and ran from 2004 to 2008. It aimed to 

disseminate ESD further and reached about 12% of German schools, including primary 

schools (BLK & Preußer, 2008). The final report outlined strengths and weaknesses of the 

programme. Strengths were the production of materials, the establishing of networks and 

the provision of in-service training for the participating schools. Weaknesses were unfruitful 



 
 
 

23 

attempts to structurally integrate ESD into teacher education, and that participating 

teachers continued to view ESD as an add-on (BLK & Preußer, 2008).  

The German UNESCO Commission (DUK) continued efforts to advance ESD in Germany 

until the end of the DESD, throughout the GAP and is also the leading figure of the new ESD 

2030 Agenda (DUK, n.d.). Coordination with the German state has been happening over the 

national platform for ESD since 2015, initiated by the Federal Ministry of Education and 

Research (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.c). In 2017, this platform launched the National Action Plan 

for ESD (National Platform on Education for Sustainable Development, 2017). Through the 

National Action Plan, Germany aims to advance ESD within the country from projects and 

individual measures to being a long-term structural component of education (BMBF BNE-

Portal, n.d.f). It proposes objectives for the integration of ESD into all areas of education and 

encourages the German federal states to assess which measures they can take (BMBF BNE-

Portal, n.d.f; National Platform on Education for Sustainable Development, 2017). The 16 

German federal states enjoy leeway in designing their curricula in education which is why 

there is no nationwide core curriculum for ESD (Bolscho & Hauenschild, 2006; Müller-Christ 

et al., 2018). The German Curriculum Framework for ESD from 2016 acts as a guideline and is 

dependent on the political support in the federal states (KMK et al., 2016; Von Seggern, 

2018).  

The DUK today supports about 300 German UNESCO project schools. These are schools 

which promote the goals and values of UNESCO and are usually the first to adopt new 

concepts in the areas of Global Citizenship Education and ESD (DUK, n.d.).  

2.2.2 The German definition of ESD and Gestaltungskompetenz 

Generally, the German state is subscribed to UNESCO’s Agenda 2030 and hence puts forth a 

similar definition of ESD: 

The concept of ESD describes a holistic, transformative education that considers 

learning content and results, as well as pedagogy and learning environment. 

Teaching and learning should be interactive to enable inquiry-based, action-

oriented and transformative learning. ESD serves not only to address 

sustainability topics like climate change and biodiversity. Participative methods 

also for instance support critical thinking, collaborative competency and other 

abilities. ESD supports learners in developing an international viewpoint which 

enables them to act as world citizens. (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.d, para. 15) 

The German concept differs from UNESCO’s ideals in so far that it has put forward its 

own competency framework “Gestaltungskompetenz”, developed by Gerhard de Haan. The 
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framework underscores the importance of moving from input-oriented to output-oriented 

curricula and from epistemic knowledge to heuristic knowledge, in order to prepare 

students to make decisions in situations of uncertainty, where pre-made solutions are not 

sufficient (De Haan, 2006).  

The definition De Haan has put forward, reads as follows:  

‘Gestaltungskompetenz’, or ‘shaping competence’, means the specific capacity to 

act and solve problems. Those who possess this competence can help, through 

their active participation in society, to modify and shape the future of society, 

and to guide its social, economic, technological and ecological changes along the 

lines of sustainable development. ‘Gestaltungskompetenz’ means having the 

skills, competencies and knowledge to enact changes in economic, ecological and 

social behaviour without such changes always being merely a reaction to pre-

existing problems. (De Haan, 2006, p. 5) 

“Gestaltungskompetenz” further includes “situated learning” that is “application-related, 

world-oriented, and self-directed” (De Haan, 2010, p. 319). Through such learning, the 

following competencies are to be developed:  

 “Gather knowledge in a spirit of openness to the world, integrating new 

perspectives 

 Think and act in a forward-looking manner 

 Acquire knowledge and acting in an interdisciplinary manner 

 Deal with incomplete and overly complex information 

 Co-operate in decision-making processes 

 Cope with individual dilemmatic situation of decision-making 

 Participate in collective decision-making processes 

 Motivate oneself as well as others to become active 

 Reflect upon one’s own principles and those of others 

 Refer to the idea of equity in decision-making and planning actions 

 Plan and act autonomously 

 Show empathy for and solidarity with the disadvantaged”  

(De Haan, 2010, p. 320). 
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2.2.3 Dissemination of ESD and the SDGs in the German educational landscape 

De Haan leads the national monitoring team for ESD at the Institut Futur at the Freie 

Universität Berlin, which has been tracking dissemination and implementation of ESD in 

Germany since 2015 through analysing policy documents and interviewing stakeholders. In 

an analysis of 4500 documents from 2020, his team found that ESD implementation has 

advanced considerably through the GAP programme and significant development was seen 

in the areas of childhood education, school education, higher education and vocational 

education (Holst et al., 2020). At the same time, they found that “large discrepancies remain 

between the areas of education, different types of documents, federal states and with 

regard to the depth and quality of the contextualization of ESD and related concepts” (Holst 

et al., 2020, p. 1). Some state curricula had integrated ESD as a cross-disciplinary perspective 

while others confined it to subjects that are easily linkable to ESD topics. An earlier 

quantitative analysis found that ESD in Germany is often limited to non-core disciplines that 

are electives in upper-secondary school like Biology, Geography, Politics and Social Studies 

(Bagoly-Simó & Hemmer, 2017).  

Another study assessed the dissemination of the SDGs in the German education system 

for the government through expert interviews and surveys (Müller-Christ et al., 2018). The 

SDGs are relevant content for teaching ESD. The study found that the SDGs are not widely 

disseminated in the education system but sometimes appear where strong structures for 

ESD already exist. They found that both in school education and higher education, the SDGs 

rarely appear explicitly.  

2.2.4 Teacher engagement with ESD in Germany  

Generally, an increasing interest in ESD and related topics is found in Germany among 

educators and students alike (Grund & Brock, 2018a; Grund & Brock, 2020; Müller-Christ et 

al., 2018). In a recent study done by the national monitoring team for ESD, young people and 

teachers from all federal states alike have expressed that they would like to see a “distinctly 

higher amount of ESD within formal educational settings compared to the status quo” 

(Grund & Brock, 2020, p. 1).  

De Haan has voiced concerns about the content of ESD. He found that too much is 

subsumed under ESD, which makes the concept blurry and harder to disseminate (De Haan, 

2008). A recent study found that teachers in Germany indeed experience ESD “as complex 

and vague” and “the need to avoid instrumentalization makes teachers unsure of how to 

handle controversial debates about sustainability in schools” (Singer-Brodowski et al., 2019, 

p. 10). This is, however, not a new finding. The final report on the DESD and other 

international research has previously shown that educators often feel uncertainty around 
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the concept of ESD (UNESCO, 2014a). Other studies found that educators in Germany often 

see ESD rather as an add-on onto an already crowded curriculum (Dannenberg & Grapentin, 

2016). 

Both the uncertainties among teachers about ESD as concept, as well as its handling in 

practice are not surprising given that most teachers are still hardly trained in it. In a recent 

study, about 70% of teachers in Germany claimed they had never been educated in ESD 

neither pre-service nor in-service (Grund & Brock, 2018b). Despite the repeated calls for 

action, already during the BLK-programmes in the early 2000s, there has been little progress 

in the attempts to find a habitat for ESD in teacher education nationally (Bagoly-Simó & 

Hemmer, 2017; Holst et al, 2020; Rieckman & Holz, 2017). This may be attributed to the 

scientific tradition of autonomy in higher education institutions (Etzkorn, 2018). The most 

recent action plan promises that the “federal government will examine to what extent it can 

support the development of ESD competency models for teacher training” and encourages 

the funding of pilot projects (National Platform on Education for Sustainable Development, 

2017, p. 29).  

2.2.5 ESD in Bayern and Baden-Württemberg 

In policy documents for both Bayern and Baden-Württemberg it is stated that ESD is 

implemented widely in the states’ schooling (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.b; BMBF BNE-Portal, 

n.d.a; KMK, 2012). Baden-Württemberg is often highlighted as a prime example of good ESD 

(Keil et al., 2020). There, according to official statements, ESD is to be dealt with as a cross-

cutting competency in two out of three phases of teacher training since 2015 (BMBF BNE-

Portal, n.d.b) and an ESD university network connects individuals and experts that are 

interested in its dissemination (Rieckman & Holz, 2017). In Baden-Württemberg, ESD has 

also been anchored in the curricula, making it an official part of most disciplines in all school 

levels since 2016 (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.b). Baden-Württemberg expresses an educational 

commitment to the Agenda 2030 and the corresponding National Action Plan (BMBF BNE-

Portal, n.d.b). On the official curricular website, ESD is described in the guiding perspectives 

(see Figure 1). When looking into the content-related competencies of each subject, 

example curricula, synopsis and competency frames can be found, which serve as 

implementation aids (Ministerium für Kultus, Jugend und Sport Baden-Württemberg, n.d.).  
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Guiding perspective for ESD in Baden-Württemberg:  

“Education for Sustainable Development enables students to make 

informed decisions and act responsibly to protect the environment, for a 

functioning economy and a fair global society for current and future 

generations. This relates above all to respecting the natural limits of 

Earth system’s carrying capacity and dealing with growing social and 

global injustices. This requires responsibly applied creativity, intelligent 

solutions, and foresight. Sustainable development requires learning 

processes that promote the necessary mental and cultural change. In 

addition to the acquisition of knowledge about (non-) sustainable 

developments, the following core concerns are of particular importance: 

Willingness to engage and take responsibility., dealing with risks and 

uncertainty, empathy for other people’s life situations and solid 

judgements on future issues.  

Education for Sustainable Development empowers students to 

contribute to sustainable development as consumers, at work, through 

civic engagement and political actions. It is therefore not only a matter 

of being able to react to existing problems, but above all dealing with 

the future with foresight and of participating in innovative life and 

society designs that make a forward-looking and responsible transition 

to a sustainable world possible.  

The anchoring of the guiding perspective in the education plan is 

concretised by the following terms: Significance of and threats to 

sustainable development, Complexity and dynamics of sustainable 

development, Values and norms in decision-making situations, Criteria 

for actions that promote and inhibit sustainability, Participation, 

involvement, co-determination, Capacity for democracy, Peace 

strategies.” 

(Stössel et al., 2021, p. 2; Ministerium für Kultus, Jugend und Sport 

Baden-Württemberg, n.d., para. 1.3) 

 

Figure 1. Guiding perspective for ESD in Baden-Württemberg 
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Bayern planned to integrate ESD into the first phase of teacher training in 2019 by means 

of “identifying ESD explicitly as an education aim in didactics” and has an active university 

network as well (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.a, para. 14). Concerning the school curriculum, 

Bayern highlights that it does not seek to take the Agenda 2030 as orientation and that its 

ESD decisions are independent from the demands of the National Action Plan (BMBF BNE-

Portal, n.d.a). However, the state admits that there is some overlap with the SDGs. Bayern 

has in the past confined ESD largely to the earlier mentioned subjects such as Geography 

and excluded it from core disciplines such as German or Maths (Holst & Brock, 2020). Bayern 

strives to change this with the recently launched LehrplanPlus that presents ESD as an 

overarching educational goal that is to be dealt with in all subjects, at all school levels (BMBF 

BNE-Portal, n.d.a). In their official statement on the national portal for ESD, Bayern uses the 

term ESD synonymously with EE (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.a). On the official curriculum 

website, ESD appears in the cross-cutting education aims and is defined as is shown in Figure 

2. From there, links lead to additional information such as the German orientation frames for 

ESD, Global Learning and EE but the section that is to indicate these documents’ connection 

to the LehrplanPlus is currently empty and a disclaimer beneath reads: “additional 

information is not part of the curriculum” (Staatsinstitut für Schulqualität und 

Bildungsforschung München, n.d.b, para. 7). 

 

Figure 2. ESD (EE and Global Learning) as an education aim in Bayern  

 

 

ESD (EE and Global Learning) as an education aim in Bayern  

“As part of an Education for Sustainable Development students develop 

competencies that enable them to identify sustainable developments and actively 

help shape them.  

They develop a sense of responsibility for nature and environment and extend their 

knowledge on the complex and mutual dependency between humans and the 

environment. They treat ecological, economic and social resources carefully, so that 

the basis of living and shaping opportunities of the current and future generations in 

all regions of the world will be secured.  

The students acquire knowledge on environmental and developmental problems, 

their causes and effects and engage with norms and values to be able to creatively 

shape their environment and the interconnected world in the sense of Global 

Learning."  

(Staatsinstitut für Schulqualität und Bildungsforschung München, n.d.a, para. 1-3). 
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It seems that Baden-Württemberg’s definition is more in line with the contemporary 

understanding of ESD and UNESCO’s ideals, while Bayern is still rather focused on EE and not 

too keen on focusing on the Agenda 2030 in formal education. Baden-Württemberg appears 

to put more effort into making explicit references to ESD in the subject curricula and has 

made earlier and more comprehensive advances to integrate ESD into teacher training.  

2.3 Implementing ESD  
When it comes to delivering ESD in the classroom and beyond, UNESCO in its 2017 

document identifies two “key drivers”: the whole-institution approach and action-oriented 

transformative pedagogies (p. 48). To understand how ESD implementation can be 

envisioned, it is necessary to look more closely at these drivers. This chapter briefly 

introduces the whole-institution approach and then outlines what UNESCO writes on action-

oriented, transformative pedagogy. Then, it examines theories, concepts and approaches 

that are somewhat connected to the overarching idea of transformative pedagogies such as 

transformative learning theory, place-based education and the idea of action competence. 

The chapter also distinguishes between ESD1 and ESD2 and investigates their historical 

development. Lastly it highlights the challenging nature of such pedagogies. 

2.3.1 The whole-institution approach 

With its concept of ESD, UNESCO does not simply attempt to introduce new content into 

existing curricula. It argues for transforming educational institutions in their entirety, to 

make ESD more effective. For this, it promotes a whole-institution approach, which means 

to address sustainability in “all aspects of the educational institution” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 53). 

It entails “rethinking the curriculum, campus operations, organisational culture, student 

participation, leadership and management, community relationships and research” 

(UNESCO, 2017, p. 53). Eco-schools, green campuses and the UNESCO project schools in 

Germany can act as role models for attendees and facilitate students’ capacity building 

(UNESCO, 2017).  

2.3.2 Action-oriented, transformative pedagogies according to UNESCO 

Alongside the whole-institution approach, UNESCO lists action-oriented, transformative 

pedagogies as “key driver for delivering ESD in the classroom and other learning settings” 

(UNESCO, 2017, p. 48). The UNESCO document from 2017 further clarifies: “While all 

elements of the whole-institution approach are important, at the core of delivering ESD in 

the classroom and other learning settings are interactive, integrative and critical forms of 

learning – an action-oriented transformative pedagogy” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 54). In the 
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chapter named action-oriented transformative pedagogy, UNESCO does not give a distinct 

definition for the term but divides it up into three key categories that are strongly linked: “A 

learner-centred approach, action-oriented learning and transformative learning” (UNESCO, 

2017, p. 55).  

This thesis chooses to look at the term “transformative pedagogies” from UNESCO’s 

standpoint as a relatively broad umbrella concept under which many progressive learning 

theories and approaches can be subsumed or at least connected to. All of which aim for 

lasting learning experiences. UNESCO draws on different scholars like Barth, Mezirow, Kolb 

and Lotz-Sistika, to illustrate how it envisions ESD implementation pedagogically and further 

puts forward key methods for learning for the SDGs which are reminiscent of approaches 

such as place-based education or critical thinking practices (UNESCO, 2017, p. 55). The 

UNESCO summaries are presented in the Tables 2 and 3. In the following, the chapter 

continues to explore in more depth the work of scholars within the realms of transformative 

pedagogies, such as those UNESCO refers to. These works are of interest when discussing an 

educational concept like ESD, that is located at the intersection of sustainability and ideas 

we may classify as approaches of transformative pedagogies. 

 

Table 2. Key methods for learning for the SDGs  

Key methods for learning for the SDGs 

“Collaborative real-world projects, such as service-learning projects and campaigns for different SDGs 
Vision-building exercises such as future workshops, scenario analyses, utopian/dystopian story-telling, 
science fiction thinking, and forecasting and backcasting 
Analyses of complex systems through community-based research projects, case studies, stakeholder 
analysis, actors’ analysis, modelling, systems games, etc.” 
Critical and reflective thinking through fish-bowl discussions, reflective journals, etc.” 

(UNESCO, 2017, p. 55) 

Table 3. Key pedagogical approaches in ESD  

Key pedagogical approaches in ESD  

A learner-centred approach 
“Learner-centred pedagogy sees students as autonomous learners and emphasizes the active 
development of knowledge rather than its mere transfer and/or passive learning experiences. The 
learners’ prior knowledge as well as their experiences in the social context are the starting points for 
stimulating learning processes in which the learners construct their own knowledge base. Learner-
centred approaches require learners to reflect on their own knowledge and learning processes in 
order to manage and monitor them. Educators should stimulate and support those reflections. 
Learner-centred approaches change the role of an educator to one of being a facilitator of learning 
processes (instead of being an expert who only transfers structured knowledge) (Barth, 2015).” 
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Action-oriented learning 
“In action-oriented learning, learners engage in action and reflect on their experiences in terms of the 
intended learning process and personal development. The experience might come from a project (in-
service learning), an internship, the facilitation of a workshop, the implementation of a campaign, etc. 
Action-learning refers to Kolb’s theory of the experiential learning cycle with the following stages: 1. 
Having a concrete experience, 2. Observing and reflecting, 3. Forming abstract concepts for 
generalization and 4. Applying them in new situations (Kolb, 1984). Action-learning increases 
knowledge acquisition, competency development and values clarification by linking abstract concepts 
to personal experience and the learner’s life. The role of the educator is to create a learning 
environment that prompts learners’ experiences and reflexive thought processes.” 
Transformative learning 
“Transformative learning can best be defined by its aims and principles, rather than by any concrete 
teaching or learning strategy. It aims at empowering learners to question and change the ways they 
see and think about the world in order to deepen their understanding of it (Slavich and Zimbardo, 
2012; Mezirow, 2000). The educator is a facilitator who empowers and challenges learners to alter 
their worldviews. The related concept of transgressive learning (Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2015) goes one 
step further: It underlines that learning in ESD has to overcome the status quo and prepare the 
learner for disruptive thinking and the co-creation of new knowledge.” 

(UNESCO, 2017, p. 55) 

2.3.3 Transformative pedagogies beyond UNESCO 

Further clarification can be derived from transformative learning theory which is evidently 

related to the umbrella idea of transformative pedagogies but comes with a clear definition. 

It proclaims transformative learning, in its active construction of knowledge and questioning 

of narratives, as the opposite of transmissional or mimetic learning, where predetermined 

information is merely transmitted from a teacher to the learners who passively memorise 

the facts (Miller & Seller, 1990). Dewey and Freire have famously criticised the traditional 

transmissional learning approach, with the latter coining the image of “banking education”, 

meaning that education systems falsely depict students as empty vessels into which the all-

knowing teacher can pour knowledge (Dewey, 1963; Freire, 1970). UNESCO’s ideas connect 

to this in so far, as it highlights the importance of moving from the teacher imparting 

knowledge to more learner-centred experiences (UNESCO, 2017, 2020a).  

Ideas surrounding transformative pedagogies in a way emerged from the necessity to 

provide an alternative approach that respects students’ experiences and acknowledges them 

as individuals. The main objectives are to promote critical consciousness and civic 

engagement (Greene, 1998) with the end goal of positive social change (Aboytes & Barth, 

2020). In practice this means for learners to analyse the dominant discourses, to be in 

exchange with others, to be reflective, to develop a deeper understanding of issues, and be 

able to take action (Mezirow, 1991). However, transformative learning can only occur, if two 
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conditions are met. The educator needs to create opportunities for experiences that aid 

conceptual understanding (Kolb & Kolb, 2005; Mezirow, 2000) and the learning environment 

needs to be participative and characterised by care, trust, and sensitive relationships (Taylor, 

1997). UNESCO cites from Mezirow and Kolb when discussing transformative and action-

oriented learning in its 2017 document.  

Ideas of transformative pedagogies found their way into ESD around the year 2008. Since 

then, the numbers in literature and research publications on the topic have increased yearly 

(Aboytes & Barth, 2020). Transformative approaches lend themselves well to ESD because 

there is consensus that sustainable development can hardly be achieved through 

instrumental measures but rather through the encouragement to question the status quo 

and social norms, to reflect on values, and to address unsustainability (Schneidewind et al., 

2016). Scholars thus consider real-life experiences (in nature) (Blake et al., 2013) and 

problem-solving and project-based learning surrounding sustainability issues (Brundiers & 

Wiek, 2013) among others, to be valuable strategies for a transformative learning 

experience. 

2.3.4 ESD 1 vs. ESD 2 

The question of how ESD can unfold its transformative power was long debated. ESD 1 is an 

approach that focuses mainly on knowledge building and seeks to modify the behaviour of 

individuals in a pre-described manner (Vare & Scott, 2007). It stems from an understanding 

that “the problems humanity faces are essentially environmental, and can be understood 

through science and resolved by appropriate environmental and/or social actions and 

technologies.” (Vare & Scott, 2007, p. 129). ESD 2 in contrast focuses on building 

competencies that enable learners to make non-prescribed decisions in an uncertain future 

(Vare & Scott, 2007) and is thus closer to the ideals of transformative pedagogies. It claims 

that the “fundamental problems are social and/or political, and that these problems produce 

environmental symptoms. The solution […] is to bring about social change.” (Vare & Scott 

2007, p. 129). In contrast to ESD 1, ESD 2 also doesn’t shy away from addressing 

controversial issues and exploring contradictions of sustainable living (Vare & Scott, 2007). 

While in the expert community there is a general tendency for ESD 2 today, Sterling (2016) 

for instance argues that both are needed: ESD 1 (because of the planetary emergency that 

requires immediate behaviour change) and ESD 2 (because it enables learners to make non-

prescribed changes in the long-run). The key notions of the two approaches are summarised 

in Table 4.  
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Table 4. ESD 1 and ESD 2  

ESD 1   ESD 2 
“Promoting/facilitating changes in what we 
do 

“Building capacity to think critically about 
[and beyond] what experts say and to test 
sustainable development ideas 

Promoting (informed, skilled) behaviours 
and ways of thinking, where the need for 
this is clearly identified and agreed 

Exploring the contradictions inherent in 
sustainable living 

Learning for sustainable development” Learning as sustainable development” 
(Vare & Scott, 2007, pp. 193) 

2.3.5 Action competence, place-based education and systems-thinking 

The best-known approaches that connect educational concepts with sustainability focus to 

transformative pedagogies are related to the idea behind ESD 2. Activity Theory is a rather 

old theory explaining how people best learn and change as they engage in productive 

activity that in turn changes the environment (Engeström, 2001). Studies by Van Ejick and 

Roth (2007) on curriculum units in science and EE strongly indicate that action-oriented 

projects, which involve the immediate community of students, both increase better the 

scientific literacy of a broader range of students than traditional reality-removed science 

lessons and further contribute significantly to sustainable development in the community.  

Yet, activity as a concept is judged as being too narrow by some as it excludes 

intentionality. The theory of action competence is one of the earliest and best-known 

theories that initially linked EE to transformative ideas. It proclaims that activity alone does 

not equal action (Jensen & Schnack, 1997). While an excursion to measure water quality in a 

creek may be labelled as an activity, action would be to address the roots of the pollution in 

a community and collaboratively find solutions to improve waste management. Generally, 

Jensen and Schnack (1997), in their action competence approach for EE, are critical of trends 

of individualisation and behaviour modification because they believe that environmental 

problems are rooted in society. Derived from Dewey’s theory (1963) that experiences shape 

an individual’s understanding of the world and how they interact with it, the action 

competence approach suggests that students should collaboratively learn to tackle real-life 

problems and engage in critical thinking so that consequently they will become active 

citizens that contribute to sustainable development beyond the classroom (Jensen & 

Schnack, 1997). Some of the key ideas for implementing the action competence approach in 

education are: 

 To focus on science alone is to ignore the social dimension as a root cause for the 

environmental crisis 
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 Teaching that seeks to prescriptively modify behaviour is ineffective 

 Practical experiences have a more lasting impact on students’ learning than the 

accumulation of knowledge 

 Authentic contexts are needed, experiments or role-plays in the classroom are 

insufficient  

 Teachers need to contextualise the local actions in a global picture  

 Learner-centeredness and democratic participation of students in decision-

making processes are essential for the formation of action competence in 

students 

 (Jensen & Schnack, 1997) 

 

Research has largely confirmed these ideas and added further suggestions. A study on 

Eco-schools showed for instance that whole-institution approaches that allow students to 

democratically participate in all decision-making are most effective in developing action 

competence in their students (Cincera & Krajhanzl, 2013). Although action competence as a 

theory has been around since the late 1990s, most practical research was done after the 

year 2010. About 94% of studies on the topic show positive results and most confirm that 

action-oriented learning in the immediate community is the most effective in developing 

long-term action competence in students (Chen & Liu, 2020).  

Based on these findings, an existing concept that is meaningful for ESD is place-based 

education. The value of having students engage with their immediate community has long 

been known and place-based education goes beyond the idea of just spending time 

outdoors in nature. Place-based education strengthens students’ relationship with the 

environment they live in and builds on the idea that students should be enabled to change 

the places they inhabit (Gruenewald, 2003). Gruenewald is an advocate for what he calls a 

critical pedagogy of place. This pedagogy links ecological concerns and social justice 

concerns in a community, which becomes especially relevant in larger cities where both are 

rampant. He criticises that standardised testing and national competition inhibit educators’ 

capacities to engage students in meaningful local learning activities and exacerbate the 

disconnection which students experience between their real-life and learning in school. “In 

place of actual experience with the phenomenal world, educators are handed, and largely 

accept, the mandates of a standardized, placeless curriculum” (Gruenewald, 2003, p. 8). 

A scholar that has from the outset of this century repeatedly emphasised that the 

current instrumental view of education is inadequate is Sterling. Sterling points out that 

education today largely builds on default learning, which is reactionary to crisis. The 
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replacement he suggests is anticipative learning which is “pro-active and reflexive” (Sterling, 

n.d., para. 9). “It is critically self-aware, and is directed at wise, corrective action in the light 

of evidence, be it positive or negative, well prior to otherwise impending calamity” (Sterling, 

n.d., para. 9). Transformative learning to him means learning as change and building up an 

ecological worldview or ecological intelligence, which is, in essence, a relational view that 

honours the interconnectedness of things (Sterling, n.d.). The result is a participative 

consciousness, which means to be immersed in the world, instead of feeling separate from it 

(Sterling, 2010). This idea is of course closely related to systems-thinking which highlights 

that valid knowledge is only such knowledge that stems from building up a whole picture of 

a phenomenon and the interrelations, instead of attempting to look at isolated parts (Flood, 

1996).  

2.3.6 Challenges for transformative pedagogies 

Teaching ESD through transformative means can be a challenge. What all these theories and 

concepts related to the umbrella idea of transformative pedagogies have in common, is that 

they require “time and space for reflection and discourse” in which learners can express 

their thoughts and emotions freely (Aboytes & Barth, 2020, p. 11). Educators also need to be 

aware of power relations that may disrupt a learning environment because the “normative 

orientation and emotional charge” surrounding some sustainability issues can lead to 

disorienting situations for students (Aboytes & Barth, 2020, p. 13). 

Institutions that are at the forefront of building up ESD in Germany, such as Leuphana 

University Lüneburg, have carried out research on their student teachers that indicates that 

they learn most effectively to teach ESD through a continuous learning process that 

stretches over the entire programme and by collaborating in authentic, real-world contexts 

(Brandt et al., 2019). The importance of including transformative pedagogies in teacher 

training is underscored by earlier studies that disclose that a majority of student teachers 

have a strong tendency to understand teaching as the skill of transmitting knowledge 

(Ferguson & Bråten, 2018; Fives et al. 2015; Kincheloe, 2003; Parajes, 1992). In cases where 

teacher training includes transformative pedagogies, participants are often elated about the 

ideas of, but they seem to feel that there is a gap between the theory and the reality, where 

standardised testing and rigid curricula inevitably constrain their teaching practice 

(Ukpokodu, 2007).  

2.4 Humanist tradition vs. human capital theory 
The previous chapters illustrated that ESD requires certain conditions to unfold its 

transformative potential. Teachers need to be trained accordingly and the institutional 
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frameworks in schools need to support ESD on all levels by providing a suitable environment, 

ideally through a whole-institution approach (UNESCO, 2017). ESD, like other educational 

concepts, is not an isolated idea that a given country either simply follows or rejects 

altogether. It is situated in the context of an education system and the implementation is 

influenced by broader educational discourses around the question of purpose of schooling. 

On this purpose, two main opposing narratives have evolved: the humanist tradition and the 

human capital view on education.  

This chapter first looks at the history of the humanist tradition in education in contrast to 

today’s widely dispersed human capital model. It then examines how these narratives 

influence education systems and ESD within them. Lastly it explains why understanding the 

merits of human capital theory (HCT) and neoliberal reform is relevant when inquiring into 

the German educational context. 

2.4.1 The humanist view on education 

The humanist view on education has its roots in the renaissance. It assigns an intrinsic value 

to education, seeks to understand individuals holistically, and is generally learner-centred, 

and provides agency to the students (Fowler, 1999). Humanism in education is concerned 

with educating well-rounded citizens that are able to think critically and make independent 

decisions (Fowler, 1999). Today, UNESCO is an explicit proponent of humanist values in 

education including: “respect for life and human dignity, equal rights and social justice, 

cultural and social diversity, and a sense of human solidarity and shared responsibility for 

our common future” (UNESCO, 2015, p. 38). It argues that “sustaining and enhancing the 

dignity, capacity and welfare of the human person in relation to others, and to nature, 

should be the fundamental purpose of education in the twenty-first century” (UNESCO, 

2015, p. 38). 

2.4.2 The neoliberal view on education 

When neoliberalism quickly rose as the dominant narrative in Europe in the 1970s, especially 

under the United Kingdom Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, economic thought was 

understood as equalling rationality (Couldry, 2013). Subsequently the humanist tradition of 

personal growth was displaced and neoliberalism influenced education reforms worldwide 

to focus on skills for market competitiveness (Sterling, 2017). Reforms for increased 

standardisation and centralised testing were justified with human capital theory (HCT), 

developed mainly by Theodore Schultz and Gary Becker in the 1960s from the “Chicago 

School” of neoliberal thought, which links investment in good education directly to 

economic growth (Becker, 1975; Gillies, 2015; Schultz, 1960). In the last 25 years, global 
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competition has continuously and significantly increased the influence of HCT on education 

“in the OECD, the EU, and within national education systems” (Gillies, 2015, p. 1). 

2.4.3 The influence on ESD  

Scholars argued early on that, because of neoliberal influence on education, there would be 

a gap between the aspirations of policy documents in EE and practices in school. The 

transformative and disruptive ideas are in direct conflict with the dominant purpose of 

schools under neoliberalist ideology to ensure social reproduction and prepare for 

competition in the economy by focusing on the skills needed (Stevenson, 1987). Later, after 

ESD was established, scholars like Sterling pointed out that ESD, just like EE competes 

against the dominant narrative of the neoliberal, managerial view of education which 

according to him contributes to unsustainability by default (Sterling, 2001). The 

implementation gap can still be seen today which is why UNESCO increasingly emphasises 

that: 

we must go beyond the strictly utilitarian vision and the human capital approach 

that characterizes much of international development discourse. Education is not 

only about the acquisition of skills, it is also about values of respect for life and 

human dignity required for social harmony in a diverse world. […] It is necessary, 

therefore, to reassert a humanistic approach to learning […]. (UNESCO, 2015, p. 

37) 

For ESD, there may be undesired side-effects that come from viewing education through 

a human capital lens alone. Centrally defined curricula leave little room for locally relevant 

content and ESD. They emphasise mathematics, science, and technology at the expense of 

the humanities, creative arts, and citizenship such as environmental citizenship (Stevenson, 

2007) because these latter disciplines are less conducive to market profitability (Gillies, 

2015). This means that ESD competes for curricular space and may not always be seen as 

sufficiently relevant from a human capital standpoint, to make room in every discipline for it. 

Scholars have pointed out that there is a risk that education with focus on rationality 

encourages students “to see themselves as individual careerists, not as social beings and 

world citizens whose future depends on cooperation, peace, ecology, and equality” (Shor, 

1992, p. 73). Sterling (2001) emphasises that if students don’t form an ecological 

understanding, postmodern institutions will produce graduates that are able to exploit 

others more effectively than their predecessors.  

Education systems driven by human capital theory assess their own quality based on 

frequent standardized testing of their students, such as international comparisons (Carnoy, 
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2000). This means that students are under pressure to perform because their success and 

worth are determined by grades (Carnoy, 2000). It also increases the pressure on teachers to 

cover all the centrally decided content and appropriately prepare their students for the tests 

and exams (Grant et al. 2002). This often induces them to default to more traditional 

teaching instead of employing transformative pedagogies and preparing students to become 

responsible citizens (Grant et al. 2002). There is a constant surge in teacher responsibility 

and workload while autonomy decreases simultaneously (Apple, 2001). This makes it 

increasingly difficult to attract and retain young talents as teachers and results in teacher 

shortages in many western countries, including Germany (OECD, 2005).  

2.4.4 The German context 

The human capital approach to education is a commonly employed model for educational 

reforms. Germany in most federal states relied on neoliberal reform and has emphasised the 

standardisation of education in recent decades (Erss et al., 2016). Educators in Germany 

traditionally teach according to centrally defined curricula and do not get to develop their 

own curricula (Herdegen, 2009). Political attempts to strengthen local teacher and school 

autonomy in the 1980s were silenced after the poor performance of German students in 

international comparison in the 2000 PISA assessment, also known as the “PISA shock”, 

which lead to neoliberal reforms, increasing control and standardisation (Hameyer, 2010).  

A study by Erss et al. (2016) found that teachers in Germany perceive themselves to have 

pedagogical autonomy, meaning that they can decide the methods and materials for 

teaching, but report limited content autonomy. They describe this as the dual nature of the 

curriculum which both enables and constrains. The decentralised education system also 

produces significant differences in school and teacher autonomy in the 16 federal states. 

Baden-Württemberg for instance is generally perceived as providing comparatively more 

autonomy to schools (Berger et al., 2012), whereas Bayern traditionally exerts strong control 

over curricula (Erss et al., 2016).  

2.5 Previous research in the field 
This chapter systematically introduces the research field of pre-service and in-service 

educators’ engagement with ESD to identify the research gap in which this study is situated 

and provide context on the group of interest. Student teachers that are to teach ESD for the 

generations to come have not caught as much attention by the research community, as in-

service teachers. To better explain where this study is situated, I thus chose to define the 

research field to include relevant research on all engagement of pre-service and in-service 

teachers with the concept of ESD. The chapter first examines developments in this field of 
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study since the 2000s, as ESD has received increased attention in the research community 

since the launch of the BLK programme in 1999 and the start of the DESD in 2005. Next, 

recent research on teachers’ and student teachers’ knowledge and perspectives in relation 

to ESD is presented, with a special interest in perceived opportunities and obstacles. Lastly, 

the chapter investigates the reoccurring phenomenon of the readiness-implementation-

discrepancy. The focus in this chapter lies mainly on the German context but also uses 

international research as point of comparison. 

2.5.1 Research in the 2000s 

In their review on EE and ESD in Germany, Seybold and Rieß (2006) found that at the time, 

studies in the field mostly had a quantitative focus and engaged rather little with 

practitioners such as educators or educators in training. They concluded that the research 

that existed on teachers, was largely based on knowledge focused surveys which showed 

that at that point in time “teachers often [had] no knowledge about the meaning of 

sustainable development, and hence of education for sustainable development” (Seybold & 

Rieß, 2006, p. 52).  

Around the same time in the UK, qualitative interview studies on the engagement of 

student teachers with ESD were underway. In 2007, Winter and Firth had interviewed 

student teachers and found that they face different ethical and political dilemmas and 

struggled “to resolve the tensions between the constraints of policy, school culture, school 

teaching materials and their own values and enthusiasms” (Winter & Firth, 2007, p. 341). 

In the same year, German student teachers were part of a mixed methods study together 

with Danish and English student teachers. The researchers issued questionnaires and 

conducted interviews to conceptualise the different understandings that student teachers 

form of ESD as a concept and their role as educators (Nikel, 2007). It highlighted that there 

was a general notion, that their professional role required them to take responsibility in 

relation to ESD (Nikel, 2007). 

2.5.2 Recent research on understanding and experiences with ESD  

In 2013, Burmeister and Eilks issued a written questionnaire combining open, closed and 

Likert-based items to assess understanding and experiences with ESD among 184 chemistry 

student teachers and trainee teachers in Germany. They found that the participants had 

little conceptual understanding and theoretical knowledge of ESD despite being generally 

positive about the concept (Burmeister & Eilks, 2013). The study also revealed that most of 

the participants understood ESD in terms of the environmental dimension and only few also 

referred to social and economic issues. For experiences, the majority of the participants said 
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that they had made no experiences with ESD-related topics and methods during their 

studies.  

A later study tested the interdisciplinary knowledge on biodiversity loss and climate 

change in connection to ESD among student teachers training for geography, biology and 

politics in Germany (Richter-Beuschel & Bögeholz, 2019). The 236 participants answered a 

questionnaire that asked them to rate the effectiveness of strategies to solve certain SD 

challenges. The researchers found that there was little interdisciplinary knowledge, 

independent from subject or institution. The participants also judged their knowledge in ESD 

as hardly satisfactory, which many explained with their lack of schooling in it. The 

researchers concluded that the participants would benefit from more education in ESD.  

2.5.3 Recent research exploring the perspectives of teachers and student teachers 

In recent years, the perspectives of teachers and student teachers increasingly caught the 

attention of more researchers. Specifically, perceived obstacles and opportunities came into 

focus under different labels (constraints and contributors, barriers and support needs, 

hindering and fostering factors), either as part of a given study or sometimes posing the 

main research interest. However, in most studies the interest in obstacles seems to prevail. 

These studies have been serving as relevant indicators for progress.  

Grund and Brock (2018b) conducted a quantitative national monitoring study in which 

525 teachers from all German states answered a broad online-survey that covered a variety 

of topics for self-assessment such as ESD implementation, attitudes, emotions, knowledge 

and behaviour of the participants. They found that teachers still judge their own knowledge 

and expertise in the field to be rather little and 70% of participants claimed they had not 

been exposed to ESD as part of their professional training. The research revealed that the 

majority of in-service teachers perceive ESD as important and would welcome more of it in 

their practice. If it were for these teachers to decide, they would on average like to see the 

amount of ESD in schooling triple, which equals a total of 7 teaching hours per week. Grund 

and Brock assessed further, how this unmet need comes about from the point of view of 

teachers. When looking at their own teaching, the participants identified the following 

obstacles for ESD implementation: too little presence of the concept in existing curricula, 

lack of in-service training for ESD, lack of adequate material, and lack of implementation 

knowledge such as suitable methods. 

Perceived opportunities were not specifically researched in this study but Grund and 

Brock (2018b) found that the curriculum is considered the main determinant of a teacher’s 

practice and that educators perceive policy making on the federal state level to be bearing 

the duty of supporting ESD implementation.  
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These findings were confirmed by Waltner et al. (2020) who collected data from a survey 

with 113 teachers for the region of Baden-Württemberg. This study sought to assess the 

current state of ESD from the perspective of teachers in Baden-Württemberg and how 

teachers’ attitudes, motivation, and knowledge have changed over the years. The survey was 

divided into four main sections: demographics, knowledge of ESD, ESD practices in the 

classroom and structural hindering and fostering factors for ESD in school. They found that 

knowledge had increased, but 32% of teachers had still not heard of ESD in the school 

context. In this study, teachers reported similar obstacles as in Grund and Brock’s (2018b) 

national assessment and were at the same time equally keen to engage more with the 

concept. For support needs (fostering factors) the teachers listed “more concrete teaching 

materials, more […] extracurricular partnerships and more information on ESD” (Waltner et 

al., 2020, p. 9). Obstacles the participating educators identified were: fear to neglect other 

topics if they implemented ESD, the separation of subjects that hinders an interdisciplinary 

approach, the complexity of ESD, and a lack of support from colleagues or principals. 

Waltner et al. (2020) also found that the local curricular reforms have significantly more 

influence on the actual implementation of ESD elements by teachers than their international 

predecessor documents from UNESCO. These findings underscore the relevance of good 

policymaking at the state level. However, in Baden-Württemberg, where ESD policy is 

comparatively strong according to the researchers, teachers claimed that there is still much 

need for support that is closer to teaching and goes beyond policy. The researchers thus 

argue that an increased bottom-up approach is required in order to scale up ESD 

implementation (Waltner et al., 2020).  

Also in 2020, a qualitative study in Germany and Sweden has dealt with the narratives of 

in-service teachers on ESD and indicates that there is more to the obstacles assessed in the 

previous quantitative studies (Ponzelar, 2020). Ponzelar (2020) issued surveys and 

conducted interviews with 12 German and Swedish teachers to analyse the discourse around 

ESD in these countries, to understand how it affects their roles and to reveal the power 

structures at work that lead to action or inaction. This study is particularly interesting 

because it highlighted how teachers’ knowledge on UNESCO’s concept of ESD is much more 

common in Sweden than in Germany, while interest and perceived importance are high in 

both places. It also disclosed further obstacles that teachers perceive for their ESD practice 

in Germany such as: 

 that some sustainability issues like climate action are seen controversially by the 

public and engaging with them comes with the risk of taking an all too clear 

political stand as a teacher 
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 that they have too little time and freedom during teaching hours for engaging 

with ESD and thus rather engage with it in extra-curricular activities 

 that they are overwhelmed by the amount of initiative that ESD asks of them 

An opportunity that seems to implicitly arise from the researcher’s findings can be found 

on the Swedish side, where the discourse is more influenced by academia than media, due 

to the strong connections between the school under investigation and the local university 

that delivers continuous input and challenges to teachers (Ponzelar, 2020).  

A study that is particularly relevant for this thesis is a large-scale survey in Germany on 

predictors of student teachers’ ESD implementation intention conducted by Stössel et al. 

(2021). The research interest contained two questions: which factors influence student 

teachers’ implementation intention and what influences ESD implementation from their 

point of view? The participants were mostly student teachers in Baden-Württemberg. The 

researchers found that subjective task value, expectation of success, ESD knowledge, as well 

as attitudes towards sustainable development and ESD implementation beliefs were 

relevant predictors for implementation intention. The results suggest that implementation 

intention for ESD is generally high among student teachers, but especially so, when they are 

familiar with the aim and content of ESD and have attended corresponding courses. In this 

study, however, both most significant predictors were low on average, meaning that most 

participants weren’t familiar with the concept and hadn’t joined ESD courses (Stössel et al., 

2021).  

Additionally, the group was interested in finding factors causing intention-behaviour gaps 

and therefore also examined perceived barriers and support needs among student teachers 

for the implementation of ESD in schools. More than half of the participating student 

teachers anticipated structural barriers like a lack of time for ESD that was often connected 

to an overloaded curriculum. About one third identified barriers related to the content like 

the complexity of topics. Roughly a quarter feared that there was too little support from 

other teachers and that teacher training does not sufficiently prepare for teaching ESD. 

Others expected lacking motivation among students and reluctance of parents. One in ten 

students stated that they found ESD topics too subjective to be taught in school. Few also 

offered general system-criticism (Stössel et al., 2021). 

For support needs, Stössel et al. (2021) found that 40% see adequate teaching material 

as the best support. A quarter of student teachers identified an opportunity in the fixed 

integration into the curriculum, the freedom for suitable forms of teaching, and more 

training for student teachers. Between 15% and 20% of the participants hoped for the 

support by colleagues and an increased financial and political support, as well as more 
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extracurricular collaborations with parents, companies, experts and politicians. About 5% 

demanded a whole institution approach. 

The by Stössel et al. (2021) indicates that the perceived barriers and support needs 

among student teachers are very similar to those that Waltner et al. (2020) found with in-

service teachers. The researchers thus concluded that  

perceived barriers and support needs among student teachers appear to be 

strongly in line with the actual barriers and support needs regarding ESD 

implementation in schools. These (perceived) barriers and support needs should 

be taken seriously in order to strengthen ESD implementation intentions as well 

as to avoid intention–behaviour gaps, such as reported by teachers in previous 

ESD surveys. (Stössel et al., 2021, p. 20) 

2.5.4 The readiness-implementation-discrepancy 

There is a pattern in research on educators’ perspectives on ESD in Germany that deserves 

further highlighting. Grund and Brock (2018b) know that “even before the DESD, a majority 

of teachers was already highly motivated to implement ESD and simultaneously asked for 

increased support” (p. 2). Teachers have early on assigned high importance to topics of 

sustainable development in teaching and expressed the wish for more material, training and 

support (Rieß & Mischo, 2008). A pattern of high interest but lack in expertise among 

teachers continued throughout the past ten years and teachers continuously voiced that 

they do not feel adequately prepared for ESD implementation (Buddeberg, 2016). Grund and 

Brock call this the “readiness-implementation-discrepancy” (2018b, p. 2).  

This discrepancy can also be found outside Germany. Swedish researchers have come to 

similar conclusions (Borg et al., 2012; 2014) and international research confirms that there is 

indeed a global gap that needs to be bridged (Qablan, 2018). It is hence clear that the 

demand for ESD among in-service educators is reality. UNESCO emphasises the importance 

to monitor demand for ESD among students and educators closely, as demand is “a 

significant driver for changes in curriculum and teaching practice” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 50).  

2.6 Summary of the study’s contribution to the research field 
The literature review has outlined the historical development of ESD and related concepts 

both internationally and in Germany. It found that ESD is a relatively broad term and can be 

connected to a variety of action-oriented and learner-centred approaches that I subsumed 

under the term transformative pedagogies, for practical reasons. Competency building is at 

the heart of ESD and is a prerequisite for reaching the SDGs. The literature review 
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highlighted the transformative potential of ESD and past successes, but also looked into 

possible constraining factors such as the neoliberal narrative surrounding educational 

discourse and dissemination differences that become apparent in the German context. It 

further underscored the importance of teacher training for ESD that UNESCO and 

independent researchers have emphasised repeatedly. Lastly, I explored the field of research 

on teachers’ and student teachers’ engagement with ESD and therein found the following 

opportunities for my thesis to contribute to the research field and generate new insight. 

So far, I have identified a threefold problem. Firstly, there is generally still rather little 

recent qualitative research on educators’ perspectives on ESD in Germany that may explain 

in more depth results from quantitative studies. In using a qualitative approach, my study 

seeks to inquire further into the discrepancy between positive attitudes and on the other 

hand little knowledge, which became apparent in Burmeister & Eilks (2013) quantitative 

survey as well as in Stössel et al.’s (2021) more recent research. This is why research 

questions on understanding of and experiences with ESD, are assessed important to give 

information on how student teachers currently engage with the concept professionally and 

privately.  

Secondly, while in-service teachers’ perspectives on obstacles have been quantitatively 

and qualitatively researched, it seems that student teachers are still underrepresented in 

qualitative ESD-related research. Thus, a qualitative exploration can give additional insight 

into the deeper meanings of some of the barriers and support needs that Stössel et al. 

(2021) first found in their survey. Ponzelar’s study (2020) on in-service teachers illustrated 

that a qualitative design can help gain a more profound understanding on the topic and 

reveal additional issues that are not addressed by participants when answering a survey. It is 

important to carefully review the perspectives of student teachers on the implementation of 

ESD, as they can be considered future nation builders that will shape the educational 

landscape lastingly. Decision makers can take such results into consideration and aim to 

reduce hindrances where possible and tap into opportunities. Hence, it seemed important to 

not only look into what constrains ESD in the view of student teachers but also to explore 

the opportunities they anticipate. This presents a more balanced, explorative and open 

approach in comparison to previous research, which has given more attention to the 

perceived barriers. This way, I am hoping to make a positive contribution in the spirit of a 

bottom-up approach, as promoted by Waltner et al. (2020) and Stössel et al. (2021). The 

results may be used for further quantitative testing on the dissemination of these 

perspectives. 
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Thirdly, my study implicitly gives an indication of the demand for ESD among student 

teachers as the interviews convey the attitudes of the participants. UNESCO (2017) has 

emphasised the importance of monitoring demand.  

In the following chapter detailed information on the choice of research questions and 

other methodological decisions will be presented. 
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3 Methodology 

This chapter outlines the methodological decisions that were made for the study. It first 

presents the research questions and research design in general, and gives information on 

the two cases chosen for the research. It then goes on to explain in detail how data 

collection and data analysis have been conducted. Finally, the chapter discusses provisions 

that were made with regards to reliability and validity as well as ethical issues and provides 

an overview of the limitations of the study. 

3.1 Research questions 
The purpose of this study is to explore student teachers’ perspectives on ESD by looking into 

the areas of understanding, experiences, anticipated obstacles and opportunities for 

implementation in the two cases in the federal states of Baden-Württemberg and Bayern. 

From this research interest, four research questions have emerged, as presented in Table 5 

and explained in the following. 

Table 5. Research questions 

Research questions 
1. How do student teachers understand ESD in the two cases? 

 

2. What experiences do student teachers have with ESD in the two cases? 

 
3. Which opportunities for implementation do student teachers anticipate for ESD in the 
two cases? 

 

4. Which obstacles for implementation do student teachers anticipate for ESD in the two 
cases? 

 

 

The first research question that explores student teachers’ understanding of ESD is 

essential for this research. Taking into consideration that ESD has in the past been 

understood as a blurry concept by student teachers and there was little knowledge on 

related content (Burmeister & Eilks, 2013; Richter-Beuschel & Bögeholz, 2019), it becomes is 

important to first asses the understanding the participants have. The understanding an 

individual holds of a concept of course also interplays with how they perceive it in general 
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and hence also plays a part in which opportunities or obstacles they see for the 

implementation. The degree of clarity of a concept to an individual can be an obstacle or an 

opportunity. The clearer a concept is to someone, the easier it may be for them to locate 

fitting opportunities to implement it as prescribed. However, a blurry concept may on the 

other hand spark creativity, as it leaves more leeway to come up with non-prescribed 

implementation ideas.  

The second research question focuses on experiences student teachers have with ESD. 

This research question is essential for understanding the background and context of the 

participants and gain insight into how they are engaging with ESD at this point in their 

career. Qualitative research attempts to look at a phenomenon through an individual’s 

perspective (Daher et al., 2017). Examining experience is crucial for reaching a deeper 

understanding of a participant’s perspective and hence improves the qualitative 

comprehension of the phenomenon under study (Daher et al., 2017). It is commonly 

acknowledged that experiences shape how we view the world. Talking about experiences 

with a concept often generates some of the most important insights into what an individual 

identifies to be contributing to it or constraining it (Daher et al., 2017).  

The participant’s judgement of both reported quality and the quantity of experiences 

with ESD can further be important indicators of the degree to which the higher education 

policies on ESD have reached them and already impact their lives, but also what external 

factors shape their experiences with the concept. Both rich experiences and the context in 

which they were made as well as the potential absence of experience helps to contextualise 

all other findings of the study. 

The third and fourth research questions explore the anticipated opportunities and 

obstacles. Just as with someone’s understanding and experience, the contrast or 

convergence between the student teachers’ reports in the two cases in the presented 

German context is of particular interest. How fundamental understanding and experiences 

are, partly points to the effectiveness of the corresponding policies that are meant to scale 

up ESD in teacher training. The research questions on opportunities and obstacles then 

explore those and other upcoming issues in more detail. The way that an individual sees 

obstacles or opportunities for a concept can influence how they will engage with it, when 

they start to implement it (Ajzen, 1991). The implications of the results can give relevant 

indications of what could potentially be improved in the field of policy decisions for ESD and 

especially ESD in teacher training in those cases or federal states. 
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3.2 Research design  
Since the aim of this research is to explore the perspectives of student teachers on ESD, a 

qualitative research design presented the appropriate choice. The study looks at the 

research problem with a social constructivist view. The social constructivist understanding is 

that knowledge and reality are collectively constructed through social interaction (Adams, 

2006). This study sees the participants as individuals that seek understanding of the world 

and construct subjective meanings of their experiences (Creswell, 2018). Researchers with a 

constructivist view intend to “make sense of (or interpret) the meanings others have about 

the world” (Creswell, 2018, p. 50). The researcher essentially reconstructs the 

interpretations the participants have of the world and in second step derives theory 

(Przyborski & Wohlrab-Sahr, 2014). Looking at the research questions concerned with the 

views of participants through a social constructivist lens and the aim to gather the data in a 

spirit of openness for new insights, a qualitative design is appropriate. The research 

generates theory inductively from the patterns of meaning that arise in the data. The 

complete rationale for the qualitative design in this study is provided in the following. 

Quantitative designs have traditionally been a trusted research method in positivistic 

science, as they produce measurable results and hard data that can be extremely useful. 

However, qualitative designs have also gained relevance, because they can provide insights 

that cannot be adequately captured by solely using quantitative instruments (Creswell, 

2018). Qualitative and quantitative research produces different types of information. While 

quantitative research is concerned with measuring a phenomenon and follows a deductive 

logic, qualitative research intends to catch the social actors’ relevance system by collecting 

data whose meaning is then reconstructed by the researcher (Creswell, 2018). Or, as 

Cresswell (2018, p. 408) puts it: “Qualitative research is a means for exploring and 

understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem.” This 

is especially true in instances where a general topic has been quantitatively well explored, 

and thus it is valuable to look at it from a qualitative perspective as it helps to better 

understand the existing quantitative data and explain contradictions (Creswell, 2018). This is 

often done using mixed method approaches that collect both types of data. At the same 

time, it can be valuable to look at an issue from a qualitative standpoint first, as qualitative 

data collection is of explorative nature. This spirit of openness in contrast to quantitative 

hypothesis testing allows for getting a first grasp of an issue without being too confined by 

the researcher’s expectations (Creswell, 2018).  

Based on these considerations, I opted for a qualitative design. Quantitative surveys on 

student teachers’ understanding of ESD-related content, their general attitudes towards the 

concept, as well as perceived barriers and support needs have already been conducted. 
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Thus, it was assessed appropriate to explore this group’s perspective on ESD in more detail 

through qualitative interviews. An often-cited study that was specific to chemistry student 

teachers uncovered that the participants had little knowledge about content and methods of 

ESD (Burmeister & Eilks, 2013). The majority also hadn’t been exposed to ESD during their 

studies. A later study confirmed that this lacking-knowledge phenomenon was widely 

dispersed among student teachers in Germany, independent from subject or institution 

(Richter-Beuschel & Bögeholz, 2019). This lack of knowledge was in stark contrast to the 

mostly positive attitudes towards ESD among student teachers which the quantitative 

surveys also suggested. Exploring their perspectives qualitatively may give more in-depth 

information about their understanding and experiences. Similarly, what student teachers 

perceive to be barriers and support needs for ESD, has been assessed by Stössel et al. (2021) 

but a qualitative exploration can deepen the understanding of these and potential additional 

issues. This study explores the topics of understanding, experiences and anticipated 

opportunities and obstacles in more depth. These new insights can then pave the way to 

another, finer grained quantitative testing for the dissemination of the detected 

perspectives and opinions among student teachers.  

A case study design was selected because the study seeks to investigate a contemporary 

issue that the researcher has no control over. Investigating the same unit of analysis within 

different contexts puts the findings from each case into some context (Yin, 2014). The 

selected cases will be outlined in the next chapter.  

Multiple interviews are a common strategy used in case study research to investigate 

different perspectives (Yin, 2014). One-on-one interviews were selected because the 

research questions on understanding, experiences and perceived opportunities and 

obstacles require the active participation of individuals who provide their personal 

perspectives. This is best ensured by using an interview format that has pre-determined 

questions but provides space for the interviewees to talk freely and reflect openly on their 

experiences. Questions hence tend to be “open-ended questions so that the participants can 

share their views” (Creswell, 2018, p. 50). A semi-structured interview protocol was used. An 

unstructured interview would have failed to keep the focus on the issues at hand, and a 

rigorously structured interview would not have allowed for clarifications of questions and an 

exploration of the unexpected, which were issues to be expected to come up, given the 

complexity and novelty (for some) of the topic (Creswell, 2018). 

For the analysis of the interview data Qualitative Content Analysis was selected, 

following Margit Schreier (2012). Qualitative Content Analysis is a systematic way to find 

reoccurring patterns of latent and manifested phenomena in large sets of data and is 

specifically suitable to answer questions of explorative nature. It was assessed to be the 
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adequate choice for this study because it enables the researcher to approach the many 

subjective accounts produced by the interviews in an objective, systematic fashion (Schreier, 

2012). It includes setting up a well-structured inductive coding frame that allows the 

researcher to identify important findings in the interview data. Using this approach makes 

the qualitative findings more robust because it holds the researcher accountable to be as 

objective and exact with the data as possible.  

3.3 The case studies 
This research is a multiple case study of two different communities of student teachers in 

Germany. It is based on interviews with student teachers from the University of Regensburg 

in Bayern and the School of Education in Freiburg, Baden-Württemberg.  

Research on ESD in Germany usually requires the researcher to decide which federal 

states to investigate, as educational policy differs between states. Having selected Bayern 

and Baden-Württemberg for reasons of contrast explained in the literature review, the next 

decision was to find adequate units of analysis. Student teachers in Germany usually spend a 

lot of their time studying at university and are shaped by that environment. Hence it was an 

obvious move to select higher education institutions in each state, from which participants 

would be recruited. In making the picks, attention was paid to choosing institutions that 

offer teaching programmes for all levels but are not particularly renowned for a specific ESD 

programme beyond state requirements (like Leuphana University), as that would distort the 

results and would not allow fair comparison.  

Bayern as a federal state made efforts to integrate ESD as an overarching goal into the 

school curriculum over the past years but is hesitant to connect it to UNESCO’s SDGs (BMBF 

BNE-Portal, n.d.a). In 2019 Bayern made it a requirement for teacher training to mention 

ESD as an overarching education goal (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.a). The University of 

Regensburg in Bayern operates since 1962 and recently determined “Material Worlds and 

Sustainability”, as one of four pillars they seek to strengthen by 2025 (Universität 

Regensburg, 2021a). A so-called Green Office was established the same year that means to 

strengthen ESD in the institution among other things (Universität Regensburg, 2021b). 

Demands by student associations to integrate sustainability topics across subjects in the 

university had previously been made in a symposium with the university leaders in 2019 

(Netzwerk-N, 2019). In the same symposium, the president of the university stated that it 

was difficult to integrate ESD into teacher training, as it is a state-regulated programme, 

ending in state examination. In response, a professor noted that this way, ESD would always 

be confined to the initiative of individuals and pointed out that now there were ample 

opportunities to take a top-down approach to introduce ESD officially into the curriculum.  
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Baden-Württemberg has established ESD as a cross-cutting competency in the state 

curriculum since 2016 and in teacher training since 2015 (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.b). The 

School of Education coordinates the teacher training in Freiburg. It is a close cooperation 

between the Albert-Ludwigs-Universität (founded in 1457) with the Pädagogische 

Hochschule Freiburg (founded in 1962) and the Hochschule für Musik Freiburg (founded in 

1946) (FACE, n.d.). Sustainability related issues, like a yearly carbon footprint assessment are 

published on a separate website which also presents student groups that are active for ESD 

(Albert-Ludwigs-Universität Freiburg, n.d.). Various research projects on ESD have been 

carried out in Freiburg (Stössel et al., 2021; Pädagogische Hochschule Freiburg, n.d.)  

3.4 Data collection  
This chapter outlines how the interviews were conducted in detail. It first presents the 

general strategy that was used, and the choices made. It then explains how the sampling was 

done. Following, the chapter reflects on the pilot interviews conducted, and how those 

informed the interview protocol. Then the final version of the interview protocol used for 

this thesis is presented and explained.  

3.4.1 The interviews 

For this study, six interviews with student teachers were conducted in November and 

December 2021, three in each of the two universities. I chose to work with this relatively 

small number of interviewees to stay within the means of a master thesis. It enabled me to 

explore their perspectives in more depth than would have been possible with a larger 

number of participants and hence shorter interviews.  

The interviews conducted for this study were semi-structured interviews, meaning that 

there were pre-determined questions in the interview protocol that all participants were 

asked. Unexpected answers were often followed up by further questions to inquire on the 

issue. In general, the premise was to make the interviews as structured as necessary and as 

open as possible, to ensure a natural interview flow.  

The interviews were carried out in a one-on-one fashion. They were conducted over 

video-call on a platform of the individual participant’s choice. Five of the interviewees chose 

Skype, one interviewee decided to participate on Zoom. The decision to conduct the 

interviews online was made, as it was deemed the safest option during the Covid-19 

pandemic. The interviews were video-recorded with the function the platforms provided to 

ensure that the audio was of good quality. They were then converted into audio-files. 

Despite initial concerns about using the video-chat format, the interviews went 

smoothly, and connection was mostly stable. Just one interview was briefly interrupted and 
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then taken up again without camera. The participants were made as comfortable as possible 

in this uncommon setting, so they could focus on the content and did not have to worry 

about other factors. This was done by asking the participants, whether they would be 

comfortable with the camera turned on, since that is closer to a natural interview setting. 

They were also free to choose the platform for themselves. This lowered the barrier for 

participants, as they did not have to try out a new service and deal with the variety of novel 

difficulties that come with each individual application.  

3.4.2 Sampling 

Qualitative case studies based on interviews require participants who best help to answer 

the research question. For this, purposeful sampling can be used, meaning that the 

researcher selects participants based on their ability to purposefully inform an 

understanding of the central phenomenon in the study (Creswell, 2018).  

Two ways of purposeful sampling were used. Firstly, an official announcement with the 

recruitment letter was published in both universities that invited students who had an 

interest in the study to self-select and participate (Appendix A). I decided to contact the 

universities’ sustainability offices to ask about the options they had available, for making the 

study visible to student teachers. In Regensburg, the Green Office was contacted which 

published an announcement on the university website and on Facebook. In Freiburg I 

contacted the Arbeitskreis Nachhaltige Universität Freiburg (working group sustainable 

university Freiburg) which connected me with relevant groups and professors. The study was 

advertised in three courses, some of which had a direct link to ESD relevant content. The 

advantages of this approach are that the announcement has a wide reach and addresses a 

larger group of potential participants. On the other hand, it depends on the participants self-

selecting adequately and is likely to be ignored by many. Three participants were recruited 

through official announcements.  

Secondly, a snowball approach was employed, as it is a good strategy to ensure that the 

interviewees are fit to provide the necessary insights (Creswell, 2018). A snowball approach 

in sampling means that usually an interviewee connects the researcher with one or several 

other people, who they deem to be able to provide more insights for the specific research. 

Their judgement on who is an adequate participant can sometimes be better than the 

researcher’s, as they usually know their fellow students to some extent. Simultaneously, in 

this there is a danger of low contrast within the interviewee group, as it is likely that the 

participants know each other well and may share similar backgrounds, opinions, and 

experiences. However, this strategy granted that the participants already took an interest in 

ESD and were advanced in the study programme, which were requirements for participating 
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in the study, because it ensured that they could talk about theoretical and practical teaching 

experiences and their judgement on their programmes and respective ESD modules is well 

founded. Another advantage of snowball sampling is that some individuals are more likely to 

participate in research studies they have been referred to. This circumvents problems of self-

selection methods that only attract people with the confidence and initiative to contact the 

researcher and can provide a higher diversity of personality types: both extroverted and 

introverted. The snowball sampling can thus also be an opportunity to generate the best 

possible insights. This way I recruited another three interviewees.  

All participating student teachers were sampled for a set of criteria inspired by grounded 

theory sampling strategies for minimal and maximal contrast (Glaser & Strauss, 2010). In 

some respects, I looked for minimal contrast, to make sure that the participants could 

provide the insights especially related to understanding and experience. The participants 

were all advanced in their studies in one of the two universities, interested in teaching ESD 

and keen on sharing their perspectives. At the same time, other than the shared 

characteristics, the participants were recruited to be as diverse as possible by also sampling 

for maximal contrast (Glaser & Strauss, 2010) in gender and subject area of the participants. 

The participants were both male and female student teachers training in different subject 

areas. Such multiple perspectives are necessary to mirror real life (Creswell, 2018).  

A recruitment letter, stating the purpose and implications of the study, reached all 

participants. Willing participants then contacted me to schedule a date for the interview. 

The recruitment letter in German and translated into English may be found in Appendix A. 

Table 6. Participants 

Interview Case Subjects of study Semester Gender 

1 Freiburg Biology and Sports 8 male 

2 Regensburg English and Biology 7 male 

3 Freiburg Politics and English 7 male 

4 Freiburg French and Politics 9 female 

5 Regensburg Spanish and English 8 female 

6 Regensburg Maths, German, English, Music 8 female 

 

3.4.3 Pilot-interviews 

In a university course on qualitative research methods during the spring semester of 2021, I 

was provided the opportunity to conduct three pilot interviews with students from the 
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University of Regensburg. These pilot tests later helped to clarify the research questions and 

design the final interview protocol that was used for this study. The final interview protocol 

was designed with the very valuable help and guidance from supervisor and specialist.  

The first idea for the focus of the pilot interviews in the university course came to my 

mind when talking to a friend in teacher training, who was surprised at how much I had 

learned about ESD at the University of Iceland, while he had not been exposed at all to ESD 

in his teacher training in Germany. It was clear that this circumstance would pose an 

obstacle to ESD implementation in schools. After reading up on studies that deal with the 

state of the art of ESD in Germany, I felt it was a reasonable approach to investigate 

obstacles for ESD from student teachers’ perspective. Hence, in the initial pilot phase during 

the university course, the research focused only on obstacles that student teachers 

anticipate for their ESD practice. 

However, this turned out to be a too narrow approach and too problem-oriented, after 

conducting the pilot interviews. The participants did have a lot to say about obstacles, but 

they also identified a variety of opportunities, such as the newly launched Bavarian 

curriculum LehrplanPLUS. It also became clear that much more background information was 

needed on the student teachers’ individual understanding of and experiences with ESD. With 

help and encouragement from supervisor and specialist, it was decided to open the research 

question significantly and make the entire interview protocol much more explorative, by first 

always asking open-ended, narrative-generating questions, from which obstacles and 

opportunities would arise more implicitly, before asking for specifics. Following the advice of 

supervisor and specialist, another pilot interview with the new interview protocol was done.  

3.4.4 The interview protocol 

The interview protocol has been inspired by Creswell’s guidelines using between 5 and 10 

essential questions (Creswell, 2018, p. 321). They are supported by extra questions for 

clarification, throw-away questions for establishing rapport, and probing questions for 

accuracy. The questions are mostly open-ended for maximum insight (Creswell, 2018). Such 

narrative-generating questions are most suitable for an explorative study like this one. 

However, this study also uses stimuli that do not end with question marks. They serve as 

open ques for the interviewees to provide their experiences and perspectives openly.  

The questions in the interview protocol explore the three main interests of this study, 

reflected in the research questions: 

 Block 1: Understanding 

 Block 2: Experiences 

 Block 3: Opportunities and obstacles 
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The questions were asked in the order presented below. Main questions and stimuli in 

the first column were asked in the same phrasing as presented here, as they provided the 

general structure that was the same across all interviews. In the second column are further 

specific questions that were to be asked as follow-up, when appropriate. They were usually 

asked unless the interviewee had already talked extensively about the issue by answering 

the corresponding main question. Here I sometimes adjusted the phrasing, to fit in the 

context of the conversation. I kept a set of probing questions in the third column that helped 

to generate more insight when unexpected issues arose or when I needed more insight, 

because the participant had been very brief about an issue of interest. Throw-away 

questions for establishing rapport were asked before the interview and were chosen 

spontaneously in a small-talk manner. They did not concern anything of interest to the 

study.  

Apart from the questions, the interview protocol also contains an introduction and outro 

text that were recited for each interview. The pretext informs about the purpose of the 

study and the rights of the interviewee. It accounts for the explorative nature of the study by 

emphasising the researcher’s interest in the participant’s own experience and perspective 

and emphasising the role as listener. The outro expresses gratitude to the interviewees for 

their participation and reminds them that they can comment on their transcript and the 

thesis as part of the member checking that is to ensure validity.  

In Table 7, the full interview protocol is presented. In the following, I will explain the 

choice of questions and stimuli. The German original can be found in Appendix B. 

 

Table 7. Interview protocol 

Introduction Thank you for joining me today! As you know, my name is Lea and I am a 
master student from the Faculty of Education and Diversity at the 
University of Iceland. We are meeting today for an interview which will be 
part of the study titled “Student teachers’ perspectives on ESD in Bayern 
vs. Baden-Württemberg - Anticipated opportunities and perceived 
obstacles for implementation”. 
You have signed the informed consent form and are aware that this 
interview is recorded. You know that you will remain anonymous in the 
published study and that you may withdraw your participation in the study 
at any point. 
I have prepared a few questions but I am very interested in your own 
experience and your perspective. Please take your time to tell me as much 
as you like. Everything is interesting to me. I will listen to you and perhaps 
take a few notes.  
You are also welcome to ask questions any time.  
Do you have any questions before we get started? 
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Main questions/stimuli Specific questions to be asked 
when fitting —adjust phrasing 

Probing questions 

 
Block 1 Research question: How do student teachers understand ESD in the two cases? 
 
Q1 If you were in a 
parental meeting, how 
would you explain ESD 
to them? 

Which methods do you think are 
useful for ESD? 

You mentioned X, could you 
expand on that? 

Definition Thank you for your input and explanation. To establish a solid common ground 
for the interview, I will now give you the official UNESCO definition for you to keep in mind 
while we’re talking (hand over definition!) 
Leave room for a short exchange about the definition and possible questions from the 
interviewee.  
 
Block 2 Research question: What experiences do student teachers have with ESD in the two 
cases? 
 
Q2 To begin, I would be 
very interested in 
hearing about your own 
experiences with ESD as 
a student teacher. 
 

 Can you tell me a little more 
about X?  
Can you maybe give an 
example for X? 
What happened next with 
X?  
And then? 
How was that with X? 
 

 
Block 3 Research questions: 
Which opportunities for implementation do student teachers anticipate for ESD in the two 
cases? Which obstacles for implementation do student teachers anticipate for ESD in the 
two cases? 
 
Q3 I am interested in 
your personal 
perspective on the 
implementation of ESD 
in schools. Please tell me 
about how you envisage 
the implementation of 
ESD in your subjects. 

Imagine you were already in 
service. How do you think you will 
proceed in the work of 
implementing ESD in your 
teaching? How do you envision 
that? 

Can you tell me a little more 
about X? Can you expand 
on X? 
Can you maybe give an 
example for X? 
You mentioned X, could you 
expand on that? Please tell me about the 

obstacles you see for your own 
future ESD practice. 
 
Please tell me about the 
opportunities you see for your 
own future ESD practice. 
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Q4 How do you perceive 
the “message” in the 
curriculum about 
implementing ESD in 
your subjects? 

Which opportunities do you see 
for your own future ESD practice 
with regards to the curriculum 

Can you tell me a little more 
about X? Can you expand 
on X? 
Can you maybe give an 
example for X? 
You mentioned X, could you 
expand on that? 

Which obstacles do you see with 
regards to the curriculum? 
 

Q5 How do you perceive 
your preparation with 
regards to ESD?  

Which role does your teacher 
training play in your preparation? 
 

Can you tell me a little more 
about X? Can you expand 
on X? 
Can you maybe give an 
example for X? 
You mentioned X, could you 
expand on that? 

Which opportunities do you see 
with regards to your preparation?  

 
Which obstacles do you see with 
regards your preparation? 

 
Q6 Not all issues are 
politically 
uncontroversial. For 
instance, there are 
people who think that 
there is no 
anthropogenic climate 
change. When you think 
about your own 
experiences, how do you 
feel about dealing with 
such potentially 
controversial issues in 
class?  

Which opportunities do you see 
with regards to dealing with 
controversial issues?  
 

Can you tell me a little more 
about X? Can you expand 
on X? 
Can you maybe give an 
example for X? 
You mentioned X, could you 
expand on that? 

Which obstacles do you see with 
regards to dealing with 
controversial issues?  
 

Q7 The UNESCO 
definition for ESD that 
we looked at together 
involves collaborative 
real-world projects 
which could require time 
in outdoor 
environments and 
engaging with the local 
community. What are 
your thoughts on 
employing such 
collaborative real-world 
projects to teach? 

Which opportunities do you see 
with regards to using 
collaborative real-world projects 
to teach?  
 
 
 

Can you tell me a little more 
about X? Can you expand 
on X? 
Can you maybe give an 
example for X? 
You mentioned X, could you 
expand on that? 

Which obstacles do you see with 
regards to using collaborative 
real-world projects to teach? 
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Clarification question So these were almost all my questions. But lastly I am very 
interested to hear: Has your idea of ESD changed since we started 
talking? 

Closing questions Is there anything else you would like to talk about? Do you have 
any questions? 

Outro Thank you so much for your participation! This was very 
interesting. I am grateful that you took the time to share your 
experiences and ideas with me. 
I would like to remind you again that the information you provided 
will be treated confidentially. I will send the transcription to you 
shortly and will provide you with the results of the overall study at 
the beginning of next year and you will get an opportunity to 
comment on them, if you would want. 

 

The first block consists of only one question, which seeks to find out about the 

participants’ understanding of ESD. Inquiring about how they would explain ESD in a 

parental meeting creates context for the participants and makes the question less 

intimidating than a straightforward request for delivering a definition. Once this question 

was answered I asked for the methods they deem useful for ESD. That way, I got a good 

grasp of what they think ESD is and how it is to be implemented. If anything was mentioned 

too briefly, I would ask them to expand on it via the probing question. From previous 

research as well as my own pilot interviews, I had to expect that knowledge on ESD would be 

rather little among participants. That is why the first block ends with a simple UNESCO 

definition of the concept including examples which was posted in the chat, for the 

participants to read. That way, I could establish common ground for the rest of the 

interview. I always left room for a short exchange about the definition, so that the 

interviewees had an opportunity to ask questions or make a remark. The definition had to be 

short enough to not be overwhelming, but at the same time it had to be very clear about the 

most important aspects and aims of ESD, so that the participants would have an easy time 

understanding the concept that might have been new to them. I thus both included a 

descriptive paragraph from the 2017 UNESCO document, as well as the key strategies, to 

provide illustrative examples of how ESD can be implemented. The definition is found in 

Figure 3. The German version can be found in the Appendix C. 
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Figure 3. UNESCO definition of ESD 

Additionally, I had prepared answers defining the other concepts used by the UNESCO, 

such as transformative pedagogy, inter- and transdisciplinarity and fish-bowl discussions. 

One participant asked about the vision-building exercises, which I explained as engaging with 

potential future scenarios and thinking about which ones would be desirable, and assessing 

which paths lead to them.  

The second block of the interview protocol also consists of only one stimulus that induces 

the participants to talk about their own experiences with ESD as student teachers. This part 

was kept particularly open, so the researcher could see how, or if a participant would 

mention their study programme with regards to their experiences. Here I anticipated insight 

in which contexts they have been engaging with ESD and to what extent. The set of probing 

questions for this block is particularly long and designed to keep up a participant’s narrative, 

by asking for instance about what happened next or how they experienced a situation.  

“Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) empowers learners of all ages with the 

knowledge, skills, values and attitudes to address the interconnected global challenges we 

are facing, including climate change, environmental degradation, loss of biodiversity, 

poverty and inequality. […] What ESD requires is a shift from teaching to learning. It asks 

for an action-oriented, transformative pedagogy, which supports self-directed learning, 

participation and collaboration, problem-orientation, inter- and transdisciplinarity and the 

linking of formal and informal learning.” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 7) 

 

“Key methods are: 

• Collaborative real-world projects, such as service-learning projects and 

campaigns for different SDGs 

• Vision-building exercises such as future workshops, scenario analyses, 

utopian/dystopian story-telling, science fiction thinking, and forecasting and 

back casting 

• Analyses of complex systems through community-based research projects, case 

studies, stakeholder analysis, actors’ analysis, modelling, systems games, etc. 

• Critical and reflective thinking through fish-bowl discussions, reflective 

journals, etc.” 

(UNESCO, 2017, p. 55) 
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The third block of the interview protocol is the longest one, as it produces core insights 

into the topic under study. I attempted to design it in a way that it would generate insights 

into anticipated obstacles and opportunities without suggesting a bias towards any one side. 

It always starts with a rather broad main question or stimuli about ESD in Germany before it 

asks the participant to outline the implications for their own future practice in the second 

column. The probing questions in this third block are always the same for each main 

question and in essence ask the participant to expand on or give examples of anything they 

previously mentioned in the section. This makes it easier for the researcher to interpret the 

participant’s meaning, as it enriches the understanding the researcher forms of the 

individual’s perception.  

For example, question 3 asks the interviewees to tell the researcher how they envisage 

the implementation of ESD in their subject. The openness of the question gives the 

participants the opportunity to think freely about how their subjects could embrace ESD and 

may already produce some insights into where they see potential or limitations. Following 

this rather broad question, I then asked them to imagine that they were already in service 

and tell me how they would proceed in the work of implementing ESD in their teaching. This 

is where participants could become more specific and really put themselves in the shoes of 

their future self. Asking these two questions in a sequence, can reveal the degree of 

convergence between the ideal they may see and the reality they anticipate. Only after 

those two questions were asked, I went on to inquire explicitly about opportunities and 

obstacles they see for their own future ESD practice. By keeping this order, I made sure that 

there is first a very free account of whatever comes to a participant’s mind, but the 

necessary insights will also be generated, if they do not touch on opportunities and obstacles 

before being explicitly asked to ponder on them.  

Following question 3, the stimuli and questions become more specific as they cover areas 

of interest. However, the protocol continues following the logic of first asking a broader 

question on the topic before getting more specific about obstacles and opportunities with 

regards to it. Question 4 asks about how the participants perceive the “message” in the 

curriculum about implementing ESD in their subjects. This is a very important question, since 

research on ESD shows that local curricular content is what influences the decisions of what 

is taught in the classroom the most (Waltner et al., 2020). Thus, the way a concept in the 

curriculum is interpreted by those who will implement it significantly influences how things 

will look in practice. This question can also generate insight on how familiar the student 

teachers are with the ESD units in a curriculum, how clear they perceive the message to be 

regarding content and strategy, and which importance they think is given to ESD in general. 

In the pilot interviews done in spring 2021, the participating student teachers saw most 
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opportunities and obstacles with regards to the curriculum. In this main study, I felt it was 

important to do that circumstance justice by dedicating one of the main questions to the 

curriculum and then once more, asking about the opportunities and obstacles they believe 

the curriculum entails for their ESD practice.  

Question 5 deals with how the participants perceive their preparation with regards to 

ESD. I consciously chose to only in a second step ask about the role teacher training plays in 

that preparation. This way, the participants were able to interpret for themselves what 

preparation means to them. Both the states examined in this study have made it a 

requirement that teacher training includes ESD. This question gave particularly interesting 

insight into whether the implications of these policies have reached student teachers yet 

and how this influences what they consider to be opportunities and obstacles that come 

with their preparation.  

Question 6 and 7 are perhaps the most specific questions. After generating a lot of 

general insight, I felt it was appropriate to touch on some particularities that come with ESD. 

Question 6 acknowledges that not all content that may be discussed in relation to ESD is 

politically uncontroversial. Climate change is of course only one example of the manifold 

topics that ESD touches on. But it lends itself well as a prime example for potential 

controversy that give the student teachers a better grasp on what is meant. There is not only 

a variety of views on how best to combat it; there are even people who think that there is no 

anthropogenic climate change at all. Asking about how the participants feel about dealing 

with such potentially controversial issues in class opens a new area for the interviewees to 

ponder on. It gives insight on what opportunities and obstacles the participants see in ESD-

related content.  

Question 7 finally inquires into one of the most-mentioned strategies for ESD. UNESCO 

sees collaborative real-world projects which can require time in outdoor environments and 

engaging with the local community as vital for forming relevant competencies (UNESCO, 

2017). I chose to ask about this specifically, as it repeatedly came up in the pilot interviews, 

where the student teachers pondered a lot on the time and effort such project-based 

learning requires. Exploring what thoughts student teachers have on this implementation 

strategy for ESD gives further insight on where they anticipate obstacles or opportunities for 

the concept in general.  

Before I ended an interview, I always asked about how the participant’s idea changed 

since we started talking. This way, I gained further insight on what their initial understanding 

was, and how their view could have been shaped by the definition and the questions they 

were asked. Lastly, I asked if they had something else they wanted to talk about, to give 
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room for clarifications and make sure that what the participant want to say is heard and 

recorded.  

3.5 Data analysis 
In this research Schreier’s (2012) guide on Qualitative Content Analysis in analysing the data 

was followed. Qualitative Content Analysis helps the researcher to work with qualitative 

data in an objective, systematic fashion (Schreier, 2012). The specific approach to Qualitative 

Content Analysis employed for this study, uses a thematic criterion for segmenting and 

builds on deductive as well as inductive categories. The approach and corresponding 

terminology will be explained chronologically in the following.  

After conducting the interviews, I first transcribed the recordings in a word processor 

using McLellan’s transcription rules, which includes the capturing of non-verbal sounds in 

parentheses, filler words, mispronunciations, and slang as well as rules on how to indicate 

pauses and other speech patterns (McLellan et al., 2003). This ensures that the transcripts 

reflect reality authentically.  

Next, I started segmenting the data. Segmenting in Qualitative Content Analysis means 

deciding which passages can be understood as one unit of analysis and dividing the material 

up accordingly (Schreier, 2012). I did this using a thematic criterion, meaning that topic 

changes signalled the end of one unit and the beginning of another (Schreier, 2012). I 

pressed return after each segment I identified as a unit, so that all transcripts ended up as 

neat sets of paragraphs, with each paragraph carrying a different meaning. By the end of the 

segmenting process the relevant units of analysis becomes a unit of coding that fits into at 

least one category of the coding frame (Schreier, 2012).  

Coding essentially means to assign a meaning to each segment of the data. This requires 

a well-structured coding frame that is applied to all the data and covers all phenomena in 

the text segments. For the coding, I used a mix of an inductive and deductive approach. 

Inductive means that a coding frame is data-driven and developed as one studies the 

material (Schreier, 2012). Deductive means that a coding frame is concept-driven and is 

designed prior to collecting the data. Qualitative Content Analysis differentiates two types of 

codes. Mother-codes can be understood as overarching categories and child-codes are more 

fine-grained categories that are derived from a mother code (Schreier, 2012). In this study, I 

chose to make each research question into a deductive mother-code to make the structuring 

of the findings very transparent. As the questions were clear at the outset of the study, the 

mother codes are hence deductive and provided the general frame. The child-codes in 

contrast are purely inductive and are informed by what I found in the material. This was 

necessitated by the explorative nature of this study. During the coding I repeatedly reflected 
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on the codes I had previously identified and the names I had chosen for them. I adjusted the 

coding frame until I felt certain that my coding of the data adequately reflected participants’ 

meanings. The final coding frame was then applied to all data. The final coding frame with 

results can be found in Appendix E. 

For full control over the process, the data was coded in a word-processor and a number 

was assigned to each code. Once the coding was done, I set up a matrix for analysis, 

containing the mother-codes and child-codes as columns and their frequency for each 

interview (Schreier, 2012). Because of the small sample size, no generalisations can be 

drawn from these numbers. In presenting the findings it is hence only mentioned when one 

code was mentioned considerably more than others, a particular participant put special 

emphasis on a topic, or a code appeared considerably more often in one of the cases.  

3.6 Reliability and validity 
In data collection and data analysis validity and reliability are important indicators of quality 

research. Validity is concerned with the accuracy of findings, while reliability means to 

ensure consistency (Creswell, 2018). These criteria stem from quantitative research 

tradition, where their fulfilment requires statistical and empirical calculations (Creswell, 

2018). While the means of ensuring reliability and validity differ for qualitative research, 

their relevance for qualitative studies is emphasised in research literature. Qualitative results 

are often met with scepticism due to doubts about objectivity. Efforts in a qualitative study 

to ensure reliability and validity increase the credibility of the findings (Brink, 1993). Validity 

in qualitative research is largely concerned with attempts to keep researcher bias to a 

minimum, whereas reliability concerns mostly the stability of codes over time (Creswell, 

2018). 

Firstly, during the data collection it is important to ensure content validity, meaning that 

the data is shared openly and freely by participants (Yin, 2014). The interviews were thus 

conducted in a neutral and natural way, using open-ended questions. That way the 

participants got room to talk freely and openly about their experiences and explore a topic 

for themselves. At the same time the researcher needs to be aware that perfect neutrality is 

never possible, and the interview situation influences the participants (Creswell, 2018). 

Hence, I also paid attention to the participants’ behaviour, the interview flow, pauses and 

what was not explicitly said. Additionally, the research process was made as participatory as 

possible by using member checking. The participants were allowed to review the transcripts 

when they were ready and encouraged to comment on them. All participants gave the 

feedback that they were content.  
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Secondly, during data analysis, content validity also comes into play. The codes picked by 

the researcher must adequately represent concepts and meanings (Yin, 2014). Further, face 

validity was ensured by using the inductive approach, in which the coding categories were 

dominated by the data (Creswell, 2018). Establishing transparent coding rules for those 

coding categories is essential for ensuring the reliability of the research outcomes (Creswell, 

2018).  

3.7 Ethical issues 
This research was done in line with the German data protection laws for qualitative 

interviews (DSGVO). According to the local law, a researcher needs at all times to be able to 

submit proof that she has collected the data respecting regulations. In every interview, it is 

thus important to get informed consent first, to be able to proof that one has respected the 

rights of the participants. A written consent form needs to state the purpose of the 

interview, the means of data recording, storage and use, and clarification of whether direct 

quotes can be used (Creswell, 2018). The complete written consent form for this study can 

be found in Appendix E. 

During the entire research process and beyond, I have also respected the code of ethics 

issued by the German Society for Sociology (DGS, 2017). During the whole process of a study 

and beyond, it is the researcher’s responsibility to ensure that the participants experience no 

harm throughout. For this study, privacy protection is particularly important, as the 

participants may have expressed views that could under certain circumstances negatively 

influence their professional life. Therefore, the researcher was not only respectful of the 

participants, showing reciprocity, but also informed them that they had the right to 

withdraw from the interview and the study at any time. The participants were provided the 

option to choose the recording platform for themselves and had to give consent for the 

recording. Further, all participants are guaranteed anonymity. After data transcription, 

identifications were immediately eradicated. In accordance with local data protection rules, 

the recordings will be deleted five years after publication. 

While qualitative researchers are aware that they bring biases to a study and their 

experiences will always shape their reading of the data, they need to make every effort to 

ensure objectivity by reflecting on their subjectivity (Creswell, 2018). This means selecting a 

site without vested interest, conducting the interviews in a neutral way, and making sure the 

coding categories reflect the participants’ meanings (Creswell, 2018). Although a certain 

proximity to the group of interest is given, as I am a university student and can relate to 

some experiences, I am not particularly involved in the student teacher community or 
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interested in specific outcomes. Neutrality in the interview was ensured by sticking to the 

interview protocol. 

3.8 Limitations and Reflections 
The research is based on a small number of interviews and the findings from this study are 

hence not generalizable on a large scale. They represent the perspectives of individual 

participants and do not give account of the dissemination of these views within the cases or 

beyond. This is also why comparisons between the cases were made only in regards to the 

specific samples and with great care. Working with cases has hence proofed only partly 

useful but helped to get an idea of possible similarities and differences that can be 

investigated further. Also, working with a small sample enabled an in-depth exploration of 

the participants’ perspectives that produced new insights. These findings can be a valuable 

basis for future quantitative assessments that test the dissemination of the views. Parts of 

the interview protocol may also be used on a larger sample in further qualitative studies.  

The fact that interviews are generally always an indirect, subjective and non-

standardized account of an issue can be seen as limiting in any qualitative research 

(Creswell, 2018). Considering the explorative nature of this study, it seemed, however, the 

adequate choice. The study seeks to explore multiple perspectives rather than testing a 

hypothesis with a quantitative instrument.  

During the coding, it became clear that the obstacles and opportunities are seen as 

interconnected in different ways by different participants. In the findings, I aim to present 

these interconnections, while also separating the codes adequately. To further systemise the 

interconnections the student teachers make between different obstacles and opportunities, 

it might be useful for potential future studies to work with flow charts when evaluating the 

data. This could help identify patterns that might evolve in larger data sets.  

The interview questions asked the participants about the obstacles and opportunities 

they saw for their future practice in ESD. Most participants talked about their private 

concerns but some of them additionally took a meta-perspective and talked more generally 

about the obstacles they see for ESD implementation. Both findings are presented but had 

to be distinguished manually, as they carry different meanings. It might be helpful for future 

studies to add a question to the interview protocol that asks the student teachers to take a 

meta-perspective on ESD beyond their own practice separately, so that these two angles can 

be kept apart very clearly. 

The terms “obstacles” and “opportunities” were also interpreted quite freely by 

participants, which makes the data set very interesting but also means that these concepts 
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need to be seen rather broadly. Sometimes they would use the term obstacle synonymously 

with challenges, limits, boundaries or risks. Or the term opportunity was used synonymously 

with advantage, potential or contributor. In future research, the precision of the findings 

might be improved by defining the terms obstacles and opportunities for the participants 

before starting the interview.  

The snowball sampling can also be seen as limiting, since it mainly attracts people within 

a certain cluster, or even a friend group. In this case, it attracted especially those who 

already took an interest in ESD. This may be seen as an acceptable trade-off, as it ensured 

that the individuals were fit to provide the necessary insights.  

All participants were advanced in their studies which adds the limitation that they might 

not have been affected by changes that were made for the first phase of teacher training 

recently in Bayern. Differences between the cases can hence also stem from this 

circumstance. This is emphasised in the discussion. There is also a slight overrepresentation 

of the subjects Biology, Politics and English in this sample. Two subjects which are relevant 

to ESD, chemistry and geography, are missing.  

Another potential limitation in any study is researcher bias, meaning that the 

researcher’s background and personal views may shape interpretations, especially when 

there is only one researcher (Creswell, 2018). In addition to the provisions taken to ensure 

reliability and validity such as efforts for neutrality and the member checking, I thus needed 

to reflect on my role as a researcher more deeply. I am grateful that I got to do this with the 

pilot interviews, which changed my overall approach and helped me to improve my research 

question and interview protocol to a more neutral, explorative format. Reflected subjectivity 

means being aware of potential biases and attempting to keep their influence to a minimum 

during the research process. My background as a university student and my interest in 

educational policy certainly still shape my understanding and interpretations of the data to 

some degree. While designing the research as well as collecting and analysing the data I kept 

this in mind and tried to be constantly aware, where, and how my previous knowledge and 

experiences inform my decisions.  

Lastly, the interviews were conducted in German, since that is the mother tongue of both 

the researcher and the participants. The quotes were hence translated into English for this 

thesis. In any translation process, some language-specific meanings might occasionally get 

lost. In translating text it is thus important that the translation is as close as possible to the 

meaning of the original excerpt (Creswell, 2018). Quality translation was ensured by 

forwarding the translated quotes from the interviews, as well as all documents translated 

into German, such as the recruitment letter, to my supervisor, who is a German native 

speaker and fluent in English. The translations were also approved by a studied translator. 
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4  Research Findings  

This chapter presents the research findings in four sections, one for each research question. 

First, the participants’ understanding of ESD is outlined. Next come the findings on the 

experiences that the student teachers report having with ESD. Then the sections follow that 

present the perceived obstacles and anticipated opportunities for ESD implementation. 

Comparisons are only made when obvious differences appear between the cases. The coding 

results can be found in Appendix E. Due to the small sample size it is not possible to derive 

specific meaning from the dissemination and frequency of codes in this sample. When 

quantifiers are used, this is hence not to indicate that the numbers are representative, but to 

facilitate reading and the comprehension of the sample at hand.  

4.1 Understanding of ESD 
The first research question of this study was concerned with the understanding the 

participants have of ESD. The data gave insight into the content and methods that the 

participants see as relevant to ESD, but also what they perceive as the purpose or aim of the 

concept and what they believe its merit to be. This chapter further presents the participants’ 

personal evaluation of the topic and how their understanding has changed over the course 

of the interview. The coding categories on content, methods, aim, and merit were only 

applied before the definition, as the results would have been distorted otherwise. Codes for 

personal evaluation and the change of understanding were applied to all data.  

4.1.1 Content 

When the participants were asked how they would explain ESD at a parent meeting, they all 

outlined which content they perceived as relevant in connection to ESD. Among the content 

mentioned were environmental issues, social issues, economic issues, but also broader 

current or future developments.  

Environmental issues were the most mentioned content which all participants named 

early on. They referred to topics such as climate change, biodiversity loss, resource use, and 

the human influence on ecosystems. In both cases, one participant understood ESD solely in 

terms of environmental issues. I2(R)1 for instance said they2 would talk about:  

                                                           
1 I2 means interviewee number 2. For a better reading experience the letter in the brackets behind the 
interviewee indicates from which case the participant came. R stands for Regensburg. F stands for Freiburg. 
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“What sustainability is generally in relation to ecology, in relation to ecosystems 

and of course also in relation to the human system. So the harmony between the 

human system and ecosystems.”3 

Other participants from both cases additionally mentioned that social issues can be 

addressed through ESD. Two of them, however, expressed a bit of uncertainty whether 

social issues count towards ESD.  

I4(F): “Perhaps, I don’t know if that goes too far now but maybe also in the social 

area, migration and so forth.”  

I5(R): “I don’t know if that’s correct but I personally would maybe also include 

social issues a bit. Like for example racism.”  

Economic issues were addressed by some participants from both cases. Those that 

mentioned economic issues always also referred to environmental and social issues. Two of 

them that also had the most explicit experience with ESD, addressed that they believe 

people are often not aware of all the dimensions the term sustainability can encompass. 

Their specific experiences can be found in a later chapter. 

I3(F): “Many people believe almost only in the ecological perspective. […] But 

when one considers the economic […] sustainability is a central criterion in 

economics.”  

I6(R): “And I would say that it is a combination of social aspects, ecological 

aspects, and economic aspects. So that new definition of sustainability I’d say 

because I think many people are not aware of this.”  

All but one participant also broadly referred to current and future developments in the 

general world and politics as issues that can be covered through ESD. This became a 

separate category to capture things that were expressed more vaguely. The participants 

would often use terms such as “future-oriented topics” that are currently relevant. 

I1(F): “I think I would make a reference to current relevancy.” 

I2(R): “And then of course also what is currently being planned, also especially 

now with the new coalition and the break with a black government.”4 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
2 When referring to the interviewees the gender-neutral term “they“ is used, as gender does not play a role in 
the findings. 
3 The quotes do not contain fillers, non-verbal expressions, or mispronunciations, as the sentence structure 
shifts during translation. As such expressions are also not relevant to the subject matter of this study it was 
decided to leave them out for better readability.  
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The SDGs were never mentioned as content before the definition was given, but the two 

most experienced interviewees mentioned them later in the interview when they referred to 

specific courses they had taken on ESD. More on this follows in the chapter on experiences. 

4.1.2 Useful methods  

When it came to methods the participants deemed useful for implementing ESD, the most 

often mentioned ideas were learner-centred approaches and project-based learning. 

Project-based learning and learner-centred approaches were addressed by all but one 

participant. I3(F) for instance connected both issues together:  

“I personally think highly of project work. That’s connected to it playing a big role 

in politics […] that one works together on a project on a student-based level in 

connection with the interests and wishes of the students […].”   

Student teachers from both cases also referred to action-oriented approaches. Some 

referred to them implicitly by talking about certain projects with an action focus. One 

participant from Freiburg explicitly used the German term “Handlungsorientierung” which 

may be translated as action-orientation.  

I4(F): “That would then be this action-orientation, that one always shapes the 

teaching in an action-oriented way. That one always looks not to just learn any 

definitions by heart but that one always has a specific connection to the reality of 

life.”  

Participatory-approaches played a role for the two participants with the most concrete 

experience. The participant from Freiburg referred to participation in the context of the local 

community parliament and getting in touch with other local stakeholders. The participant 

from Regensburg mentioned the importance of democratic structures within the classroom.  

Participants from both cases indicated that they found collaboration among students an 

important tool such as cooperating for group work. Reference was also made to 

collaboration with external partners in the form of getting the students to talk to experts 

from different domains on an ESD topic. I1(F) for instance referred to experts in research 

and science:  

“Then I can of course also imagine inviting people from academia. I always find it 

exciting, when one has some experts that are more familiar with it.”  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
4 The participant refers to the 2021 elections after which the Christ Democrats (with the colour black) were no 
longer in charge following a ruling period of 16 years in Germany.  
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I2(R) in contrast thought of local stakeholders: 

 “Or [one] goes to the nearest farmer and asks like: Hey, how has climate change 

impacted you by the way?” 

A handful of concrete methods were mentioned by fewer participants. Experiments and 

role-play were each mentioned by one of the Freiburg participants. Two of the Regensburg 

participants indicated that they think excursions could be useful for ESD such as going to a 

farm or a forest. Methods that didn’t appear were vision-building exercises. 

4.1.3 The aim of ESD 

There was no question on the aim of ESD but all participants at some point referred to what 

they think the purpose and goals of the concept are in their opinion. While there are some 

content and methods that all or a majority of the participants see as relevant, the data is 

more scattered when it comes to the aim of ESD.  

Participants from both cases expressed in one or another way that ESD was about 

empowering students to become change-makers. I6(R) specifically mentioned 

“Handlungsfähigkeit” which can be translated into action competence. I2(R) explained it like 

this:  

“And students, especially the young generation, are always called a little tired of 

politics because they also so rarely have democratic power. […]. One has to drive 

that tiredness out of them. One has to show them: When you do something, 

good things happen.”  

I4(F) understood it also as a general part of what politics and social studies should be 

about: 

“The aim of politics and social studies should be to raise a mature and 

responsible citizen5 that can address his own needs. And then considering his 

own interests can also change his environment and intervene.” 

One participant from Freiburg addressed the issue of change rather at the behavioural 

level and in a more prescriptive fashion.  

I1(F): “In my eyes, the aim with this should be to convey to kids how they can 

shape a sustainable life in the world.”  

                                                           
5 The term “mündiger Bürger” is a German expression that has no exact equivalent in the English language. But 
the adjective “mündig” is often translated to mean responsible and mature. “Bürger” means citizen.  
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Some of the participants from both cases indicated that it was important to raise 

awareness for sustainability issues at first when implementing ESD. They did not describe it 

as the end goal, but as something that is a partial aim to later achieve some form of a larger 

goal. I5(R) for instance saw learner-centeredness as an instrument to help with awareness: 

 “So I think it is good when a lot is acquired in a first step on one’s own to 

strengthen a certain awareness for it.” 

The ability to reflect and think critically was mentioned by two of the Freiburg 

participants as desirable outcomes of ESD. The third participant from Freiburg did not 

mention it before the definition was given but later talked about it extensively. I4(F) for 

example explained they would tell the parents that ESD was also about:  

“being able to make reflective judgements.” 

I1(F) further connected the ability to reflect and think critically to science literacy and 

behaviour change:  

“And ESD should provide the kids with scientific knowledge, scientific 

competences. On one hand, to reflect critically on studies, and on the other hand 

to reflect knowledge critically and also change the own consumer-behaviour or 

reflect on it so one can later act sustainably.”  

The Regensburg interviewees didn’t mention this but one participant from Regensburg 

referred to an idea that is linked to science literacy and processing facts, when they talked 

about the forming of a fact-based opinion in ESD.  

I5(R): “But that it is just important to have an opinion that is also as much as 

possible fact-based.”  

4.1.4 Merit 

Only a few participants commented on the general merit of ESD, meaning where and when it 

should be implemented. Three topics emerged here that concerned the age levels at which 

ESD can be employed, the subjects that are linkable to ESD, and the interdisciplinary nature 

of ESD.  

Two participants, one from each case, briefly emphasised that ESD is a concept to be 

implemented at all age levels.  
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I2(R): “Generally this topic can be addressed in any grade, from grade one on. 

Even in kindergarten, this can be addressed […].”  

I4(F): “It is also in all grades, so independent from the school type.” 

The same two participants also mentioned that ESD is of interdisciplinary nature and 

how this is relevant for its implementation in school.  

I4(F): “Or when maybe also two subjects are linked. For example, that it’s 

somehow about the environment and one does it in an interdisciplinary fashion: 

in Geography and Politics.” 

I2(R): “Then it is actually a project that has to be carried by many subjects at the 

same time.” 

Again two participants mentioned that ESD can or should be appearing in all subjects. 

I2(R) emphasised that there were options in all subjects, while I3(F) indicated that it should 

be implemented in all subjects and referred to ESD being a cross-cutting competency in 

Baden-Württemberg.  

The whole-school approach was not mentioned by any of the participants. Only after the 

definition was given, two participants from Regensburg talked about how it was relevant 

that the school acted as a role model or had certain democratic structures that facilitate 

ESD. 

4.1.5 Personal evaluation of the concept 

The participants were not asked about what they think or feel about ESD but all of them 

mentioned something in that respect. The themes that emerged here were the importance 

of ESD or subtopics, uncertainty around the concept, and the feeling that one of their 

subjects is more linked to ESD than the other. This is worth mentioning in this section on 

understanding because it helps contextualise other findings later.  

All participants assigned importance to ESD or its subtopics. Some expressed that they 

would explicitly tell the parents that they found ESD important, or that they wanted the 

parents to understand its importance. Others stated that specific topics were very important 

for the students to grasp, such as among others climate change. I6(R) for instance expressed 

right at the beginning of the interview how ESD is important to them:  
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“I would probably first say that I care about it as a teacher. When I am now a 

class teacher6 and say: Hey this is important to me. I pay attention that it occurs 

as much as possible in my teaching.”  

All participants but I6(R) who trains for the primary level, are student teachers that train 

for some form of secondary education and hence are studying two school subjects in 

university. Among this latter group, four of them expressed that they found one of their 

subjects more linked to ESD over the course of the interview. They sometimes also feel that 

the university programmes suggest this. There is a tendency of placing the natural sciences 

and politics as closer to ESD than languages or sports. I1(F) for instance said:  

“So I think it is integrated in both subjects. In sports […] I find it difficult how I 

should implement ESD. And in Biology I imagine this to be easier, that one can 

just address aspects there.”  

I2(R) felt similarly about their subject Biology when talking about how they would 

implement ESD in their subjects:  

“[…] there is a much stronger focus on sustainable education in Biology than in 

English.”  

I4(F) talked about what they felt teacher training suggested about ESD:  

“So in didactics for politics, I find a lot of aspects that are congruent with this 

term [ESD]. But in French for example, I have a feeling that this plays a much, 

much, much lesser role, so in teacher education.”  

I3(F) when asked about how they perceive the “message” in the curriculum about 

implementing ESD in their subjects said:  

“In politics, this plays a very big role. […]. In English, ESD plays no role. Zero.”  

Participants from both cases expressed a degree of uncertainty about the concept of ESD 

at some point in the interview. I5(R) seemed particularly uncertain at the beginning:  

“To be honest I am not a hundred percent certain what all is subsumed under it 

[ESD]. […] Oh god, I shouldn’t be explaining this at a parent meeting, because it is 

a thin soup that I am cooking with.”  

                                                           
6 A class teacher is the leader of a class and in German primary education teaches most subjects to them.  
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I6(R) found at the end of the interview:  

“I noticed that it’s still very vague, what my ideas are of this.” 

4.1.6 The change of understanding during the interview 

At the end of the interview, all participants were asked if their understanding had changed 

since the beginning of the interview. The participants were usually not pointing to specific 

aspects they had reconsidered during the course of the interview, but participants from both 

cases expressed that they found they felt their understanding had deepened in some form.  

I5(R): “It has definitely become much more specific. I have started with a very 

vague thought of what could be hiding behind it.”  

I2(R) did point to one specific aspect: “Definitely that the poverty and inequality 

reference is much more distinct now for me. That has changed a lot.” 

Generally, all participants explained that they wanted to keep the concept in mind when 

they start planning lessons or considered engaging with it more in the future. 

I1(F): “I think it was rather stimulating, that I perhaps will actually inform myself 

in more detail about Education for Sustainable Development.” 

4.1.7 Summary 

This chapter indicates that the understanding of ESD varies among participants, but there 

are no major differences between the cases. Some still see ESD as mainly covering 

environmental issues while others also refer to social and economic dimensions. The most 

popular methods among the participants were learner-centred approaches and project-

based learning as well as action-oriented approaches. Various aims were also mentioned 

such as empowering students to become change makers or developing critical and reflective 

thinking competencies. Participants commented less on the merit of ESD but some touched 

on its interdisciplinary nature and reach. When looking at the personal evaluation it stuck 

out that all participants attached importance to ESD and its topics but some also expressed 

uncertainties with the concept.  

4.2 Experiences with ESD 
This chapter presents the findings on the second research question which is concerned with 

the experiences that the participants have with ESD. It first outlines explicit and implicit 

experiences that the student teachers have collected in their home universities and during 

their studies abroad, while also briefly looking at how the participants evaluate these 
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experiences for themselves. The chapter then goes on to explore the experiences concerning 

internships and lastly outlines private and extracurricular activities. The codes for 

experiences were applied to all data but mostly appear right after the corresponding stimuli. 

4.2.1 Experiences in university 

When the participants were asked to tell the researcher about the experiences they have 

with ESD, all of them talked about when and how they had encountered ESD in their study 

program. Explicit experiences in the home university were coded when the participant 

referred to specific courses they had taken on ESD or when the term ESD was explicitly 

addressed within another course. Implicit experiences were coded when the participant 

expressed that ESD-related methods or content had been addressed during their studies but 

without their lecturers referring to the term ESD explicitly.  

Participants from both cases explained that they had implicit experiences with ESD. In 

Freiburg, the participants referred to the subject they saw as more linked to ESD and 

recounted how aspects that are relevant to ESD had been addressed within these disciplines 

during the course of their studies. I1(F) for instance explained, that the importance of 

sustainability had been emphasised in their biology studies and further outlined:  

“Generally in my studies, it is of course always touched upon […]: What are 

problems? Climate change, species extinction are of course big in biology.” 

I4(F) recounted that certain methods such as action-orientation were addressed in their 

didactics course for teaching politics:  

“Looking at it like this it then is of course somehow addressed, just not explicitly 

under the term [ESD].” 

In Regensburg, the participants outlined similar implicit experiences with ESD in didactics 

or the subject matter.  

I2(R) referred to both of their subjects briefly but again with a sole focus on 

environmental issues. They explained that they had taken ecology courses during their 

studies of biology and had recently taken a seminar on ecocriticism as part of their English 

studies.  

I5(R) talked about a seminar they were currently taking:  

“I now have a seminar in this semester that deals with project-based learning. 

That is not ESD in content but it’s at least a bit in the direction concerning 

methods.”  
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When looking at explicit experiences in their home university, none were mentioned by 

the participants from Regensburg. Two participants from Freiburg had encountered the term 

ESD at some point during their studies in the home university, but only I3(F) had taken 

specific courses on it and engaged with it more extensively. I3(F) said the following when 

asked about their experiences with ESD:  

“So I have taken two seminars that have explicitly dealt with ESD. That was on 

the one hand a political seminar with the topic area SDGs, so the Sustainable 

Development Goals and in how far they are implemented. And the other one 

was explicitly a seminar on the topic of ESD.”  

I4(F) in contrast said that they had encountered the term ESD only briefly:  

“Once in didactics for politics, we were talking about the curriculum and the 

word [ESD] appears in there. Then one learned this more or less by heart but it 

was not addressed further. And I would say that was rather lucky that one had 

been talking about the curriculum by coincidence.” 

Although the Regensburg participants did not refer to explicit experiences within the 

home university, I6(R) had gathered specific knowledge on ESD during their studies abroad, 

which then induced them to start writing their thesis for obtaining the teaching permit on 

the topic of ESD in Bayern.  

I6(R): “So the first thing that comes to my mind when it’s about how I have 

encountered ESD during my studies is my semester abroad. […] It [the 

programme abroad] was very global and international. And there we had a 

course that was called Global Citizenship. And there, for the first time, I really 

understood what the SDGs actually are, where ESD actually comes from, what a 

global task it actually is.” 

Some participants in both cases at some point also made quantitative judgements about 

their experiences with ESD in their home university. Four of the six participants said that it 

was rather little or even absent. I6(R) for example commented on their experience in the 

home university right after mentioning their studies abroad: 

 “In teacher training generally, I have to say that ESD has, unfortunately, not 

appeared at all. I only had the idea to write my thesis about this because I have 

collected these other experiences.”  
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I4(F) talked about the quantity quite extensively. They said that while they felt that ESD 

was somewhat implicitly prominent in politics, it wasn’t addressed at all in their other 

subject French. Their main concern was that depending on the subject combination, a lot of 

student teachers are not exposed to ESD at all, or don’t know how to make sense of it. 

In Regensburg, some participants also briefly evaluated the quality of their ESD 

experiences in university in addition to judging their experience to be generally rather 

limited. They both expressed, that what they had learned in content or methods was not 

necessarily useful for the classroom. This is briefly addressed here but will be investigated in 

more detail in the chapters on obstacles and opportunities.  

I5(R) expressed that some ESD relevant content had been addressed but:  

“[…] not necessarily in a way where I feel I can take it to the classroom. [...] It 

isn’t much. I always have a feeling that these topics are happening a bit on the 

side. So we for instance did speak […] about the Black Lives Matter movement in 

the USA, but before the lesson starts.” 

I2(R) said that ecology was only addressed during one semester of their training in 

biology and that compared to the total workload of student teachers, ESD-related content or 

methods played a minor role. Concerning the quality, they said the following:  

“So I am actually not at all being prepared, also in didactics. There we are 

prepared to be as creative as possible and to work as much as possible with 

experiments, which is good because this way we are given a toolbox, which we 

are supposed to use. But this toolbox is so far removed from the reality of the 

daily routine in school, that these tools are almost unusable.”  

4.2.2 Experiences in internships 

Internships also played a role when it came to the experiences with ESD. Student teachers in 

Germany usually do a few compulsory internships in schools, with duration and frequency 

depending on the federal state’s requirements. While some student teachers mentioned 

that the experience with ESD in internships was rather little or had been somewhat negative, 

there were also positive experiences.  

Three of the participating student teachers referred to their internships when asked 

about their experiences with ESD or later during the interview. I5(R) for that matter only 

stated that:  
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“From what I have picked up in my internship. […]. In the teaching I have 

witnessed from other teachers, this [ESD] never came up.”  

I3(F) talked about having interned in a more rural area and finding that there was not a 

lot of interest concerning some ESD topics:  

“They said climate change and Fridays for Future and so on, that is not that 

interesting and not so important to us.”  

I6(R) in contrast referred to an internship that they had done during their time abroad:  

“So we were ten days in total in that internship and then we had to also do two 

lessons on Global Citizenship.”  

I6(R) later also talked about an activity they had done during an internship in 

Regensburg:  

“Or like now during the internship, on the first day a few weeks ago we went to 

collect trash down at the river Regen.”  

4.2.3 Extracurricular and private experiences with ESD 

Five of the six participants, talked also about extracurricular or private experiences. Under 

these codes, everything was subsumed that was not in direct relation to the student 

teachers’ study programme or their internship experiences. Some talked more generally 

about having informed themselves privately because they had an interest in ESD or 

corresponding topics, others were active in certain organisations on or off-campus. 

Some participants in both cases talked about informing themselves privately about 

certain topics that are relevant for ESD. One of these student teachers from each case 

suggested that quite a bit of their ideas and motivations for ESD and related topics stemmed 

from private information seeking and were not related to their study programme.  

I1(F) for instance talked about informing themselves through the means of watching 

documentaries. I2(R) explained that a lot of the examples they had listed when talking about 

how they would go about implementing ESD, they had also taken from a documentary or 

remembered from their schooling. I2(R) emphasised that they had collected this 

information: “[…] out of self-interest”.  

When it came to extracurricular activities, the following were listed. In Freiburg, I1(F) 

talked about not being especially active but somewhat interested in the Fridays for Future 

movement because of a friend group. I3(F) was especially involved with ESD as they work for 

a lecturer that is researching ESD and has been active in the student council in an attempt to 
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push for more sustainability and ESD in the institution. In Regensburg, I6(R) has also been 

involved through a student-led initiative and helped plan events related to sustainability. 

I5(R) has been volunteering for an organisation where they support teenagers going abroad, 

many of whom they say are very informed about topics related to ESD.  

4.2.4 Summary 

While implicit experiences with ESD were made in both cases under investigation, explicit 

experience occurred only in Freiburg and for one of the Regensburg participants while they 

were studying abroad. Though it must be noted that only one participant in Freiburg did 

actual coursework on ESD while their fellow students either only touched upon the term 

briefly or hadn’t encountered the term at all. Some participants mentioned their internships 

in relation to ESD. Five of the interviewees stated that they had in some form engaged with 

ESD-related topics privately or in extracurricular activities.  

4.3 Anticipated obstacles for ESD 
This chapter outlines the obstacles that student teachers in the two cases anticipated for 

ESD implementation in schools. It starts by exploring the general phenomenon of perceived 

lacking time and then goes on to describe in detail which obstacles the participants 

identified concerning the curriculum. Next, the chapter looks specifically at obstacles related 

to lesson preparation and execution, before investigating the obstacles perceived as 

inherent to teacher training. The last two sub-chapters of this section outline obstacles that 

the student teachers anticipated in the interaction with students and with other 

stakeholders such as parents or the school management. Codes on obstacles were applied to 

all data, whenever a participant referred to potential hindrances for ESD implementation.  

4.3.1 Lack of time 

When contemplating obstacles, participants from both cases mentioned that a lack of time 

could hinder ESD implementation. While this perceived lack of time was often blamed on the 

curriculum, which will be discussed in the next chapter, the participants also pointed to 

another potential obstacle in connection with time resources. This chapter addresses the 

perceived obstacle of teacher workload.  

Participants from both cases indicated that they found teacher workload high and that 

preparing ESD units or projects could add on top of the existing responsibilities and 

expectations. This, some felt, would require them to think about the trade-offs of engaging 
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with ESD. I2(R) for instance explained that during the Referendariat7 teachers had a lot on 

their plate and had to meet high expectations, which in I2(R)’s opinion leaves no time to be 

creative for ESD. They also indicated that they expected the workload to continue to be 

rather high:  

“But as a teacher, one has so many things to take care of. By now, the 

competencies of a teacher are so diverse. Every single teacher in a school has at 

least one additional […] task at the school aside from teaching.” 

I4(F) and I5(R) talked especially about the effort it takes to prepare projects in ESD. They 

expressed concern about teachers sacrificing free time to keep up with the general workload 

and the potential projects in ESD on top. I4(F) explained that they saw certain limits:  

“And the preparation takes a lot of time of the evenings and weekends, more 

than is officially given. And from a certain point, I believe it [ESD] is not important 

enough for most [teachers] […].” 

I5(R) contemplated specific limits that might occur due to workload:  

“And I know that many teachers also work on weekends and that scares me also 

a bit. But somehow, one does need the time. So when one has for instance five 

classes, then one can perhaps take the time for one class [to prepare a project in 

ESD], but maybe not for all five.” 

4.3.2 The curriculum  

This chapter outlines perceived obstacles that were mentioned by the participants 

concerning the curriculum. Three themes emerged: a crowded curriculum, an unspecific 

curriculum and output-orientation of the curriculum.  

All participants saw a crowded curriculum as a potential obstacle for ESD 

implementation. The term crowded is used here to describe a curriculum that is perceived to 

be very dense and provides limited time for each requirement to be fulfilled. The 

participants often described how ESD topics compete with other topics in their opinion, or 

how their subjects compete with other subjects, potentially leaving them crunched for time. 

Some concluded that they will need to think about how they choose their priorities when 

teaching. I6(R) saw challenges to implement ESD in the light of a crowded curriculum 

especially at the beginning:  

                                                           
7 The Referendariat in Germany is a period of around two years after finishing university, where the student 
teachers start teaching in school and are regularly assessed. They are also required to take additional seminars.  
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“[…] I believe when one is a newbie and sees the curriculum, one thinks: oh, I 

have to do all of this and all of this is important. And that it is perhaps a bit 

overwhelming to stick to the curriculum because it is actually quite full. And then 

one maybe loses sight of one’s actual goal to implement ESD a lot.”  

I2(R) harboured similar thoughts about the curriculum being rather strictly timed. They 

also had concerns about how much relevancy their subject Biology is given in the curriculum 

in comparisons to others:  

“And then one has Biology twice a week for one school hour. Means that Biology 

is at the complete periphery of attention.” 

I1(F) similarly mentioned the fact that Biology is only taught twice a week and pointed to 

the expansion of Biology as a discipline. They illustrated how this may require them to set 

priorities:  

“That some topics maybe need to step down when I place more value on 

Education for Sustainable Development. Or I just have to focus on something. I 

have to gauge. Where do I spend more time, what do I want to give to the kids 

on their way? And what do I also have to convey?” 

Setting priorities in light of the many things to cover according to the curriculum was also 

an issue that I4(F) contemplated for teaching French:  

“When I imagine lower secondary education I just think to myself like: well, the 

time is short, I want to get through my grammar and vocabulary. One has to get 

through the textbook. Then I would see a bigger relevancy under the time 

pressure. One will set priorities and I think doing something especially in 

Education for Sustainable Development is less part of that.” 

I5(R) had similar feelings about covering the grammar in their subject Spanish but also 

commented on recent changes to the curriculum. They seemed to be on the fence as to 

whether these changes are positive:  

“So I know that G98 simply has a year more now. So that there will be less 

teaching in the afternoons and so on. And actually also that projects will be 

                                                           
8 Germany is in the process of switching back from G8 to G9, which means that students will have an additional 
year in school. Between 2012 and 2015 students in most federal states had 12 years of school before 
graduating from higher-secondary education. With G9 this is changing back to the original 13 years.  
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possible again and one gets more leeway. But I’ve been told by people that have 

already read the curriculum that all that isn’t true and they have just squeezed 

more content into it. But I can’t tell because I haven’t read it yet.” 

Another theme that came up as a potential obstacle in both cases was an unspecific 

curriculum. Unspecific here means that ESD or corresponding topics are not integrated 

explicitly enough in the curriculum in the view of the participants. Some feel that the 

curriculum being unspecific about ESD can make ESD topics more prone to being ignored 

and that it takes the initiative of teachers to address certain topics that may not appear 

explicitly. This critique seemed more prevalent in Regensburg, but I3(F) also talked in a 

general manner about their opinion when it comes to the integration of ESD into the 

curriculum in Baden-Württemberg. They said that they had been asking themselves:  

“In how far does a cross-cutting competency [such as ESD] play an active role in 

the curriculum? When one makes this analysis, one notices rather quickly that it 

doesn’t play the role it should be playing. […] With ESD it is relatively clear that 

there is a big gap between aspiration and reality.” 

I6(R) became specific about perceived discrepancies between aspiration and reality in 

Bayern, which they had observed while researching for their graduation project:  

“In Bayern, there is still a very strong focus on Environmental Education, and it’s 

rarely about the international framework, so Education for Sustainable 

Development. […] So we are rather focused on the environment which often also 

has religious reasons. […] But with this, a lot of other important aspects, 

unfortunately, stay excluded and that’s noticeable.”  

I6(R) further elaborated on how they experienced ESD in the curriculum:  

“What I found in connection to my thesis is that for primary school it [ESD] is 

formulated in the general upbringing and education targets as a goal. But that it 

does not appear in the subject curriculum and subject profiles, unfortunately, 

except for HSU9. […]. And I think when one looks at the curriculum as a student 

teacher or in-service teacher, one doesn’t necessarily look into the general 

education targets but into the subject curriculum, because you need to know: 

What exactly do I need to do?”  

                                                           
9 HSU stands for Heimat- und Sachkunde. This can be roughly translated into general studies and studies of the 
home(land).  



 
 
 

83 

I2(R) mentioned that while the curriculum generally asks for the students to be aware of 

environmental problems, certain terms which they saw as important for ESD did not appear 

in the curriculum for Biology in Bayern to the best of their knowledge:  

“Climate change, climate catastrophe, climate protection are words that just 

don’t appear [in the curriculum]. And every teacher has to decide for 

themselves, how they might want to introduce these words perhaps.”  

The third issue that came up in connection to the curriculum was its output-orientation. 

In both cases, student teachers anticipated that output requirements such as exams and 

other evaluation standards could hinder ESD implementation. Some participants argued for 

instance that exam preparation costs time, or that non-testable competencies are neglected. 

I1(F) for example talked implicitly about the output requirements:  

“Then the curriculum is breathing on one’s neck, that one has to impart 

knowledge somehow. And then one has limited time at disposal that one can 

teach. And that just makes it also difficult to do any big projects somehow in 

Education for Sustainable Development.”  

I3(F) explicitly emphasised the issue of output-orientation throughout the interview and 

remarked:  

“So this change to output-orientation that we are experiencing to me is also 

partly responsible for meta-competencies such as critical and reflective thinking 

falling too short.”  

I3(F) further elaborated:  

“I think as a consequence of the PISA-shock in Germany we have a strong 

tendency to place high relevancy on evaluations. […] But I think this term [critical 

and reflective thinking] can hardly be represented in evaluation.” 

I2(R) talked extensively about the perceived consequences for ESD stemming from an 

unspecific and similarly output-oriented curriculum: 

“When the official curriculum […] doesn’t really imply talking about sustainable 

development or the environment or ecology, then one won’t find the time for it 

as a teacher. Because as a teacher one realises also that it won’t play that big of 

a role in the final exams […]. And eventually one has to stay pragmatic and 
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realistic about what I can pass on to these young people and what should I rather 

leave out?”  

I2(R) further explained that they felt output-orientation can bring other unsolicited issues 

with it that may affect ESD implementation:  

“Students are people that we force into a school system, where they sometimes 

return later from school than their parents from work. And then they also have 

to do homework and learn for tests. And when one expects that students 

actually manage to do all this - which many of course don’t - then we quickly 

have this mental health problem. And then one cannot reach students at all, 

because one can also not expect of them to care for sustainable development, 

because they need to take care of themselves first.” 

4.3.3 Lesson and project preparation and execution 

Another area in which the student teachers identified obstacles and opportunities for 

themselves is lesson preparation and execution. In the previous chapters, a perceived lack of 

time due to teacher workload and responsibilities in regards to the curriculum was already 

mentioned as a potential hindrance when it comes to planning ESD units. This chapter looks 

more closely at the perceived practical constraints and challenges in lesson or project 

preparation and execution. The themes that arose under this code were the need to make 

projects effective, finding external partners for collaboration, bureaucracy and regulations, 

finding appropriate teaching material, and the complexity of the topic.  

All but one participant emphasised the importance of making projects in ESD effective 

for the students. This is not per se an obstacle but was sometimes seen as a challenge that 

isn’t easy to master. I4(F) said the following about the collaborative real-world projects:  

“It [the project] just has to be effective, that one doesn’t do just anything, just 

for fun. And it has to be well prepared and followed up so that it also does 

something for the students.” 

I5(R) talked about the effort it takes to plan good projects and illustrated how time 

constraints may also pose a limit on the effectiveness of projects in ESD:  

“Best would probably be when it [a project] develops into something long-term. 

And that one can accompany something so to say, so that it can be internalised 

better. But I believe that takes too much time, which one likely won’t have.” 
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In both cases, participants also alluded to potential obstacles when it comes to finding 

external partners to collaborate with for an ESD project. The challenges that were 

mentioned in this regard were about finding partners that are adequate or willing, and to 

contact strangers. I3(F) expressed that there were some unknowns that cannot be controlled 

when planning a collaborative project in the real world:  

“The output is of course open. […] So of course, I can look for people where I 

believe: Okay, they will have a well-founded opinion on this or they have a 

relevant aspect they can represent. It can of course also happen that I fall flat on 

my face with this […]. It can happen that the takeaway is: Well, sustainability isn’t 

that important […].” 

I5(R) thought about the willingness of external partners to help organise and execute a 

project:  

“It of course again takes a lot of organisation from two sides also: the school and 

an external side. Someone has to be ready to, I don’t know, take in 30 

roughnecks, let’s say.” 

I6(R) in contrast thought about others but also themselves mustering the initiative to 

make such ESD projects happen:  

“Not everyone has a talent for organisation […] and not everyone likes to call 

somewhere […]. […] This is also a challenge for me probably to take the leap. And 

I can speak for a lot of people here probably.” 

One participant in each case also briefly mentioned bureaucracy and regulations posing 

certain limitations to implementing real-world projects in ESD.  

I5(R) said for instance:  

“One always needs permission from everyone at school. I found out that 

sometimes one even needs permission from the Ministry of Education and 

Cultural Affairs when one wants to go on an excursion. There are many things 

that are in the way, before one can even leave the school building or invite 

someone in and such.” 

When it comes to preparing ESD units for the classroom, a topic that came up in both 

cases was finding appropriate teaching material. There was for instance a concern as to 

judging what is appropriate for a specific age level, but also how to find and integrate 
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material productively into the existing course structures. I4(F) thought about the effort it 

would take them to find or create something ESD-related that fits into the context of the 

course:  

“One usually needs authentic material. Especially in foreign language teaching, it 

takes much more effort to find something that also fits the level, where previous 

knowledge is used and built upon. Then also how this can be secured and 

examined later. There are fewer pre-made things. And as soon as one creates 

their own sheets and so on, own vocabulary lists, it all costs time.” 

I6(R) somewhat negated this and thought that the actual issue is, that the existing 

material isn’t necessarily visible for teachers. They talked about that during their research 

they found that some teachers ask for more material to implement ESD. I6(R)’s thoughts on 

this are the following:  

“And then I thought to myself: Okay, that’s quite a discrepancy, because there is 

a lot and a lot is done that is relevant, but it isn’t seen.” 

An aspect that played a role for participants in both cases was the complexity of ESD 

topics. The participants either explained that due to the complexity of ESD topics, engaging 

with them would take up a lot of time or that one can’t expect the students to have a solid 

basis. I2(R) was focused on the time aspect and identified this as the first obstacle to their 

future ESD practice:  

 “That I won’t at all have time to implement what I would like to do. Because it 

[ESD] is incredibly complex.” 

I3(F) thought about a particular example of complexity in ESD-related topics:  

“Of course, this is a complex entity. So economic systems, market systems, free 

market economy, to have a basic idea of economics. One cannot take it as a 

given with every ninth-grader.” 

I6(R) saw complexity from an entirely different angle. They were concerned for others in 

teacher training that are not exposed much to sustainability topics. I6(R) assumed that such 

teachers might either not think about ESD at all when in-service or they might say:  

“Okay, I have heard this before, but it is just a little too stressful and complex to 

me, I’d rather skip this.” 
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4.3.4 Lack of teacher training in ESD 

The participants talked about how a lack of teacher training could pose an obstacle for ESD 

implementation.  

Five of the six participants at some point indicated that there was a lack of specific 

training in ESD. Some felt that it made them uncertain in practice or talked about how they 

felt that specific aspects were missing in their opinion. I5(R) expressed uncertainty for their 

future ESD practice:  

“I have the feeling that this lack in preparation causes uncertainty, at least for 

me. Because it just is so much easier to implement something […] that one has 

learned it in a seminar.” 

I4(F) seemed to hint at the blurriness stemming from a lack of explicit training in ESD:  

“So the obstacle in itself is just, that it [ESD] isn’t addressed [in teacher training] 

and one doesn’t know explicitly: Ah this belongs to that area. […] When one 

reads this [ESD] perhaps in the curriculum later, one maybe doesn’t know what 

to do with it.” 

I3(F) again commented more generally on teacher training without getting very personal. 

They found that certain aspects relevant to ESD were not addressed sufficiently during 

training and that there was also a general deficit still in Baden-Württemberg:  

“I see this in my studies with a lot of my colleagues that this ability for critical and 

reflective thinking just loses out in my opinion.”  

Later I3(F) added:  

“We anchor this in our curriculum as a cross-cutting competency, and when one 

thinks about what this means, this would mean that every subject and every 

person that goes through teacher training, should somehow have been put in 

touch with ESD. And I am very, very sceptical, if this is the case.” 

I6(R) expressed similar general thoughts about teacher training in Bayern, but also let 

some personal concerns show:  

“I would also say about myself, that my teacher training hasn’t yet prepared me 

very well for this [implementing ESD], except for my course abroad.”  
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Commenting on Bayern more generally, I6(R) founded their opinion on studies they had 

read for their project:  

“I don’t really see a change for Bayern if things stay as they are in the university, 

because I think it [ESD implementation] will continue to be dependent on the 

initiative of individuals, which studies proof.” 

4.3.5 Interaction with the students 

This chapter looks at another theme that emerged during data analysis, which are perceived 

obstacles regarding the interaction with students. Topics the participants addressed related 

to a potential disinterest among students for ESD topics, issues arising from the discussion of 

controversial topics, a danger of overwhelming students, and the consequences of being a 

poor role model.  

One participant in each case pondered that disinterested students could pose a 

challenge to their ESD practice. While the other four participants didn’t address this at all, 

these two talked quite extensively about their concerns in this regard. I2(R), however, also 

expressed sympathy with students that might not be interested in sustainability and thought 

it important for a teacher to engage with their interests:  

“Students that come into the sixth or seventh grade, they are in the midst of 

puberty and their identity-phase. They don’t know where to go and they have 

more important things to do than to think about the world because their own 

world is currently understandably the most important. And how does one get to 

these people? By teaching as closely as possible to their world. For a teacher this 

means to first engage with: What is their world currently anyway?” 

I3(F) referred to a similar age level as I2(R) and the challenges in finding out what the 

students are interested in:  

“Of course, it is always difficult to discover points of interest. So I am in teacher 

training for lower-secondary education, where the interest for social climate 

justice and in other countries is perhaps not very high. And that makes it 

sometimes difficult to implement it into teaching.” 

All but one participant also talked about how discussing controversial topics with the 

students might present them with challenges. Some participants were concerned about the 

effects on the atmosphere in a class and finding a form of consent, while others also 

pondered on how to be adequately politically neutral in critical situations. I1(F)’s only 
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concern was losing time when for instance engaging in a discussion with someone that 

doesn’t believe in anthropogenic climate change:  

“Obstacles when there are such controversial topics in any case, maybe that 

teaching time goes down the drain. So, time that I would invest into other 

topics.” 

I2(R) pondered on the effort it would take to reach students with such an opinion and 

how to steer such a discussion adequately so that the class comes to a sensible conclusion:  

“Meaning, it is generally good, that we have this debating culture, but the 

challenge is to homogenise this to a conclusion. In essence: That one has to do 

something, that the problem of climate change exists […].” 

I5(R) in contrast didn’t feel that the topic of climate change was as challenging to address 

since it has a strong link to science. However, they were more uncertain about addressing 

social issues such as racism and the effects on the atmosphere in class, since they felt such 

topics can be politically charged. They talked extensively about this, and how they had to be 

careful not to put students of different appearance into a difficult situation that singles them 

out. They also said:  

“So I can’t represent a political opinion to the children or force my political 

opinion too clearly on them. […] One thinks: Okay, I want to talk about this, I 

want you to form your own opinion on this, at the same time I don’t want to talk 

about it in a way that a student can say something disrespectful about another 

student and that counts as free speech. That’s not okay. […] I am not quite sure 

how to do that, I’d say. ”  

I4(F) illustrated more clearly where they see the lines for teachers and students. They 

talked about how the Beutelsbacher Konsens10 was often misunderstood as asking perfect 

neutrality of the teacher. They said it was more about the teacher openly addressing when 

things are controversial and not looking just at one side. They further elaborated:  

“One can take action against racism and such, but one isn’t allowed to force 

one’s opinion on someone.”  

I4(F), however also saw some risks in dealing with controversial issues:  

                                                           
10 The Beutelsbacher Konsens provides the basis for political education. It consists of the ban for teachers to 
overwhelm students, and the duties to present controversial issues as they are and to think learner-centred. 
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“Perhaps just that some students, especially the younger, just aren’t yet able to 

form their own judgments and they perhaps take on opinions and let themselves 

be overwhelmed by other students because they want to belong […].” 

This links to the next theme which was addressed in both cases. Participants from both 

cases also thought about the danger of overwhelming students and concluded that some 

lines shouldn’t be crossed when teaching ESD. These are hence obstacles or limits that can 

sometimes be there for good reasons in their opinion. I4(F) for instance repeatedly referred 

to the Beutelsbacher Konsens:  

“When one too strongly does action-orientation, one has to be careful that the 

students aren’t being overwhelmed. Because in principle everyone has to act 

according to their own interests and so on. And when one for instance says: We 

all go to a protest by Fridays for Future or such, then certainly not everyone 

thinks this to be good. And then this becomes a group thing, and someone will 

be automatically overwhelmed. So there one has these boundaries in 

implementation.”  

I5(R) saw the danger of overwhelming students from a different angle. They 

contemplated a situation where they had wanted to show a picture of a dead body from a 

protest while interning in tenth grade. The class teacher advised them not to do it, which 

caused I5(R) uncertainty about how to pick adequate materials. They added:  

“Of course, one doesn’t know which trauma kids have and that’s why one has to 

be careful not to trigger something.” 

I2(R) saw special challenges in presenting climate change in a way, that it doesn’t just 

overwhelm the students:  

“The challenge is also that one presents the climate catastrophe as a catastrophe 

and a crisis, but not as a tsunami that is unstoppable. But as something that we 

can still stop together. It’s a very thin line one has to walk as a teacher […].” 

Lastly, one participant in each case also commented on the impacts it may have when 

they themselves, the society they are all part of, or the school they are teaching in is being a 

bad role model. They indicated that their behaviour or their surroundings may have adverse 

effects when trying to reach their students with ESD. I1(F) mentioned the issue of society 

and themselves potentially being poor role models as the very first obstacle that came to 

their mind:  
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“So as an obstacle, I generally see the problem that we in the industrial countries 

in the global north have a very, very high consumption. […] I find it partly difficult 

to say what one should or could be doing better when one doesn’t do it the way 

it would theoretically be good.”  

When asked to elaborate on this I1(F) stated:  

“It is of course difficult, when I actually don’t make the world sustainable 

through my own actions, also as a teacher, how I can convey to the kids how to 

live sustainably.” 

I2(R) pondered on what it could entail when certain structures in the school aren’t taking 

on a role-model function:  

“When one goes to the cafeteria and meat dishes cost the same as vegetarian, 

meatless dishes, then it suggests to the students that both have the same value. 

And that takes away the opportunity a bit, to realise that there are way more 

resources and work in meat […].” 

4.3.6 Other stakeholders  

Aside from obstacles in the interaction with students, participants also saw potential 

obstacles in the interaction with other stakeholders. This could be uncooperative colleagues 

and an uncooperative school management or sceptical parents. Some also pointed more 

generally to a perceived lack of awareness for ESD in politics or among educators.  

Participants from both cases mentioned that uncooperative colleagues or an 

uncooperative school management could be an obstacle to ESD implementation. This idea 

roots in their assumption that ESD requires teamwork and some institutional support. I6(R) 

illustrated how colleagues to them are a factor in the equation that they have no control 

over and elaborated:  

“So, I imagine the teacher corps to be a little like teamwork and I imagine, when 

someone just doesn’t feel like it, then this can slow down. […] Perhaps such 

collaboration isn’t essential for ESD, but I think it can be an enormous motor for 

it. […] Because otherwise, I believe one could quickly lose motivation as a lone 

warrior.”  

I4(F) was less concerned with colleagues but thought more about what they might need 

to do when proposing a real-world project in ESD to the school management:  
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“One has to justify well: why this project which costs something and then also 

teaching time is lost due to it and so on. That these are several obstacles that 

first have to be discussed fully with the school.” 

For participants from both cases, sceptical parents presented another potential obstacle. 

Some mentioned that parents can be very protective of their children when the teacher is 

dealing with materials that address brutality for instance. Others thought that parents might 

not see the relevance of ESD. I5(R) additionally found:  

“that parents get involved quickly and that it also counts more than it used to 

when they get involved.” 

Participants from both cases also indicated that they found that there is still a general 

lack of awareness in politics or among educators. I3(F) summarised it like this:  

“But I think that the awareness for the relevancy of it [ESD] among many 

educators and then of course also educational policymakers is still lacking.” 

4.3.7 Summary  

This chapter presented the obstacles that the participants perceived for ESD 

implementation. No obvious differences can be found between the cases. Only the 

curriculum being unspecific about ESD seemed to be an issue slightly more prominent in 

Regensburg. Generally, it stands out that the participants, independent from their case 

background, oftentimes provided very diverse perspectives on the same aspect. Participants 

from both cases identified multiple potential obstacles in the areas of teacher workload, the 

curriculum, teacher training, lesson and project planning and execution, the interaction with 

students as well as other stakeholders. The next chapter looks at the anticipated 

opportunities for ESD. The anticipated obstacles seem to be counterbalanced with very 

positive accounts on the development and hopes for ESD among the participants.  

4.4 Anticipated opportunities for ESD 
This chapter outlines the opportunities that student teachers in the two cases anticipated for 

ESD implementation in schools. It covers similar areas as the last chapter. It starts by 

exploring how the participants saw opportunities for finding time to engage with ESD and 

then goes on to describe which opportunities the participants identified concerning the 

curriculum. Next, the chapter looks specifically at opportunities related to lesson and project 

preparation and execution, before investigating the opportunities identified for teacher 

training. The next two sub-chapters of this section outline opportunities that the student 
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teachers anticipated in the interaction with students and with other stakeholders such as 

parents or the school management. Lastly, the perceived opportunity of increasing societal 

relevance of ESD topics is addressed. Codes on opportunities were applied to all data, 

whenever a participant referred to aspects contributing to ESD implementation.  

4.4.1 Finding time 

While the previous chapter indicated that collaborative real-life projects in ESD are 

oftentimes perceived as difficult to implement due to time constraints, the participants also 

saw the potential to find the time for ESD content through various means, which is 

addressed in this chapter. Some identified existing spaces where they could find time to 

implement ESD. One participant saw it as an advantage to be the main class teacher in 

primary school. The codes in this section only occurred among participants from 

Regensburg.  

Finding time in existing spaces was an opportunity referred to by all Regensburg 

participants. They usually talked about units they see as easy to implement or that can 

happen on the side. I5(R) for example talked about their idea to set up a Zoom call with 

someone working in a sustainability-related area and found this would be easy to 

implement. They also thought of using the end of a lesson to reflect on some current issues 

in connection to the content of the lesson:  

“So I think that it is actually easy to implement at the end of a lesson in like five 

minutes of reflection questions, without making it into a big, big thing.”  

Additionally, I5(R) thought that bigger projects could benefit from an interdisciplinary 

approach by saving everyone some time, as that requires the individual subjects to spend 

fewer lessons.  

I6(R) was also positive about finding time to implement ESD in their teaching, especially 

after gaining more experience and being out of the newbie-phase:  

“I don’t want to be too scared by the aspect of time because I always believe 

there is a way around. Because ESD is also so versatile and when one says: Okay, 

we have to engage for a very long time with exercises on paper then I can 

nevertheless insert a small aspect of ESD […].”  

I6(R) saw special potential in some non-core disciplines in primary education where initial 

skill-acquisition is not as important:  
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“Outside of the subjects of German and Maths, one can then also use subjects 

like Ethics or Religion or the artistic subjects.” 

In connection to this, I6(R) saw being the main class teacher in primary education as a 

big opportunity for their ESD practice that can help them find the time, be creative and 

establish supportive democratic structures in the classroom:  

“[…] usually you are the main class teacher. And I think that is an enormous 

advantage because I believe you have a good overview of everything at all times 

then. That means you can teach interdisciplinary. You can pick up a topic that 

you are dealing with in HSU for example in Maths let’s say […].” 

4.4.2 The curriculum 

This chapter looks at the opportunities the participants perceived in connection to the 

curriculum. Despite their abovementioned concerns with the curriculum, the participants 

also anticipated a variety of opportunities inherent to it. Curriculum flexibility was the most 

prominent issue throughout the interviews. Other opportunities that emerged from the data 

were ESD being part of the curriculum currently, as well as ESD potentially becoming part of 

the curriculum in the future or extending its influence.  

All but one participant brought up that current curriculum flexibility could be a major 

opportunity to implement ESD. They were astonishingly congruent in this aspect and talked 

about using leeway in the curriculum and their autonomy to interpret the curriculum so that 

it connects well to ESD. I2(R) illustrated how this needs initiative but can be an opportunity 

for the individual teacher to engage in longer projects in ESD:  

“The curriculum is an interpretative thing. And for me as someone that regards 

sustainability and the environment as something very important I can then say: 

Okay, I take the time, I take more lessons for it than are officially given and 

instead shorten things where I say: They are just not that important in my 

opinion. And this way I have the leeway of course to then actually maybe tackle 

some longer projects.”  

I4(F) identified particular opportunities in higher secondary education where they feel 

that there is more leeway for the teacher to choose the topics freely in their subject French:  

“In eleventh grade, the textbook ceases to be relevant. And then it’s about 

entirely different competencies. There it is no longer about imparting grammar 

[…] but it is mainly about vocabulary acquisition and conversation training. […] 
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And there it fits well. So there one has much more freedom to choose some 

topics that are then related to Education for Sustainable Development.” 

I5(R) took a very similar angle on teaching higher-secondary courses in English but 

thought more about interpreting the existing topics in a way that they connect to ESD and 

choosing materials such as books that they find particularly relevant:  

“One could of course also say: Okay, I work with this in a slightly different way 

that puts the topic ESD a little more into the foreground. So the topic is more or 

less prescribed but one can push into which direction one wants to go, and which 

focus one chooses.”  

I1(F) in contrast saw curriculum flexibility especially as an opportunity in lower-secondary 

education for Biology, judging from their own schooling experience:  

“This is why I rather have the picture that one can do what one feels like and 

what one wants to convey to the children between fifth and tenth grade in 

Biology. And there it is maybe not even necessary to impart every single detailed 

knowledge. […] Because I think children forget this anyways. And then there is 

perhaps nonetheless the opportunity to somehow create a project in Education 

for Sustainable Development.” 

I6(R) alike showed a relaxed attitude for primary education and seemed to hint that 

output-orientation does not always have the single priority in the curriculum:  

“Then I think the playful aspect in primary education, that it is perhaps not even 

that important to work this up so much with facts, but that one can also use 

experiences a lot.”  

I6(R) further talked about how competency-orientation in the curriculum can provide 

them with ample opportunities:  

“I believe the competency-orientation11 also gives leeway. Just like the 

orientation-frame12 […]. I think when one engages with this again, one can find 

very much there also. Like how I can convert these competency-goals for ESD.” 

                                                           
11 The curriculum LehrplanPLUS in Bayern is competency-oriented and aside from content focuses on 
competencies that students are supposed to acquire in each grade and subject.  
12 They mean the orientation-frame on Global Learning provided by the Standing Conference of the Ministers 
of Education and Cultural Affairs for Germany. 
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This connects closely to the next opportunity inherent to the curriculum which is about 

ESD being part of the curriculum in some form in both states. In Freiburg, the fact that ESD 

is already officially part of the curriculum in Baden-Württemberg was emphasised as a 

positive contributor to ESD implementation by all participants from there. In Regensburg, 

I6(R) saw the efforts to integrate ESD as an overarching educational goal into the curriculum 

in Bayern at least as a good start for their own practice. I3(F) felt it was an opportunity that 

ESD had been integrated as a cross-cutting competency into the curriculum in Baden-

Württemberg that just might need to catch more attention:  

“When teachers are aware of the cross-cutting competency and know, which 

role this should actually play, then there is enormous potential […].” 

I4(F) talked about how they felt that ESD-related content and methods were already very 

much present in their subject politics and they were hence automatically covered:  

“[…] climate change, environmental degradation, poverty […] these are all 

concrete topics that are also demanded by the curriculum. […] And then there’s 

this general competency-area with which Education for Sustainable 

Development can also be conveyed.”  

They also felt that the curriculum could serve as a reminder to engage with ESD and that 

there was an opportunity in that they could point to the curriculum when they felt they 

would need to justify to themselves or others when they spend a lot of time on an ESD topic 

or engaging with a project:  

“So generally I find it good that it [ESD] is actually anchored there [in the 

curriculum]. […] Because I find one can better justify why I invest so much time 

into that topic […].” 

Some participants in both cases also pondered that there could be an opportunity in ESD 

becoming a more relevant part of the curriculum in a potential future. Here, the 

participants indicated that policymakers might decide to make ESD-related content more 

explicitly present in the existing disciplines or make it into a separate subject. I2(R) talked 

about how the current changes in politics13 made them optimistic and added:  

                                                           
13 They talked about parties with green agendas gaining more ground and increasing awareness for 
sustainability issuses in politics.  
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“The opportunity is in any case that the curriculum will be changed by the time I 

will be a teacher. That ecology, environmental protection, and sustainable 

development play a much bigger role.” 

Two participants from Freiburg played with the idea of making ESD into a standalone 

discipline in the curriculum but weren’t entirely settled as to whether that would be a good 

idea. I3(F) concluded that best would be to rather give ESD more room in the curriculum in 

accordance with the idea of a cross-cutting competency after elaborating:  

“So it is of course always like that, that it is attempted to reflect current topics 

and current areas from the societal discourse, let’s say, in school subjects. […] So 

I do think that also regarding theology which plays less and less a role in society, 

that capacities are opening there. Into which ESD should slip in my opinion. But I 

do think […] that ESD is difficult to summarise in a school subject because it is 

just so interdisciplinary and diverse.” 

4.4.3 Lesson and project preparation and execution  

This chapter presents the opportunities the student teachers anticipated for lesson and 

project preparation and execution. The participants thought that using projects to teach ESD 

provides them with ample opportunities, but also that they could benefit from existing 

project structures. They also found it could be helpful when there is access to ESD relevant 

places and facilities. Lastly, some were positive that there are good existing materials that 

they could use for lessons.  

All participants were generally very positive about the idea of using projects for ESD that 

are collaborative and in connection with the real world. They saw a variety of opportunities 

in this regard such as catching the interest of the students, creating lasting learning 

experiences, and perhaps inspiring some students to be active beyond the merit of school. 

Both I2(R) and I3(F) had been rather concerned throughout the interview about a potential 

disinterest among students. They hence found real-world projects to be essential to engage 

the students. I3(F) for instance emphasised that in their own experience they always enjoyed 

the practical parts in school most and hence had high hopes in this regard:  

“So I personally hope, just because the personal interest is there among the 

students […] that one can really see: Okay, that’s a topic in our society that is 

relevant for us and that finds application in the real world.” 

The keywords “leaving the bubble of school” were used by participants from both cases. 

They found it important that students get the opportunity to make such learning 
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experiences outside of the realms of school. I4(F) further hinted that they as a teacher could 

illustrate important points through collaborative real-world projects:  

“So [collaborative real-world projects] are usually received well by students. I do 

find it important to also sometimes go outside of this whole bubble of school so 

to say, and perhaps also apply in reality the specific things that one has 

conveyed, that one just shows students what the goal is eventually […].” 

I5(R) for instance explained that while it would be best to have long-term projects, there 

would also be opportunities in small-scale real-world projects for students to perhaps 

continue to engage with something ESD-related after the official part is done:  

“Even when it’s not, I don’t know, a weekly thing or something, but that one 

maybe also takes this [a project] to a more private level for the students at some 

point and says: Okay, we have now started, like, feel free to continue to engage 

here. We can’t do it like this in the school context anymore. I could imagine that 

a few maybe continue on their own initiative to engage with it […].” 

Another opportunity that was seen for teachers by two participants from Regensburg 

was using existing project structures. They felt this could make it easier for a teacher to plan 

something or may lead to fruitful cooperation. I2(R) said that some projects are usually 

funded and advertised by towns and communities and expressed:  

“Because when something is organised by the community, I save myself a lot of 

thinking about the teaching concept, because everything is already there.” 

I6(R) thought about the student-led initiative they are active in, which also provides 

workshops for schools, and how such structures could provide opportunities to teachers and 

students:  

“The network for instance also has a group on ESD and they also go to schools 

and do workshops for the children. […] So I think there is a big opportunity: this 

learning from each other.” 

The same two participants from Regensburg also talked about how access to places and 

facilities that can be used to teach ESD can be an opportunity for teachers. They both 

emphasised that this of course depends on where a school is located but I6(R) illustrated 

quite well that the teacher just needs to see where they are placed and can then hone in on 

those opportunities that exist:  
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“So it always depends on which school you are in, what opportunities you have. 

Do you have a garden where you can perhaps cultivate a school garden or do you 

not have one? Is there a sale in the breaks, where you could perhaps let the 

children help shape it? Is there an opportunity to go to a close-by forest and also 

do a lot of teaching outdoors and such?” 

Apart from project-related opportunities, participants from both cases also saw potential 

for their in-class lessons for instance in good existing teaching materials. These were either 

materials that they knew or assumed were made available from official sides or materials 

that they personally found good and would like to use in the future. I2(R) and I1(F) were for 

instance thinking about using documentaries or movies they found relevant for ESD and 

I5(R) referred to books they would read with their students. I1(F) also assumed that ESD 

being part of the curriculum was a motor for the production of handy materials:  

“I at least think, when ESD is in there [the curriculum], then there will also be 

reference points and learning material will be produced by companies of course, 

that one can employ then for teaching, which addresses such aspects of 

sustainable development.” 

I6(R) was a bit more specific and talked about the online portal for ESD in Germany (BNE-

Portal) which presents how each German federal state is engaging with ESD. They pondered 

that it would be a good reference point for teachers when starting with ESD:  

“Then there [in the portal] is also material as far as I’ve seen. And definitions and 

so on. So essentially ESD is introduced there. I assume, when one hasn’t 

informed oneself about this [ESD] at all, especially as a teacher, one should in 

any case take a look into it [the portal]. Because I think it does a little bit open 

the door to this whole area of themes.” 

4.4.4 Teacher training for ESD 

In this chapter the opportunities for ESD that the participants identified in their teacher 

training are outlined. They range from good existing training in ESD to providing additional 

training in the future. Some participants saw special potential in the high interest in ESD-

related topics among student teachers, but also informing themselves further.  

All participants from Freiburg, but no participants from Regensburg indicated that good 

existing training for ESD in the home university is an opportunity for them as individuals and 

in general. I1(F) and I4(F) for instance referred to their implicit experiences as a good basis 
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for teaching ESD in the future. While I4(F) thought more about the methods they had 

encountered in Politics, I1(F) was focused on content. I1(F) summarised it like this:  

“So I do think that I have gathered sustainable knowledge […] and have also been 

conveyed a multi-perspective picture on this in university in any case. I do think 

that through this it is in any case possible to be competent in teaching later and 

to impart knowledge there.” 

I3(F) referred to their explicit experiences and said that the specific courses they had 

taken on ESD had been very meaningful to them. They also put into perspective their earlier 

criticism of teacher training in ESD as follows:  

“This is of course partly complaining on a high level. So that we for instance have 

a scientist that is excellently versed with this topic [ESD], that’s not at all the case 

at other universities. So there we have come a long way. […] I think we are 

already on a good path. And I think when we achieve this, to give it the relevancy 

and anchor it in a way that every student gets in touch with it, then much is done 

and much is achieved.” 

Participants from both cases also identified opportunities in additional training for ESD 

that might be coming up in the future. In Regensburg, all participants thought that they 

would benefit from more specific training. In Freiburg, I3(F) laid out that in their opinion 

what could improve teacher training there would be to move from exclusively elective 

courses to also including ESD in mandatory courses such as a the “Fundamental Questions of 

Education course”. They seemed to have thought about this a lot and thought it important 

that every student teacher was explicitly exposed to ESD in their studies because they see 

teachers as “multipliers” for ESD. One of the passages from their elaborations reads like this:  

“There would be the opportunity to position ESD much more prominently and 

relevantly. So there are modules in the study regulations that every student 

needs to complete who goes through teacher training. And that is currently not 

the case [that ESD appears there]. Usually, this [ESD] is confined to the elective 

area […].” 

I5(R) in contrast said that in Regensburg, they would generally appreciate some 

specialisation for ESD in their didactics training. For themselves, they felt it would for 

instance be useful to have a course that might help them to address racism in the classroom 

adequately. On a general note they said:  
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“I find, especially now with the topic of teaching methodology, where I actually 

primarily see the main part, where such topics [ESD-related] could be addressed 

and a preparation for the student teachers can happen, it may well become 

more specialised.”  

I2(R) saw a variety of opportunities that could be tapped into to make ESD more 

prominent in teacher training both in-service and pre-service. Generally, they talked about 

how ecology could take up more room in their biology studies and that their studies could 

with a few tweaks be more practical to them and others in regards to ESD:  

“And that the university education also becomes a bit more hands-on. That in 

seminars one does not only work with presentations but that one actually does 

more excursions. And that is possible because in Biology we already do this 

regularly for the classification of specific plants […]. There, only a few steps are 

missing to go further into which sustainable aspects there are in the region […]. 

These are rather smaller adjusting screws that would need to be turned, to foster 

ESD also among the students.” 

I6(R) knew that there was some talk about establishing a chair for ESD at the University 

of Regensburg and was hopeful for the opportunities this would bring to student teachers’ 

engagement with ESD in teacher training:  

“So I am truly curious, if this professorship comes, who knows. It would of course 

be great because I assume they would just also work much more for this, that it 

[ESD] becomes important in several areas and that there will be more courses on 

this topic.”  

Participants from both cases also highlighted that they felt there was high interest 

among student teachers for ESD and related topics. Hence investing in capacities for ESD 

would be a worthwhile endeavour for their institutions in their opinion. They also talked 

about existing student initiatives that are active in the realms of sustainability and which 

sometimes also demand more ESD in teacher training and developments in university 

politics. This made some participants hopeful that training for ESD will be scaled up in the 

near future to meet the demand.  

Both I2(R) and I5(R) found that many student teachers automatically picked topics 

related to sustainability when talking in private or doing a presentation. I5(R) thus thought 

this could be an opportunity for individual lecturers to decide to focus more on ESD-related 

topics and adjust to the student teachers’ wishes:  
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“That’s why I do sometimes also wish that maybe lecturers are more open for 

this [ESD-related topics] than they are currently. I mean at the university one 

does not necessarily have a curriculum, there one can also sometimes then 

maybe throw something overboard and go a bit more in the direction of what 

the students currently demand, I’d say.” 

I6(R) speculated that the student-lead initiative they are part of for instance might have 

helped facilitate the considerations to establish a chair for ESD in connection with bringing 

to life the Green Offices in Regensburg: 

“The Netzwerk Nachhaltigkeit at the University of Regensburg is for example a 

very good instrument to raise more awareness. There are now the Green Offices 

[…]. And perhaps it is also because of this that now this chair will be established. 

So a lot there is currently developing from bottom-up and internally. And such 

things are opportunities I believe.” 

Aside from official teacher training, participants from both cases also saw an opportunity 

for their practice in informing oneself more about ESD and related topics, aside from the 

studies. I6(R) for instance seemed glad that they had made explicit experiences with ESD in 

their semester abroad and felt that they wanted to build on their knowledge and skills in the 

future:  

“So I believe opportunity number one for me personally is, because I have 

planted a seed in myself so to say, to keep taking this further and to become 

increasingly smarter in it [ESD]. To get to know more about it so to say and 

collect more experiences. […] And to just stay motivated and sharpen my 

expertise […].” 

4.4.5 Interaction with the students  

When it comes to the interaction with students it again becomes evident, that many of the 

obstacles that were identified in the realms of student interest, controversial topics, and 

role-model behaviour are counterbalanced by opportunities in this regard. Some 

participants for example indicated that they believe that interest in ESD-related topics is high 

among students. All found that discussing controversial topics can help the students learn 

important things, and some indicated that being a good role-model as a teacher or school 

can have positive effects on the learners.  

Participants from both cases had a feeling that there was generally a high interest among 

students in ESD-related topics, which can act as an opportunity for their teaching. This 
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phenomenon seemed to be especially seen as an opportunity when engaging with students 

in their teenage years. I4(F) for instance iterated how higher-secondary education can be a 

good place to catch the interest of students with ESD-related content:  

“And there [in higher-secondary education] the interest is then maybe again 

different, they also want to voice their own opinion and so on and are interested 

also in such topics, like future-oriented topics, current global challenges, 

problems and so on.” 

I5(R) felt similarly and based this on their experience with young adults during their 

volunteering activities:  

“And I always have the feeling when they sit in front of me, they know so much 

about this stuff, so many of these teenagers are talking initiatively about Fridays 

for Future […] have picked these topics on their own […]. […] And I have the 

feeling that’s a lot of potential […] that one could use.” 

While all participants saw some inherent difficulties in dealing with controversial topics, 

they also all saw opportunities in it. They felt that their students could learn important 

values and skills in the process such as the ability to respect different opinions, understand 

issues from multiple perspectives, and engage in productive and well-founded discussions. 

Most participants even indicated that the benefits of engaging with controversial topics 

outweigh the potential risks in their opinion. I1(F) thought it was important that children 

voice their opinions, even when scientifically incorrect, so that the teacher can help them 

reflect and for instance understand the impacts of climate change better. They pondered on 

what it would be like to have a student in class that denies climate change:  

“So I believe, then I would, in any case, try to address it more strongly and just 

give additional information, do more discussions. […] Especially when children 

are open and also want to discuss such topics, it’s better than when they just 

don’t address this and say: well, climate change isn’t real anyway, but keep it to 

themselves.” 

I2(R) felt similarly about the issue of climate change denial and hoped that they as a 

teacher could prevent students from getting too engaged in a bubble. On controversial 

topics, they further said that they generally found it good when there are different opinions 

in class because:  
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“[…] then a debate is happening in class and they are simply all confronted with 

talking to each other about it.” 

I3(F) also saw opportunities in more complex controversial topics such as the relationship 

between the economic system and the natural world. While they had voiced concerns about 

the complexity of that issue, they also saw it as an opportunity for students to learn from 

each other:  

“Of course, one can also understand this in turn as an opportunity […] that low-

performing students and high-performing students learn together, learn from 

each other.” 

I4(F) provided a summary of the opportunities they saw in engaging with controversial 

topics in class:  

“So just that the students realise that there are different opinions. That there is 

not just one opinion and that one has to learn to deal with different 

controversies, and also to deal with them in a specific way. That they maybe also 

change their attitude and learn to put themselves in others’ shoes.” 

While thinking about controversial topics, participants in both cases did highlight that it is 

not the job of the teacher to be moralising or pointing a finger and demonstrated high 

awareness of their role as a sensible facilitator of discussions. Two participants in 

Regensburg took this thought a little further and talked about how being a good role model 

would be an opportunity to convey important points in ESD to the kids without running the 

risk of indoctrination. I6(R) placed special emphasis on this:  

“So I do not want to preach. […] But when I live my sustainable lifestyle, and I 

also live it in school, I am nonetheless somehow indirectly a [role] model. And I 

wouldn’t be afraid of wanting to be a [role] model. Because I think that’s okay 

because every human that interacts with other humans reflects or shows 

something. And I think with this one can maybe also achieve a lot indirectly, or 

inspire somehow […].” 

I2(R) also hinted that their own enthusiasm for ESD-related topics might be inspiring for 

the students. I2(R) for instance saw this as an opportunity to engage students that might not 

show high initial interest:  
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“Because when I myself am convinced of this and convey this with drive and 

enthusiasm, then they will also take away something from this. Because in an 

internship I have observed, classes usually reflect the condition of the teacher.” 

4.4.6 Other stakeholders 

This chapter looks at the opportunities the participants perceived for ESD in the interaction 

with other stakeholders. The participants saw opportunities in potentially having 

cooperative colleagues and a cooperative school management. Some also felt it was 

worthwhile to engage the parents when teaching ESD. A few hinted that more political 

support for ESD could be an opportunity to scale up ESD in general.  

Having cooperative colleagues and a cooperative school management was anticipated 

as an opportunity for ESD practice by all but one participant. They again emphasised that 

this of course isn’t in their hands, but were hopeful that a suggestion to engage with ESD 

collaboratively would be met with interest. I1(F) for instance felt that team-teaching could 

be fruitful:  

“So I believe an interdisciplinary exchange, in any case, that means maybe team-

teaching with other subjects.” 

I2(R) took this thought a bit further and indicated that it was important to establish 

structures in schools that facilitate such cooperation among colleagues to make use of these 

opportunities. Later when talking about real-world collaborative projects they showed high 

optimism that they would get the support of the school management for such a project:  

 “When I forward this to the principal that I say: Hey, my Biology class, they want 

to do something for sustainability, can you give to me resources and financial 

support for this? No principal is going to say no. Because of course, one can 

shape one’s official profile on one hand, so good for the image [of the school], 

but also the mandate of schools has been a hundred percent and more fulfilled, 

in that we are shaping active citizens.” 

Aside from potentially cooperative colleagues and school management, two participants 

from Regensburg mentioned opportunities in engaging parents for ESD. I6(R) was especially 

motivated to get the parents involved in some form:  

“So in parental meetings, I would just trust that I am told what the children take 

home, what happens with the information that I am giving them. Or how do they 

perceive what we learn in school and so on. So I believe it has a bit of this 
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feedback function, which I am hoping to get from the cooperation with parents. 

But also expertise. So when parents somehow have expertise in an area of 

sustainability, it’s also very important and can give a nudge for an out-of-school 

learning environment.” 

One participant in each case looked beyond the more immediate stakeholders and 

pondered on how more political support would be beneficial for ESD. As indicated earlier, 

I2(R) drew hope for the curriculum from current changes in politics. I3(F) summarised their 

view of the role of policymaking as follows when asked if they wanted to say anything else at 

the end of the interview:  

“But it [ESD] just is something that on a pragmatic level […] is just the job of the 

federal state, to establish room in schools, in the curricula, and in teacher 

training.” 

4.4.7 Increasing societal relevance of ESD topics 

The last theme, which occurred as an opportunity, was the increasing societal relevance of 

ESD-related topics. Participants from both cases saw this as a strong contributor to their ESD 

practice. They usually indicated that this was beneficial for catching the interest of students 

and that they could also examine current developments in their lessons. I2(R) and I3(F) for 

example referred to the Fridays for Future movement and the points they could draw from it 

as teachers. I2(R) said:  

“The opportunity is, of course, that students do also notice: there is a whole 

youth movement, to whom this [sustainability] is important, that has made it all 

the way to the Tagesschau14. And apparently, this is a topic of the generation: 

environmental protection and globalisation and the future of everyone in 

essence.” 

I3(F) was specific about how they would use the protests by the movement for their 

lessons in politics:  

“[…] it is the first time that climate change also has played such an enormous role 

in the election campaign15. And it would of course be exciting to look at: Okay, in 

how far is this a result of the protests that have happened.” 

                                                           
14 The most-watched news in Germany.  
15 Refers to the elections in the fall of 2021 in Germany.  
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I5(R) emphasised more generally that talking about currently relevant topics was 

something that was enabled by a flexible curriculum and would also be beneficial for their 

ESD practice:  

“I believe that it [ESD] fits with many topics and that it improves the teaching 

anyways, in my opinion, when it is as much as possible current for the students. 

So it is just a bit more interesting when one has a direct reference, what this 

could be useful for maybe or why one is doing this now. And that’s why I think 

that one can find a personal connection with many topics.” 

4.4.8 Summary 

This chapter presented the opportunities that the participants perceived for ESD 

implementation. In comparison to the chapter on obstacles, it appeared that obstacles from 

all examined areas were counterbalanced by opportunities. Participants from both cases 

identified multiple potential opportunities in the areas of finding time, the curriculum, 

teacher training, lesson and project planning and execution, the interaction with students 

and other stakeholders, as well as in the increasing societal relevance of ESD topics. All 

participants at some point saw obstacles as well as opportunities within the same aspect. 

Generally, it stood out that the tendency to see more opportunities or obstacles for an issue 

was somewhat individual. Hence, no ultimate differences can be found between the cases. 

The tendency that the Freiburg participants in comparison to the Regensburg participants 

put more emphasis on the opportunities stemming from ESD being part of the curriculum 

and good existing training in the home university is, however, noteworthy. The Regensburg 

participants seemed to see opportunities rather in curriculum flexibility, potential future 

changes to the curriculum, and additional training. Only participants from Regensburg talked 

about opportunities in finding time in existing spaces, using existing project structures and 

having access to ESD-relevant places. 
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5 Discussion 

The purpose of this study is to explore student teachers’ perspectives on ESD by looking into 

the areas of understanding, experiences, anticipated obstacles and opportunities. This 

chapter discusses the findings in the same order. The findings are contextualised with the 

literature and previous research.  

5.1 Understanding of ESD 
Understanding of ESD as a concept differed between the individual participants, 

independent from the case. Some appeared to have more profound knowledge than others. 

The participants did not make reference to international UNESCO documents, but the local 

term “cross-cutting competency” came up in one interview. This is in line with findings by 

Waltner et al. (2020) that showed that local curricular reforms are often better known and 

more influential among educators than international predecessor documents. 

It was positively surprising in light of previous research (Burmeister & Eilks, 2013; 

Richter-Beuschel & Bögeholz, 2019), that some participants did not understand ESD only in 

environmental terms but also mentioned social or economic dimensions as relevant content, 

in line with what is promoted by UNESCO (UNESCO, 2017). Yet, before the definition was 

given, the SDGs were not mentioned as content by the participants. This is in agreement 

with the research by Müller-Christ et al. (2018) which found that the SDGs are “barely 

integrated into the German landscape of tertiary education” (p. 24).  

However, many of the methods mentioned by the participants are in line with UNESCO’s 

and Germany’s vision for ESD implementation such as project-based learning, learner-

centred approaches, and action-oriented approaches (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.d; De Haan, 

2010; UNESCO, 2017). A few methods occurred that are not seen as quite as effective by 

some voices in the literature such as role-play, excursions, or experiments (Jensen & 

Schnack, 1997). This is of course not to say that these methods are not valid, in the view of 

Jensen and Schnack, they just don’t necessarily contribute to the development of action 

competence.  

When participants pondered about the aim of ESD it became apparent that there was no 

obvious consensus. But again, the participants seemed to describe the aims of ESD in ways 

that are reminiscent of UNESCO’s and Germany’s goals such as empowering students to 

become change-makers and fostering competencies such as critical and reflective thinking 
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(UNESCO, 2017; BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.d). Only in few instances, the participants appeared 

to hint at prescriptive behaviour change as in ESD1 (Vare & Scott, 2007) or put an explicit 

emphasis on imparting knowledge. The sample seems to partially contradict studies that 

found that student teachers often perceive teaching as the skill to transmit knowledge 

(Ferguson & Bråten, 2018; Fives et al. 2015; Kincheloe, 2003; Parajes, 1992).  

 Two participants commented on the merit of ESD and mentioned aspects that are in line 

with UNESCO’s aspirations for ESD such as the interdisciplinary nature and the dissemination 

across subjects at all age levels (UNESCO, 2017). In light of previous research and an absence 

of questions in the interview targeted at this area specifically, it was surprising that there 

were participants that seemed to have this accurate conceptual understanding.  

The participants’ personal evaluations of ESD were particularly insightful. The 

reoccurring expressions of uncertainty about what to subsume under ESD or how to go 

about it, are congruent with previous studies and De Haan’s concerns, that ESD is often 

perceived as a blurry concept among educators (De Haan, 2008; Singer-Brodowski et al. 

2019; UNESCO, 2014a). Similarly, all participants seemed generally positive about the idea of 

ESD and attached importance to its topics. This agrees with previous findings on student 

teachers’ attitudes (Burmeister & Eilks, 2013; Richter-Beuschel & Bögeholz, 2019). Lastly, the 

subjects that were seen as more closely linked to ESD by the participants were usually the 

non-core disciplines also found in research on ESD in curricular documents such as Biology or 

Politics (Bagoly-Simó & Hemmer, 2017). 

5.2 Experiences with ESD  
When it came to experiences with ESD, the most alluded to experiences were such that were 

made in university. It caught the eye that in Regensburg none of the three participants had 

made explicit experiences with ESD in the home university, whereas two participants from 

Freiburg referred to explicit experiences in the context of their studies in the home 

university. These findings can partially be explained by contextualising this with a timeline. 

The participants in this study were between the 7th and 9th semester of their studies, 

meaning that they had started training about 3,5 to 4,5 years ago. Taking into consideration 

that Baden-Württemberg established ESD as a cross-cutting competency in two out of three 

phases of teacher training in 2015 (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.b), it makes sense that some 

participants there made explicit experiences in the meantime. However, considering that 

only one participant had taken an actual course on ESD and the other participant was only 

very briefly exposed to the definition, it would be a stretch to say that there was substantial 

experience among the small sample from Freiburg. Similarly, it makes sense that the 

Regensburg participants only had implicit experiences when one considers that according to 
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current information Bayern planned to integrate ESD into the first phase of teacher training 

in 2019 (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.a). The participating student teachers in Regensburg were 

most likely too far advanced in their studies by the time these changes were made. These 

findings echo to some extent the claims of 70% of in-service teachers that they have not 

been educated in ESD (Grund & Brock, 2018b) and connect to previous research that found 

that there is no clear habitat for ESD in teacher training (Bagoly-Simó & Hemmer, 2017; 

Rieckman & Holz, 2017). 

The findings on experiences in internships were not very dense, so it can be assumed 

that their compulsory internships might not play a big role for participants when they 

consider their experiences with ESD. This might be like I5(R)’s statement indicated, because 

ESD topics or methods don’t necessarily come up in the schools they intern in. 

Extracurricular experiences or private information-seeking were mentioned by all but 

one participant, so it seems the sample was on average somewhat involved with ESD or 

related topics out of personal interest. As a researcher, I was under the impression that such 

experiences were often quite meaningful to the participants.  

5.3 Obstacles and opportunities  
In this chapter, the perceived obstacles and opportunities for ESD are discussed together for 

each of the major themes that have emerged, so that it is easier to see interrelations and 

contextualise their meanings.  

5.3.1 Lack of time and finding time  

The anticipated obstacle of a lack of time was counterbalanced by the participants’ ideas on 

how to find time for ESD implementation despite a perceived high workload. The fact that 

participants saw a high workload as a potential obstacle for ESD implementation in a way 

aligns with some of the concerns that critics of neoliberal reform have voiced (Apple, 2001). 

At the same time, it is important to acknowledge that some of the participants 

demonstrated creativity and initiative to circumvent such potential conditions they cannot 

change. The issue of lacking time also came up in Stössel et al.’s (2021) study on student 

teachers as a structural barrier that was usually linked to a tight curriculum. The present 

study hence can broaden the view of what student teachers might mean when they say that 

they might not have the time to engage with ESD as they would wish. Aside from the 

curriculum demands, a perceived lack of time can also stem more generally from a perceived 

high workload. This potential connection could be further investigated in future research.  
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5.3.2 The curriculum 

The curriculum was perhaps the most contested topic. While all participants saw it as 

somewhat crowded and tight, the interviewees also associated the strongest opportunities 

with curriculum flexibility. This is in line with Stössel et al.’s (2021) study on student 

teachers, where a tight curriculum appeared as a perceived structural barrier for ESD, while 

the freedom to choose suitable forms of teaching was seen as a potential opportunity. It also 

reflects studies on teacher autonomy in Germany that indicate that the curricula are 

generally perceived as both enabling and constraining (Erss et al., 2016).  

From this tension between two seemingly opposing notions and the surrounding 

narratives the participants provided, it can be derived that ESD implementation in the view 

of the participants is somewhat dependent on their initiative and choice of priorities. The 

participating student teachers seemed to suggest that ESD is in their view currently more in 

the position of an add-on to a crowded curriculum and it is up to them to find the room. This 

is congruent with earlier findings on in-service teachers (Dannenberg & Grapentin, 2016; 

Ponzelar; 2020) and student teachers (Stössel et al., 2021). ESD in the participants’ view 

hence does not necessarily seem to take on the central role in schooling that UNESCO 

desires (UNESCO, 2017). At the same time, participants expressed appreciation that for 

instance in higher-secondary education they get more freedom to choose topics or can at 

least interpret related topics in a way that they connect to ESD. Some even indicated that 

they could choose to act relatively autonomously in primary education or on the lower-

secondary level. Flexibility in the curriculum is something that UNESCO (2020a) values as it 

enables schools and educators to engage in locally relevant projects and content.  

Another obstacle that was anticipated by participants was the curriculum being 

unspecific about ESD. This obstacle seemed to be somewhat matched by the opportunity of 

ESD already being a part of the curriculum or becoming more explicitly part of the 

curriculum in a potential future. The current curriculum being unspecific about ESD is an 

obstacle that in-service teachers have also reported in previous research (Grund & Brock, 

2018b). The opportunities stemming from a fixed integration of ESD into the curriculum 

were highlighted by student teachers in Stössel et al.’s (2021) study and are in line with 

UNESCO’s (2017) hopes. 

The Freiburg participants put a stronger emphasis on the benefits they could derive for 

their practice from ESD already being part of the curriculum. They provided some additional 

insights on why ESD being part of the curriculum might be beneficial for them. For instance, 

they expect materials to be there when it is mentioned explicitly. It could also serve as a 

reminder or be a ground of justification for teachers to engage with ESD at length. In 



112 

general, in this sample, there appeared to be more awareness of ESD being a cross-cutting 

competency in Baden-Württemberg than it being an overarching educational goal in Bayern. 

This may again partly be explained by the timeline of ESD relevant policies in the two federal 

states, as the LehrplanPlus in Bayern is relatively recent in comparison (BMBF BNE-Portal, 

n.d.a; BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.b). It might also relate to the fact that in Baden-Württemberg 

the term ESD appears explicitly in the individual content-related competencies of each 

subject in the curriculum while in Bayern the term appears mostly in the not subject specific 

cross-cutting education aims (Staatsinstitut für Schulqualität und Bildungsforschung 

München, n.d.a.; Ministerium für Kultus, Jugend und Sport Baden-Württemberg, n.d.) 

Lastly, the output-orientation of the curriculum was referred to as an obstacle for ESD by 

participants. One participant referred to the PISA shock and the subsequent efforts of 

standardisation discussed in the literature review (Hameyer, 2010). Their concerns that 

competencies like critical and reflective thinking are lost in the process of neoliberal reform 

reflect the opinions of some scholars (Grant et al. 2002; Sterling, 2001; Ukpokodu, 2007). 

Some participants also hinted at the pressure that exams and accountability demands are 

putting on educators and students, like some of the literature also highlights (Carnoy, 2000; 

Grant et al. 2002). That this might be an anticipated obstacle for ESD is to some extent a new 

finding in the German context, to the best of my knowledge. It adds to our understanding of 

what student teachers might also mean when they refer more vaguely to obstacles in the 

curriculum or when they voice general system criticism as was done by some participants in 

Stössel et al.’s (2021) survey. This could be a hypothesis worth testing in future research 

studies.  

5.3.3 Lesson and project preparation and execution  

In project preparation, the challenges that come with putting in the effort to make a project 

in ESD effective were balanced with the benefits the student teachers identified as intrinsic 

to using collaborative real-world projects such as catching the interest of students to support 

their engagement and learning and facilitating meaningful experiences for them. Their views 

are hence in line with the hopes UNESCO puts in the effects of such ESD projects (UNESCO, 

2017).  

The participants expressed that there are certain obstacles to surmount when planning a 

project in ESD such as finding adequate and willing partners or mustering the courage to call 

somewhere. At the same time, they identified opportunities in using existing project 

structures like projects that are offered by the community or other organisations. This is to 

some extent in line with the support need of more extracurricular collaborations identified 
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in surveys both on in-service teachers (Waltner et al., 2020) and student teachers (Stössel et 

al., 2021).  

The participants also mentioned bureaucracy and regulations as potential obstacles, such 

as getting the permissions needed to leave the school building or invite someone into the 

class. This issue was to the best of my knowledge not found explicitly in previous research. 

At the same time, some found it helpful when there is easy access to ESD-supporting 

facilities such as a garden within the school or a forest nearby. A somewhat similar finding 

was made by Stössel et al. (2021) regarding functioning facilities such as a school kitchen.  

Interestingly, the wish for more material did not play a big role in the present sample, 

perhaps because of its small size of six participants. This is in contrast to other studies where 

more material was mentioned as a main support need (Stössel et al. 2021; Waltner et al., 

2020). One participant was concerned that they would need to come up with their own 

material, while another was concerned that the existing material was just not seen by many 

educators. This was balanced by the perceived opportunity that there are some good 

existing teaching materials from official or non-official sources.  

The complexity of topics as a barrier for ESD has come up in previous research on 

educators, usually in connection to its interdisciplinary nature, or the task of breaking things 

down in an appropriate manner for the students (Stössel et al. 2021; Waltner et al., 2020). 

The present study can add some more insights into what complexity might sometimes also 

mean to student teachers when talking about ESD. To the participants in this study, 

complexity can seemingly also be a hindering factor because it asks for the investment of 

time, which some perceive to not have or because complexity might be difficult to address 

when teacher training has not prepared them in that respect.  

5.3.4 Teacher training for ESD  

The obstacle of a lack of teacher training in ESD found its match in some good existing 

training and the hopes for additional training in the future. When it came to teacher training 

for ESD, the clearest differences were found between the cases, which reflected the 

experiences of the participants. While in Freiburg all participants saw opportunities in some 

good existing implicit or explicit training, the Regensburg participants saw opportunities 

rather in additional training that could be offered in the future. Whether the differences 

hold on a large scale can of course not be said for certain. The differences might again find 

explanation in the timeline (BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.a; BMBF BNE-Portal, n.d.b). 

However, in both cases, the student teachers indicated that current training was in some 

ways still lacking and could cause uncertainty, omission and knowledge gaps in practice. 

Some participants’ concerns that not every student teacher is explicitly in touch with ESD 
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during training are in line with other research that confirmed this to be a justified concern, 

at least in the past (Bagoly-Simó & Hemmer, 2017; Grund & Brock, 2018b; Rieckman & Holz, 

2017). Similar barriers for implementation stemming from a lack of training were also voiced 

by pre-service and in-service educators in previous surveys, together with demands for more 

training in and information on ESD (Stössel et al., 2021; Waltner et al., 2020). The 

participants’ hopes for more explicit training in ESD are in line with UNESCO‘s aspirations to 

make ESD part of professional standards in accreditation and “include systematic and 

comprehensive ESD capacity development in pre-service and in-service training” (UNESCO, 

2020a, p. 30).  

In the area of teacher training, some additional findings were made, that have not come 

up in previous quantitative research, to the best of my knowledge. It could be worthwhile 

for the institutions to research how their student teachers perceive their teacher training in 

general, and where they would wish for ESD to appear. From the participants in this sample, 

a few concrete suggestions were to make clearer connections to ESD in didactics, general 

modules, or on excursions. Regarding opportunities, it was also new that the participants 

pointed to a high interest for ESD topics among student teachers that could be easily picked 

up by lecturers. Another new finding was that the participants saw informing themselves as 

an opportunity for their practice. Participants from both cases that seemed to have a 

particularly high interest in the concept partly demonstrated a certain independence and 

initiative in their intentions for their learning process with ESD. 

5.3.5 Interaction with the students 

In their interaction with students in school, the first thing that stuck out was that some 

participants saw it as an opportunity for ESD that interest in sustainability is rising among 

young people in their view, while other participants were rather concerned that disinterest 

among students could hinder their practice. While a lack of interest among students was also 

a concern for the participants in Stössel et al.’s (2021) survey, the finding that some student 

teachers see high interest among students as an opportunity is new.  

When talking about addressing controversial topics in class, new interesting insights were 

made. One student teacher reflected the uncertainty about how to be adequately neutral 

that is also found among some in-service teachers (Ponzelar, 2020; Singer-Brodowski et al., 

2019). But in this sample, no participants felt that ESD was generally too subjective to be 

taught in school like around 10% of student teachers did in Stössel et al.’s (2021) research. 

This might of course be due to the small sample size and the interest in ESD among the 

participants. Yet, some other ponderings occurred such as that the atmosphere in class 

might be affected when controversial topics are discussed or that there are certain 



 
 
 

115 

challenges for the teacher in coming to sensible conclusions together. At the same time, the 

participants found that the students would benefit from engaging in controversial debates 

and learn important skills in the process. This is in line with ESD 2, which is for openly 

addressing controversy and contradictions of sustainable living (Vare & Scott, 2007). 

Another issue in the interaction with students was the danger of overwhelming students. 

Participants from both cases highlighted that they needed to be careful in some respects 

when interacting with the students so as not to overpower them in any way. The need to be 

aware of power relations because of the normative or emotional charge surrounding some 

sustainability issues has also been reflected in literature on transformative learning (Aboytes 

& Barth, 2020). The challenges in choosing age-appropriate material had also been 

addressed by student teachers in Stössel et al.’s (2021) study. An additional learning one can 

draw from the present study is that some might also see challenges in presenting issues like 

climate change in a way that they do not lead to apathy among students.  

Lastly, the participants saw both opportunities and obstacles concerning the role-model 

function of teachers, school and the larger society. This partly relates to demands for a 

whole-school approach among student teachers in Stössel et al.’s (2021) study on student 

teachers and aligns with UNESCO’s ideals (UNESCO, 2017). New findings here were that 

some participants also see themselves in the position of either being a bad or a good role-

model or point to how society at large might influence the students.  

5.3.6 Other stakeholders 

Thoughts about the interaction with other stakeholders occurred during the interviews, 

although there were no specific questions in that area. Some of the participants saw 

potential obstacles in uncooperative colleagues or an uncooperative school management 

while others also saw opportunities in potentially cooperative relationships with those same 

stakeholders. The participants’ perspectives on whether support from those groups was 

likely were sometimes highly individual. Both worries and hopes in this regard agree with 

findings on pre-service and in-service teachers (Stössel et al., 2021; Waltner et al., 2020). The 

same can be said about the participants’ views that some parents might be sceptical but 

could also be worth engaging with for ESD such as through extracurricular partnerships 

(Stössel et al., 2021). Additionally, the present study gave a bit more insight into what this 

could also look like. In the opinion of one of the participants, the parents could also give the 

teacher an important feedback for them to refine their practice in ESD.  

Those participants that talked briefly about political decisions surrounding ESD, indicated 

that they found there was a lack of awareness for ESD in politics and sometimes 

consequently also among educators. This does partly align with the views of some experts 
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on the dissemination of ESD in Germany (Singer-Brodowski et al., 2020). On the other hand, 

more political support was seen as a potential future opportunity. The demands and hopes 

for more political support on the state level by some are again matched by demands that 

were noted in large-scale surveys among educators and educators in training in Germany 

(Grund & Brock, 2018b; Stössel et al., 2021).  

5.3.7 Increasing societal relevance 

The increasing societal relevance of ESD topics was an opportunity identified by some 

participants in this study that finds no match in the research studies on German teachers 

and student teachers’ views that I am aware of. Engaging with ESD by drawing on current 

developments and events seemed to be a preferred approach for the participants to reach 

their students. It seems that the current trends and aspirations for more sustainability in 

some parts of German society could perhaps also be a motor to propel ESD further. Both 

growing awareness and recent political changes were among the hopes mentioned in this 

regard.  

5.4 Summary 
The discussion showed that this study has produced valuable insights into the perspectives 

of student teachers on ESD within the small sample. It provided a deeper understanding of 

some of the anticipated obstacles and opportunities that previous surveys found among 

student teachers and added some new perspectives for instance in the realms of workload, 

output-orientation, bureaucracy, and student interest. These issues could be further 

investigated through a larger qualitative study with a similar interview protocol and their 

dissemination beyond the small sample may be tested quantitatively in the future.  
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6 Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to explore student teachers’ perspectives on ESD by looking 

into the areas of understanding, experiences, anticipated obstacles and opportunities for 

implementation in the two cases in the federal states of Baden-Württemberg and Bayern. 

Because of the small sample of six interviews, a question that this study cannot answer is, 

how disseminated the views from this sample are within the cases and beyond. This might 

be worth looking into through a bigger qualitative project or a large-scale quantitative 

assessment in the future.  

The study found that understanding of ESD can differ between individuals and does in 

this sample partly relate to UNESCO’s concept of ESD, however not in an explicit fashion. The 

participants’ uncertainties around ESD but also their interest in related topics align with 

previous research and point towards the necessity of finding ways to bridge that gap for 

instance through additional training.  

Differences between the cases of the University of Regensburg and the Freiburg School 

of Education became apparent in the area of experiences and the evaluation of ESD in 

teacher training and the curriculum. Experiences from teacher training in Freiburg were in 

comparison more explicit and they saw more opportunities in the current curriculum and 

current teacher training concerning ESD. This could be because of the rather recent 

integration of ESD into teacher training in Bayern that may not have reached the Regensburg 

participants.  

However, participants from both cases also pointed out opportunities that could still be 

tapped into in these areas and beyond in the future. The main takeaways are that explicit 

training and explicit integration into the curriculum, but also curriculum flexibility can be 

important drivers for ESD implementation from the participants’ standpoint. But we also 

learned that other areas are full of perceived challenges and opportunities, like the 

interaction with students or lesson and project preparation and factors that might play into 

one’s practice like other stakeholders or a high workload.  

It may be worth for policymakers to take these concerns and ideas into account when 

they consider how they might further advance the curriculum and teacher training for ESD in 

their federal states, or which other structural interventions might contribute to ESD 

implementation. The findings can also be relevant for other stakeholders such as individual 



118 

academics at universities that are thinking of or already engaging with ESD and are 

wondering what and how to bring it to their students.  

The contribution of this study is that it helps better understand some of the perspectives 

of student teachers on ESD and adds to the knowledge base that previous surveys have 

provided on educators and educators in training. It can give inspiration for potential large-

scale surveys in the future that may spur stakeholder-informed progress for ESD 

dissemination and implementation. Research that can help make more concrete suggestions 

on which improvements student teachers would like to see with regards to ESD should be 

prioritised 

In potential further studies, it may be relevant to distinguish more between the school 

types, levels, and subjects, as there seemed to be differing trends. It would be interesting to 

know in more detail what obstacles and opportunities primary school (student) teachers see 

in contrast to secondary school (student) teachers. Or distinguish among secondary school 

(student) teachers what they perceive to be constraining and contributing to ESD in lower-

secondary education versus higher-secondary education. Especially the fact that the student 

teachers saw one of their subjects more linked to ESD would be very interesting to 

investigate in more depth, as the obstacles and opportunities sometimes appeared to differ 

depending on which subject the participants pondered on.  

It could also be interesting to distinguish more strictly in possible quantitative 

assessments between what is seen as useful limits, surmountable challenges, and actual 

constraining factors, and then existing opportunities and more abstract support needs for 

the future. This could help get a better idea of what changes might be most useful for 

accelerating ESD and can be done by using a Likert scale.  

Other potential points of interest for further research are how the perspectives of 

student teachers on ESD may change after they enter service. Generally, it can be observed 

that a lot is happening with regards to ESD in Germany, so tracking the progress while 

including the views of the immediate stakeholders such as educators, educators in training, 

and students in school will continue to be a worthwhile undertaking.  
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Appendix A: Recruitment letter (German and English) 

Liebe/r Teilnehmer/in  

mein Name ist Lea Müller und ich bin Masterstudentin an der Fakultät Education and 

Diversity an der University of Iceland. Hiermit lade ich dich herzlich ein, an meiner Studie 

“Student teachers’ perspectives on ESD in Bayern vs. Baden-Württemberg: Anticipated 

opportunities and perceived obstacles for implementation” teilzunehmen. Du bist ein/e 

geeignete/r Teilnehmer/in, da du in fortgeschrittenem Studium an der Universität [Einfügen] 

eingeschrieben bist und ein Interesse daran bekundet hast, Bildung für nachhaltige 

Entwicklung in deinen zukünftigen Unterricht mit einzubauen.  

Wenn du dich dafür entscheidest an dieser Studie teilzunehmen, werde ich ein Interview auf 

Deutsch über Skype oder einer Videoplattform deiner Wahl mit dir durchführen. Du wirst 

eine Auswahl an Fragen beantworten und kannst dabei frei deine persönlichen Ansichten 

äußern. Der Zweck der Studie ist es, die Perspektiven von Lehramtsstudent/innen auf 

Bildung für Nachhaltige Entwicklung zu ergründen.  

Ich würde das Interview gerne mit der in Skype verfügbaren Funktion aufnehmen. Die 

Informationen werden dann für eine Qualitative Inhaltsanalyse genutzt. Dir wird volle 

Anonymität in der veröffentlichten Studie gewährleistet und deine Daten werden vertraulich 

behandelt. Außerdem darfst du das Transkript einsehen und verändern, wenn du das 

möchtest. 

Deine Teilnahme ist komplett freiwillig. Wenn du mitmachen möchtest oder weitere Fragen 

hast, kannst du mich per Telefon [Einfügen] oder per Email [Einfügen] erreichen. Deine 

Teilnahme ist sehr wertvoll, weil du dabei mithelfen wirst einen wichtigen Fortschritt in der 

Bildung voranzutreiben.  

 

Vielen Dank und alles Liebe! 

Lea 
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Dear participant,  

My name is Lea Müller and I am a master student from the Faculty of Education and 

Diversity at the University of Iceland. I am writing to invite you to participate in my research 

study titled “Student teachers’ perspectives on ESD in Bayern vs. Baden-Württemberg: 

Anticipated opportunities and perceived obstacles for implementation”. You're eligible to be 

in this study because you are an advanced student teacher at the University of [insert name] 

and have expressed an interest in integrating ESD into your future practice. I obtained your 

contact information from [insert contact person].  

If you decide to participate in this study, you will take part in an interview in German over a 

Skype or a video-platform of your choice. You will be answering a set of questions and are 

free to express your personal views. The purpose of this study is to explore student teachers 

perspectives on ESD. 

I would like to record the interview and then I will use the information to do a Qualitative 

Content Analysis. You will be granted complete anonymity in the published study. You will 

also be able to make changes to your transcript. 

Your participation is completely voluntary. If you want to participate or have any questions 

about the study, please email or contact me via phone [insert phone number] or Email 

[insert Email address]. Your participation means a lot, as it will help spur an important 

progress in education. 

 

Thank you very much.  

Sincerely,  

Lea Müller 
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Appendix B: Interview protocol (German) 

See English version under 3.4.4  

Vortext  
Danke, dass du heute da bist! Du kennst mich jetzt ja schon ein bisschen, 
ich bin Lea und bin Masterstudentin an der Fakultät Education and 
Diversity an der University of Iceland. Wir treffen uns heute für ein 
Interview das Teil der Studie mit dem Titel “Student teachers’ perspectives 
on ESD in Bayern vs. Baden-Württemberg- Anticipated opportunities and 
perceived obstacles for implementation” ist. 
Du hast bereits die Einwilligungserklärung unterschrieben und bist dir 
bewusst, dass dieses Interview aufgezeichnet wird. Du weißt auch, dass du 
in der veröffentlichten Studie anonym bleiben wirst, und dass du deine 
Teilnahme an der Studie jederzeit zurückziehen darfst.  
Ich habe ein paar Fragen vorbereitet, interessiere mich aber sehr für deine 
eigenen Erfahrungen und Perspektive. Nimm dir die Zeit, mir so viel zu 
erzählen, wie du magst. Mich interessiert alles. Ich werde dir zuhören und 
vielleicht ein paar Notizen machen. Du darfst gerne jederzeit Fragen 
stellen. Hast du irgendwelche Fragen, bevor wir loslegen? 

 

Erzählstimulus Konkrete Fragen —an passender 
Stelle; Formulierung anpassen! 

Aufrechterhaltungs- und 
Steuerungsfrage 

Block 1 

Q1 Wenn du auf einem 
Elternabend wärst, wie 
würdest du ihnen BNE 
erklären? 

Welche Methoden denkst du sind 
nützlich für BNE?  

Du hast X erwähnt. 
Könntest du das noch etwas 
ausführen?  

Definition Danke für deinen Input und deine Erklärung. Damit wir auf einer festen 
gemeinsamen Grundlage arbeiten während des Interviews geben ich dir jetzt noch die 
offizielle UNESCO Definition. Die kannst du im Kopf behalten, während wir sprechen. 
(*Definiton in den Chat posten!) 
Platz lassen für einen kurzen Austausch zur Definition und mögliche Fragen der 
Teilnehmer*innen. 
Block 2 

Q2 Zunächst interessiere 
ich mich sehr dafür 
etwas über deine 
eigenen Erfahrungen mit 
BNE als 
Lehramtsstudent*in zu 
hören. 
 

 Kannst du mir ein bisschen 
mehr über X erzählen?  
Kannst du mir vielleicht ein 
Beispiel für X geben? 
Was ist als nächstes mit X 
passiert?  
Und dann?  
Wie war das mit X?  



 
 
 

133 

Block 3 

Q3 Ich interessiere mich 
sehr für deine 
persönliche Perspektive 
auf die Implementierung 
von BNE in Schulen.  
Erzähl mir doch bitte, 
wie du dir die 
Implementierung von 
BNE in deinen Fächern 
vorstellst.  
 

Stell dir vor, du wärst bereits im 
Dienst. Wie denkst du würdest du 
bei der Implementierung von BNE 
in deinen Fächer vorgehen?  
Wie malst du dir das aus?  
 

Kannst du mir ein bisschen 
mehr über X erzählen?  
Kannst du X noch etwas 
weiter ausführen? 
Kannst du mir vielleicht ein 
Beispiel für X geben? 
Du hast X erwähnt. 
Könntest du das noch etwas 
ausführen? 
 

Bitte erzähl mir von den 
Hindernissen die du für deine 
zukünftige Praxis in BNE siehst.  
 
Bitte erzähl mir von den Chancen 
die du für deine zukünftige Praxis 
in BNE siehst.  
 

Q4 Wie nimmst du die 
Anforderung im 
Lehrplan bezüglich der 
BNE Implementierung in 
deinen Fächern wahr?  

Welche Chancen siehst du für 
deine zukünftige Praxis in BNE in 
Bezug auf den Lehrplan?  
 

Kannst du mir ein bisschen 
mehr über X erzählen?  
Kannst du X noch etwas 
weiter ausführen? 
Kannst du mir vielleicht ein 
Beispiel für X geben? 
Du hast X erwähnt. 
Könntest du das noch etwas 
ausführen? 

Welche Hindernisse siehst du für 
deine zukünftige Praxis in BNE in 
Bezug auf den Lehrplan?  
 

Q5 Wie nimmst du deine 
Vorbereitung in Bezug 
auf BNE wahr?  

Welche Rolle spielt dein Studium 
in der Vorbereitung? 

Kannst du mir ein bisschen 
mehr über X erzählen?  
Kannst du X noch etwas 
weiter ausführen? 
Kannst du mir vielleicht ein 
Beispiel für X geben? 
Du hast X erwähnt. 
Könntest du das noch etwas 
ausführen? 

Welche Hindernisse siehst du für 
deine zukünftige Praxis in BNE in 
Bezug auf den Lehrplan?  
 

 
  



134 

Q6 Nicht alle Themen 
sind ohne politische 
Kontroverse. Zum 
Beispiel gibt es 
Menschen, die denken, 
dass es keinen 
menschengemachten 
Klimawandel gibt. Wenn 
du an deine eigenen 
Erfahrungen denkst, wie 
fühlst dich dabei mit 
solchen potentiell 
kontroversen Themen 
im Unterricht 
umzugehen?  
 

Welche Chancen siehst du für 
deine zukünftige Praxis in BNE in 
Bezug auf kontroverse Themen?  
 
 

Kannst du mir ein bisschen 
mehr über X erzählen?  
Kannst du X noch etwas 
weiter ausführen? 
Kannst du mir vielleicht ein 
Beispiel für X geben? 
Du hast X erwähnt. 
Könntest du das noch etwas 
ausführen? 

Welche Hindernisse siehst du für 
deine zukünftige Praxis in BNE in 
Bezug auf kontroverse Themen?  
 

Q7 Die UNESCO 
Definition für BNE, die 
wir uns gemeinsam 
angeschaut haben 
beinhaltet kollaborative 
Projekte in der echten 
Welt, was Zeit draußen 
und ein Involvement in 
der lokalen Gemeinde 
verlangen könnte. Was 
denkst du darüber 
solche kollaborativen 
Projekten in der echten 
Welt zu nutzen?  

Welche Chancen siehst du für 
deine zukünftige Praxis in BNE in 
Bezug auf das Nutzen von 
kollaborativen Projekten in der 
echten Welt?  
 
 

Kannst du mir ein bisschen 
mehr über X erzählen?  
Kannst du X noch etwas 
weiter ausführen? 
Kannst du mir vielleicht ein 
Beispiel für X geben? 
Du hast X erwähnt. 
Könntest du das noch etwas 
ausführen? 

Welche Hindernisse siehst du für 
deine zukünftige Praxis in BNE in 
Bezug auf das Nutzen von 
kollaborativen Projekten in der 
echten Welt?  
 

 

Ergänzende 
Nachfragen  

Das waren jetzt fast alle meine Fragen. Aber zuletzt möchte ich 
noch gerne hören: Hat sich deine Idee von BNE verändert, seit wir 
angefangen haben zu sprechen?  

Abschlussfragen Gibt es etwas über das du sonst noch gerne sprechen möchtest? 
Hast du irgendwelche Fragen?  
 

(Positiver) 
Interviewabschluss 

Vielen Dank für deine Teilnahme!  
Ich bin dankbar, dass du dir die Zeit genommen hast deine 
Erfahrungen und Ideen mit mir zu teilen. Ich möchte dich nochmal 
daran erinnern, dass die Informationen die du hier gegeben hast 
vertraulich behandelt werden. Ich werde dir die Transkription 
schicken, sobald sie fertig ist und dir Anfang kommenden Jahres die 
Ergebnisse der Studie zukommen lassen. Du bekommst die 
Möglichkeit beides zu kommentieren, sofern du das willst.  
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Appendix C: UNESCO definition for ESD (German) 

See English version under 3.4.4  
 

  
*UNESCO Definition für BNE zum Vorlesen und in den Chat posten 

Bildung für nachhaltige Entwicklung (BNE) vermittelt Lernende aller Altersgruppen das 

Wissen, die Fähigkeiten, die Werte und Einstellungen, um die vernetzten globalen 

Herausforderungen die uns bevorstehen zu adressieren, wie zum Beispiel Klimawandel, 

Umweltzerstörung, Biodiversitätsverlust, Armut und Ungleichheit. […] BNE verlangt eine 

Verlagerung vom Unterrichten zum Lernen. Es steht für einen aktions-orientierte, 

transformative Pädagogik, die selbstgesteuertes Lernen, Partizipation, Kollaboration, 

Problemorientierung, inter- und transdisziplinäres Lernen und das Verbinden von formellem 

und informellem Lernen unterstützt.  

 

Einige Schlüsselmethoden sind:  

• Kollaborative Projekte in der echten Welt, zum Beispiel praktische Projekte in der 

Gemeinde und Kampagnen für die verschiedenen Sustainable Development Goals  

• Vision-building Übungen wie Zukunftswerkstatt, Szenario-Analyse, Utopisches und 

Dystopisches Storytelling, Science-Fiction thinking, Forecasting und Backcasting 

• Analyse komplexer Systeme durch Recherche im lokalen Umfeld und der Gemeinde, 

Fallstudien, Analyse der Interessenvertreter, Modellierung, Systemdenken  

• Kritisches und reflektiertes Denken durch die Fish-Bowl Methode oder reflektiertes 

Schreiben usw.  

(UNESCO, 2017) 
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Appendix D: Consent form (German and English) 

Liebe/r Teilnehmer/in 

Mit Unterschrift dieser Einverständniserklärung erklärst du, dass du die folgenden 
Informationen gelesen und verstanden hast, und unter diesen Konditionen an der Studie 
teilnimmst. 

- Das Interview wird eines von 6-9 Interviews sein, das in einer Qualtitativen Inhaltsanalyse 
für die Masterarbeit “Student teachers’ perspectives on ESD in Bayern vs. Baden-
Württemberg: Anticipated opportunities and perceived obstacles for implementation” 
verwendet wird. 

- Die Forscherin ist Lea Müller von der Faculty of Education and Diversity an der University of 
Iceland. 

- Der Zweck dieser Studie ist es, die Perspektiven Lehramtsstudierender auf Bildung für 
nachhaltige Entwicklung zu ergründen. Das Interview besteht aus offenen Fragen und du 
kannst deine Meinung frei äußern. 

- Du hast das Recht deine Teilnahme jederzeit zu verweigern oder zurückzuziehen. Dies hat 
keine Konsequenzen für dich. 

- Das Interview wird auf Skype oder einer Videoplattform deiner Wahl aufgenommen. Alle 
Daten werden vertraulich behandelt. Die Aufnahme wird nicht veröffentlicht und dir wird 
volle Anonymität in der veröffentlichen Studie gewährleistet. 

- Du darfst das Transkript einsehen und verändern, wenn du das für nötig hältst. 

- Direkte Zitate aus dem Interview dürfen genutzt werden, aber deine Identität wird in der 
Studie nicht preisgegeben. Deine Identifikation wird gelöscht, sobald alle Unterlagen 
transkribiert wurden. 

Falls du Fragen vor oder nach dem Unterschreiben hast, schreib mir eine E-Mail [insert 
email] oder kontaktiere mich über Whatsapp oder Telefon [insert phone number]. 

 

 

 

Ort und Datum                                                 Unterschrift 
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Dear participant, 

With signing this consent form, you agree that you have read and understood the following 

information about the interview and agree to take part in it under these conditions.  

- The interview will be one out of 6-9 interviews that will be used in a Qualitative Content 

Analysis for the master thesis “Student teachers’ perspectives on ESD in Bayern vs. Baden-

Württemberg: Anticipated opportunities and perceived obstacles for implementation”. 

- The researcher is Lea Müller from the Faculty of Education and Diversity at the University 

of Iceland. 

- The purpose of this study is to explore student teachers perspectives on ESD. The interview 

consists of open-ended questions and you are free to express your opinion. 

- You have the right to refuse to participate or to withdraw your participation at any stage of 

the study. There will be no consequences. 

- The interview will be recorded in Skype or a video-platform of your choice. All the data will 

be handled confidentially. The recording will not be made public and you are granted full 

anonymity in the published study. 

- You will get to review the transcript to modify the text if you see necessary.  

- Direct quotes from the interview may be used, but your identity will not be revealed in the 

study. Your identification will be deleted from all files once transcription is complete.  

 

If you have any questions before or after signing, please email me under [insert email] or 

contact me at [insert phone number].  

 

 

 

Location and Date       Signature of participant 
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Appendix E: Coding frame and results 

Rules for the coding 

Text fragments, sentences and full paragraphs 

The same text can be coded more than once under different codes 

The thoughts that emerged are captured as comments in the document 

 
Code I1(F)  I2(R) 

 
I3(F) I4(F) I5(R) I6(R) 

 
Sum 
mentioned  

Number of 
p. that 
mention  

1 Mother code: 
Understanding 
of ESD 

        

         
1/1 Content         
1/1/1 Current and 
future 
developments 

1 2 1 1 1 0 6 5 

1/1/2 
Environmental 
issues  

2 4 2 2 2 1 13 6 

1/1/3 Social 
issues 

0 0 1 2 1 1 5 4 

1/1/4 Economic 
issues 

0 0 2 2 0 1 5 3 

         
1/2 Useful 
methods 

        

1/2/1 
Collaboration 
among students 

0 0 1 0 1 1 3 3 

1/2/2 Project-
based learning 

1 2 3 2 0 1 9 5 

1/2/3 Learner-
centered 
approach 

0 2 2 1 1 1 8 5 

1/2/4 Talking to 
experts 

1 1 1 0 0 1 4 4 

1/2/5 Experiments  1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
1/2/6 Excursions  0 1 0 0 0 2 3 2 
1/2/7 Participatory 
approach 

0 0 1 0 0 1 2 2 
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1/2/8 Role-play  0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 

1/2/9 Action-
oriented approach  

0 1 1 1 0 1 4 4 

         
1/3 The aim of 
ESD 

        

1/3/1 Enabling to 
act sustainably  

1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 

1/3/2 Forming a 
fact-based 
opinion  

0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 

1/3/3 Reflection 
and critical 
thinking  

2 0 0 2 0 0 4 4 

1/3/4 Science 
literacy 

1 1 0 0 0 0 2 2 

1/3/5 Raising 
awareness 

0 2 2 0 1 0 5 3 

1/3/6 Empowering 
students to 
become change 
makers  

0 2 0 1 0 1 4 3 

         
1/4 Personal 
evaluation of the 
concept  

        

1/4/1 Importance 
of ESD topics  

2 1 2 2 2 3 12 6 

1/4/2 Uncertainty 
around the 
concept  

1 0 0 2 2 1 6 4 

1/4/3 One subject 
more linked to 
ESD 

1 1 2 1 0 0 5 4 

         
1/5 Merit          
1/5/1 For all age 
levels 

0 1 0 1 0 0 2 2 

1/5/2 All subjects  0 1 1 0 0 0 2 2 
1/5/3 
Interdisciplinary 
approach  

0 1 0 2 0 0 3 2 

         
1/6 Change of 
understanding 
during interview 

        

1/6/1 Deepened 
understanding  

1 2 0 1 1 0 6 4 
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Code I1(F)  I2(R) 
 

I3(F) I4(F) I5(R) I6(R) 
 

Sum 
mentioned  

Number of 
p. that 
mention  

2. Mother code: 
Experiences 
with ESD 

        

         
2/1 University         
2/1/1 Little or no 
experience in 
home university  

0 3 0 5 3 1 12 4 

2/1/2 Sufficient 
experience in 
home university  

1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 

2/1/3 Explicit 
experience in 
home university 

0 0 1 1 0 0 2 2 

2/1/4 Implicit 
experience in 
home university  

3 2 0 2 1 0 8 4 

2/1/5 Studies 
abroad  

0 0 0 0 0 2 2 1 

         
2/2 Internship         
2/2/1 Little or no 
experience in 
internships 

0 0 0 0 2 0 2 1 

2/2/2 Experience 
in internships 

0 0 1 0 0 2 3 2 

         
2/3 Other          
2/3/1 
Extracurricular 
experiences  
 

1 0 2 0 1 2 6 4 

2/3/2 Private 
information-
seeking 
 

2 2 0 0 1 0 5 3 
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Code I1(F)  I2(R) 
 

I3(F) I4(F) I5(R) I6(R) 
 

Sum 
mentioned  

Number of 
p. that 
mention  

3. Mother Code: 
Obstacles for 
ESD 

        

         
3/1 Lack of time         
3/1/1 Teacher 
workload  

0 1 0 2 1 1 5 4 

         
3/2 Curriculum          
3/2/1 Crowded 
curriculum  

2 1 1 4 3 1 12 6 

3/2/2 Unspecific 
curriculum  

0 5 1 1 1 4 12 5 

3/2/3 Output 
orientation 

1 4 4 0 1 0 11 3 

         
3/3 Lesson and 
project 
preparation and 
execution 

        

3/3/1 Finding 
appropriate 
teaching material 

0 0 0 2 1 1 4 3 

3/3/2 Making 
projects effective 

2 1 1 2 2 0 8 5 

3/3/3 Complexity 
of the topic  

0 1 1 0 0 1 3 3 

3/3/4 Finding 
external partners  

0 0 1 1 1 1 4 4 

3/3/5 Bureaucracy 
and regulations 

2 0 0 0 1 0 3 2 

         
3/4 Lack of 
teacher training 
in ESD 

        

3/4/1 Lack of 
specific training  

0 2 3 3 1 5 14 5 

         
3/5 Interaction 
with the students 

        

3/5/1 Disinterested 
students 

0 4 5 0 0 0 9 2 

3/5/2 Controversial 
topics  

2 4 0 1 5 3 14 5 

3/5/3 Danger of 
overwhelming 
students  

0 2 0 4 4 0 10 3 

3/5/4 Being a poor 
role model 

2 1 0 0 0 0 3 2 
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3/6 Other 
stakeholders 

        

3/6/1 
Uncooperative 
colleagues/school 
management 

0 0 2 1 1 2 6 4 

3/6/2 Skeptical 
parents 

0 0 1 1 2 0 4 3 

3/6/3 Lack of 
awareness for 
ESD in politics or 
among educators  

0 0 1 2 0 1 4 3 

 
Code I1(F)  I2(R) 

 
I3(F) I4(F) I5(R) I6(R) 

 
Sum 
mentioned  

Number of 
p. that 
mention  

4. Mother Code: 
Opportunities 
for ESD 

        

         
4/1 Finding time         
4/1/1 Finding time 
in existing spaces  

0 1 0 0 4 2 7 3 

4/1/2 Being the 
main class 
teacher  

0 0 0 0 0 3 3 1 

         
4/2 Curriculum         
4/2/1 Curriculum 
flexibility  

1 3 0 4 7 4 19 5 

4/2/2 ESD being 
part of the 
curriculum  

1 0 1 8 0 2 12 4 

4/2/3 ESD 
becoming part of 
the curriculum  

1 1 2 0 0 0 4 3 

         
4/3 Lesson and 
project 
preparation and 
execution 

        

4/3/1 Good 
existing teaching 
materials 

2 2 0 0 2 2 7 4 

4/3/2 Access to 
places and 
facilities  

0 1 0 0 0 1 2 2 

4/3/3 Using 
projects  

2 5 2 2 2 1 14 6 

4/3/4 Existing 
project structures  

0 3 0 0 0 1 3 2 

         

4/4 Teacher         
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training  
4/4/1 Good 
existing training  

2 0 3 2 0 0 7 3 

4/4/2 Additional 
training  

0 5 5 0 3 3 16 4 

4/4/3 High 
interest among 
student teachers  

0 2 1 0 2 1 6 4 

4/4/4 Informing 
oneself 

2 0 2 0 1 2 6 5 

         
4/5 Interaction 
with the 
students 

        

4/5/1 High 
interest among 
students  

1 1 0 2 3 0 7 4 

4/5/2 
Controversial 
topics  

2 4 3 3 2 3 14 6 

4/5/3 Being a 
good role model 

0 1 0 0 0 2 3 2 

         
4/6 Other 
stakeholders 

        

4/6/1 Cooperative 
colleagues and/or 
school 
management 

1 2 1 0 1 3 8 5 

4/6/2 Engaging 
parents 

0 3 0 0 0 3 5 2 

4/6/3 More 
political support 

0 1 2 0 0 0 3 2 

         
4/7 Other          
4/7/1 Increasing 
societal 
relevance of ESD 
topics  

0 4 2 1 1 0 8 4 

 


