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What happens with the aims and purposes of education when sustain

ability issues of complexity, uncertainty, risk and necessity are to be 

handled in educational practises? In this thesis Helen Hasslöf analyses 

how secondary and upper secondary school teachers discuss aims 

and purposes of their teaching practices in the light of sustainable 

development as an overarching perspective. Conflicting aims are pro

ble matised to discuss purposes of education. The included articles thus 

elaborate on students’ possibilities to develop as political subjects, 

how to value what is seen as qualification of Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD), and emerging myths of social change in relation 

to sustainability. Furthermore, the concept of sustainable development 

is elaborated from a conflict perspective in an educational setting. 

Theories and ideas from Bakhtin, Wertsch, Biesta and Laclau & 

Mouffe are important theoretical foundations.  Analytical methods, 

inspired by discourse theory, are developed to be used for analysis of 

teachers’ meaningmaking discussions.
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Students’ background characteristics were found to strongly affect the 
patterns of communication observed in the net based discussions that are the 
topic of this thesis. When the group was analysed as a whole, older students 
were found to be more active in the discussions than younger. Students born 
outside of Sweden and/or speaking another language than Swedish at home, 
played a less prominent role in the discussions, than students born in Sweden 
or speaking Swedish at home. 

Communication patterns were also seen to be influenced by group 
composition. The presence of a larger number of male students in a group 
seemed to influence female students’ contributions negatively. Female students 
posted fewer contributions and fewer words in total, when the share of males 
in the group was higher. The discussion style was also affected; the higher the 
share of males in a group the more agreements and supportive remarks were 
made. In groups with a high share of students who were born in Sweden, or 
speaking Swedish at home, more contributions were posted; contributions 
were also shorter, involving fewer disagreement remarks on average. 

Participants in the study were students in their first term on teacher 
education, unit Nature, Science and Society (NMS) at Malmö University. 
A total of 147 students, randomly divided into 29 groups, were included in 
the study. The net based group discussions analysed in this thesis were part 
of the regular course work for Sustainable development and learning, which 
is conducted entirely on the Net. The primary group task for the students 
was to decide which of two given alternative sites would be preferable for 
the location of a central refuse disposal plant, and present ideas on how to 
reduce the environmental impact. The discussions lasted two weeks and in 
total 2077 contributions were sent by the 29 groups. 
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Pedagogy is a mode of critical intervention, one that believes teachers have a 
responsibility to prepare students not merely for jobs, but for being in the 
world in ways that allow them to influence the larger political, ideological and 
economic forces that bear down on their lives. Schooling is an eminently polit-
ical and moral practice, because it is both directive and actively legitimates 
what counts as knowledge, sanctions particular values and constructs particu-
lar forms of agency.  

 

Henry A Giroux (2012) Truthout 
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INTRODUCTION AND  
BACKGROUND 

When I was eight years old, we had a “litter cabaret” at school. 
Together, we sang about how bad it is to throw garbage around. I 
still remember some lines:  

 
Yuck, there's a tin thrown away 

Yuck, who's done it, could you say? 

Yuck, what kind of crook is doing such a thing?  

Come along! We have to do something! 
 
This was a perfect song in the late 1960s from a Swedish school 
context. “Keep Sweden Tidy” was a growing movement to spread 
awareness of environmental issues and, in particular, to stop litter-
ing. We were socialised to be polite, environmentally friendly and 
good pupils (at least in my personal retrospectives). Today, the 
perspectives have expanded and global issues are now a part of the 
classroom context. Environmental issues reveal complex relations, 
comprising what we address as sustainability issues and embracing 
questions about the relationship between society and nature from 
different perspectives.  Education, in relation to issues of sustain-
ability, is characterised by complexity, uncertainty and necessity 
(Jonsson, 2008; Scott & Gough, 2003; Van Poeck & Vandena-
beele, 2012). These days, we need more than a litter cabaret at 
school. 

For several years now I have worked with ecological issues, both 
as a biologist and as a teacher of outdoor education. My main in-
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terest have been in issues which problematises our use of nature in 
the present day in relation to the past as well as the future. Issues 
surrounding how we use nature reveal conflicting and complex 
questions. Nevertheless, I feel that my earlier experiences as a bi-
ologist and teacher, where my interest in sustainability issues first 
took root, have sparked my interest further of these conflicting and 
complex questions in formal education.  

Education for sustainable development (ESD) is an educational 
concept initiated in the late 1980s through the Brundtland Report 
(World Commission on Environmental and Development [WCED], 
1987) as well as international conferences addressing global issues 
about peace, justice, economic development and the environment. 
The definition of sustainable development by the Brundtland Re-
port is quite well known and often cited: "Sustainable development 
is development that meets the needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs". Through the following world summits, education has been 
stressed in the global concern to change our lifestyle for a more 
sustainable way to live on the planet. UNESCO (United Nations 
Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization) has been the in-
ternational organisation working with the worldwide implementa-
tion of these ideas into education through the Decade of ESD 
2005–2014 (Jickling & Wals, 2008; Stevenson, 2013). In Novem-
ber 2014, new declarations were formulated through the Global 
Action Plan (UNESCO, 2013) to continue where the previous dec-
ade ended.  

Questions of sustainability, however, pose challenges to educa-
tion. What does this perspective mean when considering the pur-
pose of education? The relationship between knowledge, politics, 
and ethics is complex and sensitive, and one might ask how educa-
tion should deal with questions embedded in political and ethical 
interpretations. In an educational context, this perspective in value-
driven questions is considered challenging and is vulnerable to 
claims that it amounts to indoctrination (Ferreira, 2013; Jickling, 
2001, 2003; Læssøe, 2010; Mogensen & Schnack, 2010; Sauvé, 
2002). Therefore, these are questions and concepts which must be 
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continuously discussed and reformulated (Bonnett, 2002; Jickling 
& Wals, 2008; Stables & Scott, 2002). 

In my thesis, I have turned to the actors in social practice that 
are set to realise the educational perspectives of ESD – the teachers. 
Through teachers’ meaning-making discussions of sustainability 
and ESD, my ambition is to contribute to the research field by add-
ing empirically-based knowledge from a Swedish context and to 
problematise how teachers deal with a conflicting global perspec-
tive such as sustainable development from an educational context. 
It is worth noting that my use of the phrase “meaning-making dis-
cussion” falls in line with Lundegård’s (2007) usage, and it refers 
to an interchange of meaning through the struggle of interpretative 
prerogatives. 

As alluded to in the title of this thesis, the interest focuses on the 
educational challenge of Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD). This is in relation to the challenge for teachers of how to 
make meaning of ESD as an educational purpose in their practice. 
In part, it addresses the challenge in relation to existing educational 
aims when sustainability is seen as the overarching goal, but it also 
problematises the challenge of implementing such an ambiguous 
concept as sustainable development in an educational context. 

To approach the reading of the following background through 
the issues in focus of this thesis, I will give an overview of the pur-
poses, although this will also be further outlined in the section of 
“Purposes”. The thesis has three purposes and the results are pre-
sented in four articles. The first purpose is to investigate and de-
scribe the complexity of the concept of sustainable development 
from a conflict perspective and analyse how different perspectives 
develop in meaning-making discussions of sustainability in an edu-
cational context. This is elaborated in the first study (Article I).  
Building on this, my second (and main) purpose is to investigate 
how desirable aims of ESD are articulated and rearticulated to 
make particular meaning by teachers with experience in ESD prac-
tice. Environmental and sustainability education is characterised by 
conflicting aims and tensions of purposes. In my studies, I have fo-
cused on three main areas which appears particular complex, 
namely: development of students as political subjects (Article II), 
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qualification (Article III), and social change (Article IV). In each of 
these areas, the functions of qualification, socialisation and subjec-
tification (Biesta, 2009a) are relationally analysed to further prob-
lematise educational purposes. The third purpose amounts to make 
a methodological contribution. As previously stated, the purposes 
will be more thoroughly described in the section “Purposes”. 

In the next section, I give a brief background of the traditions of 
environmental education in relation to the interest of this thesis. 
The glimpses of historical events that are interspersed in the text 
should be seen as examples of events that flit across in the media 
“noise” and are included to give a sense of the decade, working as 
memory hooks seen mainly from a Swedish media context (Bernes 
& Grundsten, 1991; Peterson, 2012). I have chosen to include 
these paragraphs in my text to reinforce how education and re-
search takes place in a larger, contemporary cultural context. 
Therefore, how the purpose of education is formulated is a reflec-
tion of certain historical and societal contexts (Säljö, 2000). Hence, 
due to our view of society and development, societal and global 
challenges, and politics, different priorities will be formulated for 
the desired functions of education (Biesta, 2009a). 

Through this background, I intend to give a picture of how edu-
cational views and traditions in relation to environmental issues 
have developed and been adopted in various approaches. Even if 
these traditions elaborated by Öhman (2003) seem to follow a 
progressive timescale, they should be viewed more as dominant 
tendencies through certain specific time periods, as well as mutual 
parts of contemporary environmental and sustainability education. 
This following section should be seen as a background to the dis-
cussion of the purpose of ESD and thereby serves to contextualise 
the issues which are in focus for my thesis.  
 
Traditions of environmental education  
in a short retrospective 
In the 1969, when I was singing at the “litter-cabaret” in primary 
school – and in the wake of Rachel Carson's Silent Spring (1962) – 
Sweden was the first country in the world to ban the pesticide 
DDT. The Beatles performed their famous rooftop concert and 
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later in the year, John Lennon returned his Order of the British 
Empire MBE (which he had received four years earlier) in protest 
of Britain's conduct in the Biafra War and the Vietnam War – and 
Neil A. Armstrong became the first man to walk on the moon. This 
was a time of glorified technical innovation; the time of an awak-
ening interest in environmental education (EE) and a flourishing 
time for the peace movement due to the Vietnam War. Some of the 
environmental buzzwords of the 1970s were nature conservation, 
biocides, acid rain and nuclear waste (Bernes & Grundsten, 1991; 
Peterson, 2012). 

Bill Stapp, an American biologist and one of the founders of En-
vironmental Education (formerly The Journal of Environmental 
Education), formulated “The concept of environmental educa-
tion”: 

 
Environmental education is aimed at producing a citizenry that 

is knowledgeable concerning the bio-physical environment and 

its associated problems, aware of how to help solve these prob-

lems, and motivated to work towards their solution (1969, p. 

30-31, emphasis as in original). 

 
This definition was developed at a seminar at the University of 
Michigan and published in the first volume of the first edition in 
the autumn of 1969.  

In Sweden, as in other countries, this was a time when environ-
mental education (EE) was mainly founded on a fact-based tradi-
tion (Östman, 2003). With “fact-based tradition”, I refer to one of 
the selective traditions of environmental education elaborated by 
Öhman (2003, 2004). Selective traditions are due to selective proc-
esses in education that, over time, develop into teaching traditions 
(Williams, 1973 in Öhman, 2006a); in this case, they are based on 
the current view on environmental issues and the philosophical 
perspectives in education. In general, teachers in the fact-based tra-
dition of EE primarily treat environmental problems as knowledge 
problems. Science is seen to provide the reliable objective founda-
tion; knowledge as scientific facts and models is seen as having sole 
importance in the educational context. Through knowledge, educa-
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tion prepares students to solve the problems of environmental is-
sues. Essentialism is the prevailing educational philosophy. 

In 1972, the ministers of education – with the dominance of the 
western world – gathered in Stockholm to formulate an agenda for 
a “worldwide” view of environmental education; The International 
Environmental Education Programme (IEEP), which has since had 
much influence as a reference document for further commissions 
and through the development by UNESCO. However, IEEP has 
also been the subject of criticism for acting as a mirror for affluent 
nations with a western cultural view (Gough, 1997). The first in-
tergovernmental UNESCO conference on environmental education 
was organised in Tbilisi in 1977. The Tbilisi Declaration includes 
the first specific guidelines and goals for environmental education 
(UNESCO, 1978). 

Upon entering the 1980s, we were still in the oil crisis and the 
Soviet Union had invaded Afghanistan as a part of the Cold War; 
acidification, deforestation, the ozone layer and chlorine bleaching 
were some of the central environmental rubrics (Bernes & Grund-
sten, 1991; Peterson, 2012). The HIV virus has now become a 
worldwide epidemic. In Sweden, Olof Palme is assassinated and the 
nuclear reactors at the Chernobyl nuclear power station goes into 
meltdown. This was also a time when organic food began to re-
ceive greater attention and, in 1989, the Berlin Wall falls.  

The political discussions which followed of how society should 
deal with nuclear power illustrates how scientific knowledge is as-
sociated with values. These reveal how different conclusions could 
be drawn from the same knowledge base, and environmental prob-
lems came to be seen more as value-related issues. A new tradition 
was developed with an alternative view on knowledge, the norma-
tive tradition of Environmental Education (Öhman, 2003, 2004). 
In this interpretation, knowledge alone is seen as not enough to 
change people’s behaviour. The normative tradition is built on the 
belief that it is possible to derive norms from scientific facts. As a 
result, the answers to value-related environmental issues are estab-
lished through experts and politicians in discussions and are pre-
sented in policy documents and syllabi. Teachers should teach stu-
dents necessary environmentally friendly values and attitudes to at-
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tempt to change the students’ behaviour and, by this, support an 
environmentally-friendly transformation of society. The basis for 
the normative tradition is a causal link between knowledge of envi-
ronmental problems, environmentally-friendly values and envi-
ronmentally friendly behaviour. To promote the intended effects of 
education, the teaching process and the students’ experiences are 
emphasised. Progressivism is beginning to make its entry. 

Biodiversity, recycling, environmental certification and green-
house gases are some of the environmental rubrics in focus during 
the 1990s (Peterson, 2012). The Soviet Union collapses in 1991 in 
the decade which is characterised by the rise of multiculturalism, 
capital markets, neoliberalism and revolutions in digital technol-
ogy. The following year marks the official end of the Cold War. 
Dolly, the cloned sheep, sees the light of day. Nelson Mandela is 
elected president of South Africa while ethnic tensions and violence 
expands in the former Yugoslavia.  

In 1992, the United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development in Rio de Janeiro resulted in the publication of 
Agenda 21 (United Nations [UN], 1992), the guiding document for 
sustainable development through the twenty-first century. In para-
graph 25 of this document, it is declared that peace, development 
and environmental protection are indivisibly connected. Chapter 
Thirty-six of Agenda 21 promotes the role of education. In this 
500 page document, “education” is mentioned no less than 486 
times (Wickenberg, 1999, p. 106). This is where the Decade for 
ESD (2005–2014) has its origin (UNESCO, 2005). These docu-
ments are built upon the concept of sustainable development in the 
way it was launched in the report “Our Common Future” (WCED, 
1987, “The Brundtland Report”) as development that “meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs”.  

In the wake of the UN Conference in Rio, the pluralistic ap-
proach of environmental education is developed. The increasing 
uncertainty of environmental problems and the growing number of 
interpretations of the environmental debate influences the devel-
opment of this tradition (Öhman, 2003). The environmental theme 
is broadened and interrelated with developments throughout soci-
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ety. Environmental issues are viewed as moral and political prob-
lems and regarded as conflicts between human interests (Jensen & 
Schnack, 1997). Pluralism and critical conversation are the corner-
stones of teaching, and education is heading towards being recon-
structivist in character (Öhman, 2003). Education, in relation to 
issues of sustainability, is characterised by complexity, uncertainty 
and necessity (Scott & Gough, 2003; Van Poeck & Vandenabeele, 
2012).  

In 2005, the Decade for Education for Sustainable Development 
(DESD) was launched by the UN General Assembly (UNESCO, 
2005). The formulation from the National Agency for Education in 
Sweden (2013) is an example of an intertextual formulation (c.f. 
Bakhtin, 1986) of how goals from international policy (i.e. 
UNESCO, 2005) of environmental perspectives are implemented 
into the national curriculum of education. The formulation con-
forms to the international policy declarations of ESD:  

 
Environmental perspectives in education should provide stu-

dents with insights so that they can not only contribute to pre-

venting harmful environmental effects, but also develop a per-

sonal approach to overarching, global environmental issues. 

Education should illuminate how the functions of society and 

our ways of living and working can best be adapted to create 

sustainable development (The National Agency for Education. 

Curriculum for the Upper Secondary School. 2013, p. 6.). 

 
This paragraph states that education “should” illuminate how stu-
dents best “adapt” to create sustainable development in their ways 
of living and working. This normative perspective indicates an ex-
isting, predefined answer of how to act “to create sustainable de-
velopment”. Furthermore, the knowledge provided is put forward 
to give students insight into “preventing harmful environmental ef-
fect [s]”. On the other hand, the formulation also puts forward the 
importance of encouraging students to “develop a personal ap-
proach” to global environmental issues.  

These formulations are related to different approaches of educa-
tion and reveal areas in tension concerning what we consider edu-
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cational purposes. Questions of qualification, social change and 
possibilities for students to develop as political subjects are among 
the issues which are the result of educational discussions depending 
on how we look at purpose and function of education. Meanwhile, 
as sustainable development is subject to both a debate of its mean-
ing and is questioned for its educational purpose, teachers are sup-
posed to manage the integrated perspective of ESD with goals in 
the curriculum and assessment (Stevenson, 2013). Taking this into 
account, how teachers reason and make meaning about desirable 
aims in relation to ESD in light of their practice seems a fruitful 
and knowledgeable context for empirical research to problematise 
these perspectives. In the next section, the purposes of my research 
will be further outlined.  

 
Purposes 
As previously mentioned, environmental education has been a part 
of school education in Sweden, as in many other countries, since 
the 1960s. With the introduction of the UN Decade of ESD 
(UNESCO, 2005, 2012) and the work implemented by UNESCO 
during 2005–2014, sustainable development has been introduced 
in the global arena. This focus entails stressing environmental is-
sues as societal and “human-made”, and to accents the mutual re-
lationship between society, environment and economy in a global 
context. To make sustainable development an educational concern 
demands that we think about the purpose of education.  

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) has its educa-
tional focus in a balancing act as a transformative education; a 
transforming education in a complex area characterised by uncer-
tainty and necessity. Furthermore, education for something reveals 
the idea of an existing, predefined citizenship for students to 
achieve (c.f. Biesta & Lawy, 2006: Fien, 2004). With this intention, 
ESD challenges us to reflect on its purpose in the complex and po-
litical sphere between a citizenship education for a defined purpose 
(or social order) and an education that enables the students to cre-
ate new thoughts, identity and to find communality in a changing 
world.  
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ESD has been found as a complex area in tension, both through 
previous research and also through my readings of policy documents 
and traditions of environmental education. The educational tensions 
which relate to democratic processes of education, mainly embrace 
students’ qualification in relation to ESD, social change in relation to 
“sustainable” living, and the possibilities for students to develop as 
political subjects in this educational context. These areas will be in 
focus for further elaboration in the studies of this thesis. 

When orienting in this field of visions, theory and policy in areas 
of educational tension, it is interesting to turn to the educational 
practice, to the actors set to interpret and implement those vision-
ary goals. In my thesis, I turn to the teachers.  The analyses focus 
on the complexity of sustainable development, the possibilities for 
different and conflicting perspectives to develop in discussions, and 
how the aims (in areas as qualification, social change, and devel-
opment of students as political subjects) are articulated and re-
articulated to make meaning in teacher colleagues’ discussions. I 
would like to clarify that when I use the term “political” in the 
text, I do this in line with how Mouffe (2000a) would bring in the 
political, which has been defined as “the dimension of antagonism 
that is inherent in human relations”, which can take many forms 
and can emerge in different types of social relations (p. 15). Thus, 
the “political subject” is used as a relational concept (c.f. Lun-
degård & Wickman, 2012), where the becoming of a subject 
means to create new relations in the world due to interpersonal re-
lationships. However, this is not to be confused with “politics”, 
which seeks to organise and establish a certain order to deal with 
the dimensions of “the political” (Mouffe, 2000a). 

The three purposes of this thesis are elaborated and presented in 
four articles. Concerning the explicit research questions in regard 
to each study, I refer to the included articles.  

The first purpose is to investigate and describe sustainable devel-
opment from a conflict perspective in an educational context. This 
is elaborated by content and process analysis, starting by analysing 
the complexity and conflicting interfaces of the concept of sustain-
able development through scrutinising some general explanatory 
models of sustainable development (Barbier, 1987; Breiting, 
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Hedegaard, Mogensen, Nielsen, & Schnack, 2009; Breiting et. al., 
2009; Herremans & Reid, 2002). How different perspectives of 
sustainability is developed in a discussion is then analysed. This is 
achieved through relating the conflicting perspective of sustainable 
development with analyses of speech function (Wertsch, 1998) in a 
discussion about sustainability in order to identify and analyse dia-
logic and univocal speech in the teachers’ discussion. This is the 
concern for Article I: Discussing Sustainable Development among 
Teachers: An Analysis from a Conflict Perspective. 

The second purpose is to empirically investigate how teachers ar-
ticulate the meaning of their desirable aims of ESD, to problema-
tise interrelations and struggling meanings of educational purposes 
of qualification, social change and the development of students’ as 
political subjects. This is achieved through analysing teachers’ 
meaning-making discussions of their social practice (i.e. discussions 
between in-service teachers) with methods inspired by discourse 
theory. This entails analying articulations of:  

• Teaching situations which enable space for the students to de-
velop as political subjects. Article II: Critical thinking as room 
for subjectification in Education for Sustainable Development.  

• Qualification in relation to educational aims in issues of sus-
tainability, developed in Article III: Students’ qualification in 
ESD - epistemic gaps or composites of critical thinking? 

• Teachers’ initiatives in relation to the desirable aims of stu-
dents’ actions for a “change” concerning issues of sustainabil-
ity; this in order to identifying teachers’ subject positions and 
the emerging educational myth of social change. Article IV: 
Teachers as agents for social change? Subject positions from a 
transformative perspective of sustainability. 
 

The third purpose is to develop analytical methods where conflict-
ing articulations of environmental issues and sustainability are 
taken into account, based on language and discourse theory for 
conducting empirical investigations of meaning-making. These 
methods are described and explained in the four articles included 
in this thesis and further presented in the chapter “Theoretical In-
fluences”. 
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Further outline of the thesis 
In the next chapter, previous research in relation to the purposes of 
my thesis is described and discussed to situate the thesis. This 
background consists of research in relation to environmental and 
sustainability education focusing democratic processes, pluralism 
and conflicting perspectives. In the third chapter, I present the 
theoretical foundation. The methodology is elaborated with influ-
ences mainly from the theoretical frameworks of Bakhtin (c.f. 
1981, 1986), Wertsch (c.f. 1991, 1998), Biesta (c.f. 2009a, 2011b), 
and Laclau and Mouffe (c.f. 2001), and the analytical procedure is 
discussed. After this chapter, the empirical context is outlined, in-
cluding the presentation of data collection and ethical and meth-
odological considerations.  

Further follows a description of the interrelations of studies. In 
the concluding chapter, the results are summarised and discussed, 
and the overall conclusions and implications of this research is pre-
sented. The last part of the thesis consists of the four arti-
cles/manuscript which report the research that has been under-
taken. 
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THIS THESIS IN RELATION TO  
PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

Previous sections have dealt with the teaching traditions of envi-
ronmental and sustainability education in a historical context. In 
contrast, this section will relate to previous research, starting from 
a historical background of environmental educational research in 
general to approach the more particular focus of the issues prob-
lematised in my dissertation. Research of particular interest for my 
studies relates to democratic processes in relation to environmental 
and sustainability education, focusing meaning-making of sustain-
ability, approaches of pluralism, and conflicting perspectives. This 
serves as a foundation for my focus on teachers’ meaning-making 
of the aims and purposes of ESD.  

This background presents an active selection in relation to my 
research focus. The active choice is founded upon research studies, 
reviews and literature partly from the body of research constituting 
the traditions of the field of environmental and sustainability edu-
cation. I have been introduced to the main part of this literature 
through the two graduate schools I have been involved in, the Na-
tional Graduate School in Science and Technology Education Re-
search (FontD) and as associated to the Graduate School in Educa-
tion and Sustainable Development (GRESD). Seminars and re-
search conferences have also served as qualitative venues to actual 
and new references within the field. Articles from scientific journals 
of importance for the field, such as the Environmental Education 
Research, databases as ERIC and EBSCO have also been valuable 
resources. 
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Before entering the more particular focus, the research traditions 
of environmental and sustainability education will be outlined as 
an additional background for discussing the aims and purposes of 
ESD, starting from the 1970’s. The main references for the brief  
background of environmental education research comes from the 
research reviews of Hart and Nolan (1999), Rickinson (2001), 
Scott and Gough (2003, 2004), Östman (2003) and the Interna-
tional Handbook of Research on Environmental Education (Ste-
venson, Brody, Dillon & Wals, 2013). 
 
Research traditions of environmental  
and sustainability education 
As earlier mentioned, during the 1970s, fact-based education was 
the dominant teaching tradition in environmental education (EE); 
therefore, the students’ learning outcomes are in focus in environ-
mental educational research (Öhman, 2003). The research of mis-
conceptions is the dominant perspective alongside studies of how 
students fulfil the educational aims and goals of environmental 
education. The aim is to produce knowledge to make the teaching 
more effective, as interpreted through a positivistic research tradi-
tion. Research of the knowledge-attitude-behaviour continuum 
(KAB) is gaining ground and the causal link of KAB is more or less 
taken for granted. The fact-based tradition of environmental edu-
cation and the positivistic research tradition share the epistemo-
logical view of knowledge as being objective and based on true 
facts, discovered in relation to the “real world” (Öhman, 2003). 

In the research community during the 1980s, a debate between 
proponents of qualitative versus quantitative methods grew, and 
knowledge was put forward as socially constructed (Hart & 
Nolan, 1999). The qualitative research of environmental education 
was progressing, and the studies of KAB partly changes focus, tak-
ing the approach of analysing how to understand the processes 
more than the outcome, thus underscoring the interrelations of 
KAB (Östman, 2003). Certain studies during this time began to fo-
cus on the students’ socio-economic conditions, ethnicity and gen-
der in relation to the school context. The research tradition thus 
opens up for interpretive analyses. 
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As KAB research expands, its complexity becomes accentuated, 
and during the 1990s, the former taken-for-granted causality is 
questioned. This is the beginning of a decade where environmental 
educational research expands, both in terms of volume, but also in 
terms of methodological approaches. Critical approaches and de-
bates enter—primarily through feminist and postmodern re-
search—and problematise the role of environmental education 
(Hart & Nolan, 1999). In the review “Learners and Learning in 
Environmental Education”, Rickinson (2001) talks about three es-
tablished themes for international environmental research during 
1993–1999: pupils’ knowledge about the environment, pupils’ atti-
tudes and behaviour concerning the environment, and the effects of 
environmental education. Several studies show that students com-
prehend nature as something static which humans do not have any 
influence on. Nature is seen as something separate from society; it 
is either vulnerable or dangerous, or else a place for recreation.  

Contemporary research in the twenty-first century in environ-
mental and sustainability education puts forward the complex and 
conflicting views of sustainable questions. Education, in relation to 
issues of sustainability, is characterised by complexity, uncertainty 
and necessity (Jickling & Wals, 2008; Jonsson, 2008; Sauvé, 2005; 
Scott & Gough, 2003). The uncertainty and complexity of the fu-
ture, and the many different cultural contexts elucidate the dynam-
ics of these questions (c.f. Barrue & Albe, 2013; Beck, 1992). Sus-
tainability is viewed from different perspectives: as social-
environmental-economic-cultural, past-present-future, local-global 
and individual-public. Pluralism is often put forward as a means 
for handling “competing visions of the truth” and to take different 
opinions, knowledge and conflicting views into account in ESD to 
promote a democratic education (Breiting, Mayer & Mogensen, 
2005; Breiting & Mogensen, 1999; Hart, 2004; Jensen & Schnack, 
1997; Lundegård & Wickman, 2007; Scott & Gough, 2003; Öh-
man, 2006a). At the same time, pluralism and the concept of ESD 
are contested, as giving way for a neoliberal agenda. In this, it con-
verts environmental questions into issues of individual “choices” 
and opening for interpretations of sustainable development as 
equal to prerequisites for a continuous economic growth, where 
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the eco-environmental questions functions as tools to guarantee the 
sustainability of nature as natural resources to exploit (Jickling & 
Wals, 2008; Sauvé & Berryman, 2005; Stables, 2001).  

Since ESD is developed through international top-down con-
cepts, it has also been considered challenging as vulnerable to 
claims that it amounts to indoctrination by promoting a “sustain-
able” way of living by experts (Jickling, 1992, 2001; Jickling & 
Wals, 2008; Læssøe, 2010; Sauvé, 2002). In this debate ESD is also 
questioned as an “educational slogan” (Jickling & Spork, 1998; 
Kyburz-Graber, Hofer, & Wolfensberger, 2006). The questions of 
whether a participatory approach in ESD opens up for an active 
and democratic education or, rather, if this might risk being an 
education of instrumental character are other voices from the on-
going debate about sustainable development in education. Accord-
ingly, there is a debate concerning what ESD promotes in educa-
tion (c.f. Bonnett, 2002; Fien, 2000; Fien & Trainer, 1993; 
Gough, 1997; Ideland & Malmberg, 2015; Jickling, 2001; Jickling 
& Wals, 2008; Læssøe, 2010; Payne, 2001; Sauvé, 2002, 2005). 
This debate mirrors differences rooted in what we value as purpose 
of education, of environmental education and sustainability and 
development, highlighting questions about democracy in educa-
tion, qualification, pluralism and the political. 

In the complexity of different views in relation to sustainability, 
education, and purpose, the next section more closely discusses ar-
eas in relation to the more particular research focus of my thesis. 
This will further entail educational processes in relation to sustain-
ability and democracy. As previously mentioned, three areas are of 
particular interest as areas in educational tensions: development of 
students as political subjects, qualification and social change.  

Beyond, I mostly use the term ESD. This is in relation to its use 
as an international policy concept or in line with the Swedish con-
text in its corresponding term used in both school curricula and 
educational contexts, “Lärande för hållbar utveckling”  (The 
SwedishNational Agency for Education, 2011, 2013). However, I 
also use other concepts such as environmental education and sus-
tainability when I include, or relate to, other contexts. My hope is 
that the difference in their usage will be clear from the context. 
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Critical debates and perspectives of educational purpose of ESD 
in relation to international policy documents, national school 
documents and interpretations in local practice are still rather-
limited perspectives of educational research (Jickling & Wals, 
2008; Læssøe, 2010; Læsøe, Feinstein & Blum, 2013; Östman, 
2003).   

 
The vision of ESD   
Sustainable Development might be described as the vision of the 
ambiguous “love story” between society and nature, freedom and 
justice, and necessity and uncertainty. A complex love story, bring-
ing conflicting aims to education by what might be characterised as 
dichotomies or paradoxes concerning: normativity vs pluralism, 
individual focus vs public concerns, consensus vs conflicts, and 
complexity vs rationality. 

ESD has been a journey for a “good future”, with an emphasis 
on education for change (Wals, 2009). It has resulted in formula-
tions of goals in international policy documents (e.g. UNESCO, 
2005) as well as in national and local curricula. This has engaged 
national school boards, teachers’ everyday teaching and informal 
education (Björneloo, 2007; Leo & Wickenberg, 2013). However, 
there is a difference between the discourse from policy documents – 
with visions of a harmonious relationship between social, cultural, 
economic and environmental goals of sustainable development – 
and the conflicts of interest arising when facing the reality of our 
way of living (Sauvé, 2002; Scott & Gough, 2003).  

To problematise democratic perspectives and approaches in rela-
tion to purposes reveals many areas in tension. Since this thesis has 
both empirical and methodological purposes, the review is com-
prised of theoretical discussions alongside the results of empirical 
studies. The following part of this chapter is intended to situate the 
thesis in relation to previous research and to work as a foundation 
to problematise the aims and purposes of ESD by focusing areas in 
tensions: 

1.  Individual learning and matter of public concerns, which is 
represented by areas in tension such as citizenship and compe-
tences and ESD as content to learn or processes of learning.  
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2. Consensus versus conflicts, about the tensions between norma-
tivity and pluralistic approaches of ESD, the “harmonious” 
consensus view of sustainable development, predefined or 
open-ended education and pluralistic approaches in relation to 
conflicts. 

  
Individual learning and matters of public concern  
Among the educational goals for sustainable development, we find 
issues surrounding the use of natural resources, climate change, 
justice, health, human rights and democracy. These issues concern 
how we live and organise our societies, and they reveal tension be-
tween the personal and the public which is embedded in sustain-
ability issues: 

 
Almost every ‘private’ decision has ‘public’ consequences and 

social conditions affect individuals’ freedom of choice (Van 

Poeck and Vandenabeele, 2012 p. 541). 

 

The close link to citizenship highlights sustainability issues as con-
cerns on the individual, as well as collective, level (Biesta & Lawy, 
2006; Breiting & Mogensen, 1999; Jensen & Schnack, 1997; Mo-
gensen & Schnack, 2010). However, in the international policy 
discourse of ESD, issues of sustainable development are identified 
as being mainly matters of competences and individual learning, 
where proper learning strategies are seen as a way to tackle those 
problems (Biesta, 2011a, b; Van Poeck & Vandenabeele, 2012). 
This approach has been discussed as reinforcing instrumental rela-
tionship of learning, citizenship and democracy.  

 
Citizenship and competences 
Citizenship could be seen as an educational perspective of ESD-
approaches (Van Poeck & Vandenabeele, 2012). Recently, there 
has been a growing emphasis on increasing student participation as 
well as pluralistic approaches in education related to environment 
and sustainability (Læssøe, 2010; Rudsberg & Öhman, 2010; Öh-
man & Öhman, 2013). This is often described in terms of compe-
tences for an active citizenship. The growing emphasis on “em-
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powering” students is directed at fostering citizens who are able to 
actively participate in democratic decision-making as an approach 
of education for sustainable development. This is regarded as a 
way to strengthen the participatory approach and, by this, the de-
mocracy in relation to education (Grooms, Sampson & Golden, 
2014; Mogensen & Schnack, 2010).  

However, according to Læssøe (2010), participatory approaches 
do not enhance a democratic and critical approach of actual or fu-
ture sustainability issues per se. Læssøe discusses what Hajer 
(1995) defines as a contemporary hegemonic ecological moderniza-
tion discourse of sustainable development. This discourse risks re-
ducing issues of sustainability to a participation of consensus-based 
processes for promoting technological, problem-free solutions, thus 
reducing the critical and creative problem-solving processes and 
neglecting the political conflicting dimensions of sustainable ques-
tions.   

According to Wals (2010), the current literature on competence-
based education and learning is still deprived of a critical perspec-
tive. Wals argues for a more critical approach where he stresses 
that “competence is not something one possesses, but rather is a 
relational property that emerges in a context in interaction with 
others and the situation and/or the environment in which it takes 
place” (p. 149). In the same way, Biesta (2011b) argues in his arti-
cle “The Ignorant Citizen”, and in departure from Mouffe and 
Rancière, that “the democratic citizen” is not a predefined identity 
that can simply be taught and learned, but emerges again and again 
in new ways from engagement with the experiment of democratic 
politics” (p. 152). This view emphasises democratic teaching as en-
counters which emphasise differences as possibilities for students to 
engage and learn from. In other words, teaching as a way to learn 
from something rather than to learn for something. Lawy and Bi-
esta (2006) have actualised these differences as citizenship-as-
practice. This reasoning is a way to shift the focus from compe-
tences that have to be acquired to a democratic nature of educa-
tional spaces and practices.  

In Denmark, action competence has been a key concept since the 
1980s (Breiting et al., 2009; Jensen & Schnack, 1997; Jickling & 
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Wals, 2008; Mogensen & Schnack, 2010). In an attempt to clarify 
the meaning of action competence in a time where “competence” 
has become a buzzword, Mogensen and Schnack (2010) emphasise 
the concept as an educational ideal of participatory and action-
oriented teaching-learning to help students find an active role in 
finding democratic solutions to problems connected to sustainable 
development. The action-competence approach emphasises envi-
ronmental problems as societal issues that involve conflicting inter-
ests, and it stresses the students’ development towards critical ac-
tion. In the publication Quality Criteria for ESD Schools (Breiting, 
Mayer & Mogensen, 2005), the action-competence approach is 
concretised to facilitate critical discussions within the educational 
context and to support quality enhancement (rather than quality 
control). 
 
ESD as content to learn or as processes of learning 
In Björneloo’s (2007) studies of ESD (2007), three general educa-
tional themes emerge from the teachers’ descriptions of their inter-
pretations of educational aims in relation to sustainable develop-
ment in a Swedish school context. ESD is described as a culture 
building, an ethical project, and as children’s individual sustain-
ability. The conclusion is founded on interviews with teachers from 
mainly primary school. The themes are connected to aims such as 
giving the students a holistic view of events happening around 
them to develop students’ responsibility and to empower students.  

In the implementation work towards ESD, the international pro-
ject ENSI (Environment and School Initiative) was initiated by 
OECD/CERI in 1986 (Stevenson & Robottom, 2013). The Swed-
ish part of this project was conducted through action research in 
relation to teacher transformative processes which go from a more 
traditional environmental education based on natural science 
teaching to embracing the wider perspective of ESD (Axelsson, 
1993, 1997). One of the main conclusions of this research shows 
how a change of the teaching repertoires will affect the content 
repertoires, while changing the content repertoire will not necessar-
ily affect the teaching repertoires (Axelsson, 1997). These results 
put forward the importance of the teaching process in relation to 
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educational development, embracing teaching processes as embed-
ded in students learning and accentuating participatory ap-
proaches. The action research approach is by itself – as a method – 
embodying the emphasis of participatory approaches of teaching as 
a socialisation of learning as an active process to learn from, rather 
than predefined knowledge to learn for something. 

According to P. Sund, (2008; P. Sund & Wickman, 2008), so-
cialisation is often regarded as an external fostering process, while 
learning (subject matter) is understood more as an inner, individual 
process.  However, from a pragmatic perspective, P. Sund, argues 
for an understanding where the socialisation process is regarded as 
an integrated and mutual part of the teaching process through 
companion meanings (Roberts & Östman, 1998). Due to this, how 
issues of sustainability constitute value-laden content of education 
related to the actual teacher’s companion meanings is emphasised 
through empirical studies (e.g. interviews with teachers) and re-
garded as important educational aspects which need to be critically 
examined in relation to an open, democratic school system. The 
pluralistic approach is stressed as a way towards a more open-
ended and democratic education. Hence, this study also emphasises 
how content in teaching comprises the amalgam of fact-based 
knowledge and values.  
 
Summarising remarks in relation to my research 
To sum up, these different educational views in tension (i.e. indi-
vidual learning versus a public approach, competences and content 
to learn versus processes to learn from) reflect different views of 
how students’ learning and qualification is valued in relation to is-
sues of sustainability, democracy and citizenship. How teachers 
handle this relation between individual matters and public concern 
in an educational context draws the attention towards democratic 
concerns and the political. It is a balance between different inter-
pretations, aims, and purposes of education which also raises the 
issues of normativity and pluralism. This tension between the in-
strumental and emancipatory approaches of education in ESD is 
declared as an area that requires more attention by research 
(Læssøe, 2010; Wals, 2010).  
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The ambition of my research is to gain knowledge from social 
practice in order to examine how teachers articulate aims in educa-
tional areas of ESD and to problematise tensions and relational 
purpose. In relation to the discussion above, my aim is to empiri-
cally investigate teachers’ articulations of how education or learn-
ing situations might leave room for students to develop as political 
subjects (Article II). This thesis is founded upon discourse theory, 
where social practices are considered as discourses constructed by 
ongoing articulation, giving meaning to the social context they are 
part of.  It is through our use of language in different social con-
texts that we construct meaning from the world around us (Laclau 
& Mouffe, 2001). By using this framework, the research keeps the 
focus on the teachers’ perspectives, to focus how the educational 
practice makes meaning. 

 
Consensus vs conflicts: tensions through normativity,  
pluralism and relativism 
Another area discussed in this research field is the tension of con-
sensus or conflict in relation to pluralistic approaches of environ-
mental and sustainability education. As mentioned, the policy 
documents of ESD (e.g. UNESCO, 2005) articulate the need for 
harmonious relations between the sustainability goals of social, 
cultural, economic, and environmental interests to envision sus-
tainable development; a challenge, given the conflicts of interest 
that arise when one faces the complexity of our daily lives. The 
goal of a mutual “harmonisation” of such embedded diversity of 
values is not unproblematic, especially when embracing the vision 
to fulfil a better future for all. Nevertheless, decisions that mutually 
affect social, cultural, economic, and environmental dimensions of 
sustainability are an everyday concern (Van Poeck & Vandena-
beele, 2012; Öhman & Öhman, 2012) 

Furthermore, as earlier mentioned the direction of policy docu-
ments of ESD have been discussed, and questions raised, whether 
this education should promote particular ends (Jickling & Spork, 
1998; Jickling & Wals, 2013). The initiative and mission of the 
United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 
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(2005-2014), enhanced by GAP (UNESCO, 2013), state the gen-
eral goal as follows (UNESCO, 2005, p. 6): 
 

The overall goal of the DESD is to integrate the principles, val-

ues and practices of sustainable development into all aspects of 

education and learning. This educational effort will encourage 

changes in behaviour that will create a more sustainable future 

in terms of environmental integrity, economic viability and a 

just society for present and future generations. 

 
The policy formulations have been subject to lively debates in the 
research field addressing the problematic relationship between de-
mocracy, economy, ecology and sustainable development (Jickling, 
2001, 2003; Jickling & Wals, 2008; Robottom, 2013; Scott & 
Gough, 2003). This leaves education in a kind of balancing act of a 
“global emergency discourse” for an education promoting social 
change towards more sustainable living and the problem of pin-
pointing such a universal behavioural change appropriate to de-
mocratic education. Contemporary debates from practitioners in 
relation to the purpose of ESD centres around whether the di-
rection of this education is “implicit environmental advocacy or 
reasoned problem-solving, prescriptive behaviour change or 
sound science education, democratic decision-making or critical 
thinking about social transformation” (Fraser, Gupta & 
Krasny, 2014, p. 1). Hence, the debate concerns the normativity 
as well as the diversity of different perspectives and content in 
relation to ESD. 

Science subjects have traditionally dominated as the cornerstones 
of a fact-based tradition of environmental education (Axelsson, 
1997; Gough, 1997; Jensen & Schnack, 1997; Öhman, 2004; 
Östman, 2003). Although education might be more extensive to-
day, the natural science perspective still has a privileged status in 
environmental and sustainability education. This is not surprising 
since there is much factual knowledge about science to learn to be 
able to practice an ecological system thinking (e.g. climate change). 
Science knowledge is important to understand certain perspectives 
of sustainability. However, system thinking in relation to sustain-
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ability also includes societal systems as cultural, social and eco-
nomic dimensions, which all are mutual and interrelated parts of 
our society and life styles (Sterling, 2001). In this meaning, sustain-
ability is a genuine social, cultural and political issue (Scott & 
Gough, 2003). These interrelation have been highlighting the trans-
disciplinary orientation of ESD, which is discussed as desirable but 
challenging transformation to most curricula (Borg, Gericke, 
Höglund & Bergman, 2014; Levinson, Douglas, Evans, Kirton, 
Koulouris, Turner & Finegold, 2001). Jensen and Schnack (1997) 
stress the dominance of scientism in environmental education, 
which focuses on the transfer of knowledge about environmental 
problems, ignoring their political dimensions. However, the con-
flicting-interest approach, which emphasises environmental issues 
as social conflicts between humans, has been developed as a part of 
the Danish action-competence approach in environmental and sus-
tainability education (Jensen, 2004; Jensen & Schnack, 1997). 
These issues between conflict and consensus, normativity and plu-
ralism are discussed in political policy contexts of sustainable de-
velopment as well as in relation to the educational perspectives of 
ESD (e.g. Barbier, 1987; Breiting et al. 2009; Herremans & Reid, 
2002; Jickling & Wals, 2008, 2013; Robottom, 2013; Sadler, 
1990; Sauvé, 2002, 2005; UNESCO, 2005; Wals & Jickling, 
2002). ESD can be perceived as a coin; one side represents the de-
sire to encourage “sustainable thinking” by promoting harmonious 
relations between different interests of sustainability and thus mov-
ing towards consensus and sustainable social norms. On the other 
side is a desire to scrutinise the conflicting interests and the call for 
subjectivity (c.f. Todd, 2009; Wals, 2010). 

Many practices of ESD are oriented towards a consensus, which 
has been criticised as an approach that risks marginalising the con-
flicting values implied in sustainable development (Laessoe, 2007, 
2010; Sauvé, 2002; Öhman & Öhman, 2013). This risks neglecting 
the students’ possibilities to challenge knowledge, values and per-
ceptions in relation to sustainability issues. Democracy always in-
volves contrasting options, dilemmas and conflicts (Lundegård & 
Wickman, 2007, 2012; Mouffe, 1992, 2000b; Rudsberg & Öh-
man, 2010; Todd, 2009). The pluralistic tradition of ESD devel-
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oped as an answer to this “democratic dilemma” (Breiting & 
Wickenberg, 2010; Rudsberg & Öhman, 2010). However, how 
this pluralistic and participatory approach will be achieved is not 
unproblematic; for instance, Öhman and Öhman (2013) conclude 
in their study of participatory approach in practice, that participa-
tory approaches do not necessarily mean that knowledge becomes 
more diverse. Rudsberg and Öhman (2010) investigate the role of 
teachers’ actions for students’ meaning-making processes, in an 
empirical case study. This study focuses on the possibilities for a 
pluralistic approach to different (conflicting) perspectives and 
shows an example of how participatory approach to enhance a 
pluralistic view can function in practice. Four qualitatively differ-
ent epistemological moves made by teachers were identified. The 
study based on a pragmatic theoretical foundation concludes how 
those epistemological moves of generalising, specifying, comparing 
and testing enhance an open-ended approach in communication 
about value-related sustainable issues. The result of this study im-
plies an example where the role of the teacher is emphasised. 

In relation to this discussion, the first study of my thesis elabo-
rate on conflicting (and consensus) views in relation to sustainable 
development and ESD. The analyses work to uncover how conflict-
ing perspectives of sustainability are embedded in and between 
some main explanatory models of sustainable development (Bar-
bier, 1987; Breiting et al. 2009; Herremans & Reid, 2002; Sadler, 
1990). Further, how perspectives develop in a discussion of sus-
tainable development among teacher colleagues are analysed. Dif-
ferent perspectives (what is discussed) and the ways the language is 
used (how the utterances interact in the discussion) are analysed 
and problematised (Article I). 
 
Predefined vs open-ended education 
The Swedish National Agency for Education (2013) has a con-
forming formulation to the DESD policy, where education should 
illuminate how “our ways of living and working can best be 
adapted to create sustainable development” (ibid. p. 6) at the same 
time as students should “develop a personal approach to overarch-
ing, global environmental issues” (ibid. p. 6). Thus, educational 
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practice is presented with the challenge of facing education as pre-
defined as well as being open-ended. 

Osberg and Biesta (2010), to some extent, links to this discus-
sion by their elaboration of pre-given educational end/s (or out-
come/s) as open. According to Osberg and Biesta, a predefined end 
is what qualifies a curriculum as educational, which means that we 
know what we educate for. However, the key here is how we de-
fine this end and the way we handle the educational process, or 
learning process, to come to this pre-given end. 

Osberg and Biesta (2010) puts forward the “complex’ under-
standing of causality and process as an alternative to deterministic, 
linear and logic outcomes. In short, this change in logic carries an 
expansion of possible outcomes, an increasing level of order over 
time (as is the case with, for example, ecosystems). Such complex 
systems consists of dynamic processes of interrelations with no dis-
tinct boundaries. Since complex systems interrelate with other 
complex systems, it is difficult to calculate and trace back the par-
ticular interaction causing a specific outcome. To transfer this 
complex thinking to complex learning could be a way to think of a 
pluralistic approach of teaching in relation to for example sustain-
ability issues. Instead of a particular, pre-specified outcome, the 
process opens for the “as-yet-unimagined” outcome. This implies 
thinking of the outcome as a preconceived purpose of invention, 
novelty and creativity prior to the linear causality of reproduction. 
Also, this changes the focus from the outcome as right or wrong to 
the process of learning by means of arranging and opening the 
teaching process for encounters where students have the possibili-
ties to challenge and experiment with different alternative ways to 
face difference, values, logics and understandings.  

 
In a world where there is no choice between equally suitable al-

ternatives (because there is always only one ‘correct’ or ‘best’ al-

ternative) there is no possibility for political and ethical judge-

ment, and hence no possibility for democracy (Osberg & Biesta, 

2010, p. 605) 
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In my understanding, I see this as a way to elaborate on a “de-
fined” outcome – a purpose of education – which opens to face dif-
ferences and strives for novelty; a process opening room for the 
subjectification process. These perspectives relate to some of the 
complex tensions in this field, in relation to outcome as predefined 
or open-ended. This as well relates to tensions in teaching ap-
proaches between the dimensions of socialisation, qualification and 
subjectification. The different aims and views of educational pur-
pose is an issue in discussion and, in its trajectory, how to make 
students develop by teaching processes in environmental and sus-
tainability education. Empirical analyses from experienced teachers 
might help us to problematise these areas and contribute to expand 
this rather limited field of research (c.f. Axelsson, 1997; P. Sund & 
Wickman, 2008). This is where my thesis has an interest in making 
a contribution through studies analysing teachers’ articulations of 
desirable aims of ESD. 

In ESD and other educational contexts, deliberative discussions 
are upheld as one approach wherein different perspectives are sup-
posed to be visualised and valued. However, as mentioned earlier, 
to make conflicting views and difference visible in discussions is 
not unproblematic (Rudsberg & Öhman, 2010).  

There have been notes of caution against a pluralistic approach 
in environmental and sustainability issues in education. Wals 
(2010) stresses that the pluralistic tradition could be problematic if 
all learning outcomes are considered equally valid. According to 
Wals, this could even lead to an “anything goes” relativism be-
cause if conflicting views are always upheld to be equally right 
from different perspectives, and since “your view on sustainability 
is as true as mine and that I would be wrong to critique yours” 
(p.45), this will always keep us from legitimately criticising another 
person’s view. However, the question of relativism is built on the 
view of an objective reference of universal values. 

This discussion also connect to how Mouffe (2000a, b) argues 
for a conflictual consensus – facing and discussing the conflicting 
borders that are the foundations of a pluralistic recognition. 
Mouffe (2000a) is also one of the critical voices questioning the ra-
tional and equal prerequisites upon which deliberative discussions 
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are founded. This is further developed in the next chapter “Theo-
retical Influences”, under the rubric “Agonistic Pluralism” and 
“Conflictual Consensus”. However, in this chapter, the discussion 
of pluralism is further developed in the struggle for its definition, 
realisation and legitimation of difference, since this is a central 
concept of the presented research. Further, the next section will 
take a closer view of pluralism through the work of Todd (2009). 
 
Pluralism without conflict? 
Can there be pluralism without conflict? This is a question Todd 
(2009) poses and discusses in her article with the same name. The 
first issue she fleshes out is how we define pluralism. A common 
way to deal with pluralism in educational contexts is through ef-
forts in intercultural, multicultural and cosmopolitan educational 
projects. The aim is to deal with pluralism in ways of “diversity”, 
“multiplicity” and “difference”, and where democracy is seen as a 
dialogue of “recognition” across such variations to develop a more 
inclusive democracy (Todd, 2009, p. 51). Thus, democracy is seen 
to be pluralist in account of the variety of cultural traditions, eth-
nic groups, religious beliefs etc. and the vision of a recognition that 
leads to a democratic way to deal with conflicts for a more peace-
ful form of coexistence.  The hortatory question Todd challenge us 
to reflect upon remains: is this what pluralism means for democ-
racy? 

In line with this questioning, pluralism could be seen through 
different lenses: a mathematical view (more than one human in the 
world or more than one perspective), the social view (a system for 
handling different interests, beliefs, traditions, values or ethnical 
belongings), the discursive view (the play of language that consti-
tutes manifold subjectivities and a divided sense of self) or the radi-
cal ontological view (the human is itself a multiplicity, in which 
each unique subject comes into existence in the moment of being 
with others). Todd (2009) argues for the more radical view of plu-
ralism, following in the footsteps of Arendt and Levinas. Accord-
ingly: 
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…conflicts and contestations are not merely incidental to hu-

man plurality, nor are they mere expressions of the failure of 

recognition or dialogue; instead, they are inevitable conse-

quences of the deep separation and non-exchangeability of sub-

jective existence (Todd, 2009, p. 51). 

 

The conclusion of such a definition is that relations are not about 
“overcoming” differences but rather, the existence of singularity in 
a shared world. The meaning of existence does not lie in individual 
or collective bodies, “but in the space of the ‘with’ that allows for 
singular subjects to emerge” (Todd, 2009, p. 55). Then, the under-
standing of conflicts is a part of the very constitution of subjectiv-
ity itself. Different values, interests and perspectives are mere ef-
fects of the conflicting aspects of facing radical singularity in all its 
plurality. This means that regarding certain forms of conflict as 
central to democracy is the way that we can deal with it beyond 
the usual desire simply to erase it (Mouffe, 1992; Todd, 2009; 
Todd & Säfström, 2008). In addition, the same line of reasoning is 
developed by Van Poeck and Vandenabeele (2012) in their argu-
ment for an openness to listen to other perspectives and to counter 
and respond when those moments of divergent opinions emerge in 
different encounters and situations. The emphasis is here: 

 
 …that conflicts are articulated rather than ‘resolved’ or 

avoided and that they are dealt with in political terms (power, 

hegemony, conflict) instead of in moral (good vs bad) or ra-

tional (right vs wrong terms) terms (Van Poeck & Vandena-

beele, 2012, p. 548). 

 

In an empirical study, Lundegård and Wickman (2012) show how 
students in a discussion of sustainability continuously position one 
another to make choices. Value judgements dealing with human 
conflicts of interests stand as the axis on which the dialog on sus-
tainable development is revolves around. From a shared under-
standing they develop new and conflicting standpoints and experi-
ence difference, pluralism, and conflicting views. The way this 
study visualises how political subjects emerge in educational mo-
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ments is something I bring with me to use in relation to my analy-
ses of students’ possibilities to develop as political subjects. 

 
Summarising remarks in relation to my research 
The emphasis of a conflict versus consensus approach is an inter-
esting and continual discussion, pinpointing the question of pur-
pose and view of functions of education. How to educate for dy-
namic awareness, responsiveness, urgent action, social change and 
political engagement framed in sustainability perspectives calls on a 
humble attitude towards those challenges. On the other hand, one 
might as well interpret this as a vitalising discussion to raise ques-
tions about purpose in education. Facing the bifurcation of conflict 
vs consensus, it is of interest to scrutinise how teachers reason in a 
school context where assessments and defined curriculum goals are 
to be clarified as matters of learning outcome (Articles II, III, IV). 
Hence, to get closer to how these challenges are constructed in so-
cial practice, the ambition of my research is to contribute with a 
perspective based on teachers’ articulations, in order to problema-
tise and discuss these tensions.  

In the next chapter I will introduce the theoretical foundation for 
the studies in my thesis. This is outlined as encounters with theory, 
shaping lenses to interpret how to make meaning of the world 
from certain perspectives and the role of knowledge in relation to 
this understanding. Or, in other words, the ontological and episte-
mological foundations. Thereafter, I will present my methods 
which enabled me to bring about empirical data; data to be further 
analysed through the theoretical lenses and to elaborate for a fur-
ther understanding. 
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THEORETICAL INFLUENCES 

In search of analytical tools 
When I studied ecology at university, there were times when we, as 
students, were frustrated about how difficult it was to pinpoint the 
exact and reliable answers of causal relationships in field studies 
and experiments. To detect “the actual factor of significance” to 
answer why a certain ecosystem or particular relationship between 
certain species and their environment act in certain ways was al-
most impossible. Because – it all depends – it is all about relation-
ships. As we continued our studies, we found that this was actually 
the interesting part of ecological science. It was not possible to 
state the exact reasons or outcomes for our research questions. The 
dynamics and complexity of biological systems and their abiotic 
environment are an inter-relational universe where we were ex-
plorers trying to make hypotheses about relations, make them to 
become “good” studies by applying statistical and ecological 
methods and to be aware of the weaknesses and errors due to our 
methods. To be an ecologist, you have to think in systems, be 
aware of unexpected connections, and be humble towards com-
plexity. This was before I was introduced to the social sciences. 

To conduct research about education in relation to issues of sus-
tainability is not a paved road; however, it is an educating endeav-
our. It took a long time before I could settle down to an approach 
where I felt comfortable with how to ask research questions – what 
I actually could and should try to answer, or,  more accurately, try 
to get a wider understanding about. How I, in dialogue with the-
ory, could understand things differently and open new doors of 
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discovering how the social world constructed meaning of society 
and our environment. At first, this seemed like something very dif-
ferent from my former ecological studies. However, after some 
time, I realised – it is about relations. To be a researcher in educa-
tion you have to re-think systems, be aware of limitations in detect-
ing connections, and be humble towards complexity.  
 
Voices and discourses 
In the studies of this thesis, I have chosen to use teachers’ discus-
sions with colleagues about sustainability and ESD as the point of 
departure for the empirical analyses. My interest is in problematis-
ing the complexity and purpose of ESD through teachers’ recipro-
cal articulations of their practice. Analyses of how utterances be-
come privileged and the way voices and speech functions are at 
play to make meaning is part of the analytical framework. How 
teachers as professionals – in their social practice – articulate 
meaning when discussing desirable aims and purpose with their 
colleagues is one of the main issues problematised in this thesis. 
This is done by analysing how those discussions open spaces for 
meaning-making and articulations of discourses. The empirical 
choice of group discussions make visible how meaning is dynami-
cally developed through language in a relational context. 

In the following chapter, I will elaborate on the theoretical influ-
ences and key concepts of main importance for my studies. My 
point of departure is grounded in a didactic research tradition 
which departs from socio-cultural theory, drawing towards a 
pragmatic and postmodern approach. Through Bakhtin (1981, 
1986), we learn that human communicative processes and lan-
guage are characterised by multivoicedness – a dialogicality of 
voices which even includes this thesis. To write a thesis is truly an 
elaboration and ventriloquation of multiple voices, some of them 
stronger than others. The references of main importance for my 
analyses and theoretical foundation are found in relation to Bak-
htin’s work of voices, utterances and speech communication (pri-
marily of importance for study I) and Laclau and Mouffe (2001), 
through their elaboration on discourse theory (studies II, III and 
IV). The readings of Biesta (c.f. 2009a, 2011b) and Mouffe (c.f. 
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2000a, b) have also been significant as theoretical lenses to develop 
my analyses. In the next section, I describe my methodological 
elaboration through “encounters” with texts that derive from those 
main references. 

 
In encounters with Bakhtin 
Voices and utterances 
A crucial contribution from Bakhtin implies the elaboration on 
how communication is “alive” and socially constructed. When we 
talk, think, read or discuss, we use language to make meaning. 
There is no meaning in the environment itself, Bakhtin (1986) 
states: 

 
Meaning cannot (and does not wish to) change physical, mate-

rial, and other phenomena; it cannot act as a material force. 

And it does not need to do this; it itself is stronger than any 

force, it changes the total contextual meaning of an event and 

reality without changing its actual (existential) composition one 

iota; everything remains as it was but acquires a completely dif-

ferent contextual meaning (the semantic transformation of exis-

tence). Each word of a text is transformed in a new context (p. 

165). 

 

In this process, the utterance, voice and dialogicality are just some 
of the many notions that are elaborated in Bakhtin’s work of how 
to understand and make meaning of text. Text as well as voice ap-
plies to written, as well as spoken, communication (as other coher-
ent complex of signs, even the study of art, is embraced as text 
[Bakhtin, 1986]). However, unlike Saussure, to study how we use 
and construct language in our daily lives was the main focus for 
Bakhtin (Wertsch, 1991). Saussure differentiates between language 
and parole; the latter refers to spoken language, which was consid-
ered too unstable and freely constructed to be appropriate for lin-
guistic analyses. It is from here that Bakhtin’s work starts to show 
how patterns of organisation derive from the notion of social spo-
ken language. The individual speaker does not construct com-
pletely free forms of language, but is invoked in social language 
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that shapes what the speaker’s “individual” voice can say (Wertch, 
1991). 

According to Bakhtin (1986), all communication is, by nature, 
dialogic; there is always a sender and always a receiver of an utter-
ance. This means that all true communication involves at least two 
voices. Thus, the utterance is addressed and then adjusted by a 
sender and is interpreted by the receiver – this is the basic construct 
of dialogicality. 

The utterances refers to “the real unit of speech communication” 
(Bakhtin, 1986, p. 71). This real unit is the form of concrete utter-
ances of individual, speaking people and its boundaries are deter-
mined by a change of the speaking subject. How utterances are 
relationally constructed, used, and make meaning in the situated 
context is central in the analyses for understanding the social lan-
guage or “language-game” (Wetsch, 1991). Even if the utterance is 
the unit of a speaking subject, any utterance “is a link in the chain 
of speech communication” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 84). Each utterance 
is filled with echoes of other utterances in the communality of the 
sphere of speech communication. The words, utterances or lan-
guage are never neutral “it is populated – overpopulated with the 
intentions of others” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 294). In this way, all 
words have a “taste”. “Each word tastes of the context and con-
texts in which it has lived its socially charged life” (p. 293). Thus, 
each utterance is composed of previous utterances and filled with 
dialogic overtones. It is polyphonic: “the word in language is half 
someone else’s” (p. 293).  

This awareness of socially-constructed speech communication 
can help us to analyse how meaning is socially constructed in lan-
guage use. To analyse and understand an utterance means to orient 
oneself with respect to it and to find its appropriate place in the 
corresponding context. Another perspective of communication and 
dialogicality is how utterances are legitimised to be included in the 
chain of speech communication or else neglected. As Mouffe 
(1992, 2000a) explains, in agonistic pluralism (I refer back to this 
later in this text), utterances are legitimised when responded to 
with respect, despite differences in viewpoint. Since I am interested 
in how encounters and practices of communication can generate 
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new perspectives (Article I), I have a particular interest in this dia-
logic function of speech. To approach this, I depart from Bakhtin's 
elaboration on the struggle between the internally-persuasive dis-
course and the authoritative word, but I will bring in what I con-
sider as more useful, functions of speech, to problematise the ten-
sion of dialogic and univocal functions of speech (Lotman, 1988 in 
Wertsch, 1991). A function of speech reveals how we use one an-
other’s utterances and whether we make them our own, populate 
them with our own interpretations or, rather, if they work more to 
transmit “conclusive” information, ignoring other attempts of in-
terpretation. 
 
Functions of speech 
These functions should be seen as tendencies that mainly operate in 
dynamic tension with each other in a conversation. The dialogic 
function of speech represents a dialogue in which utterances are 
built upon without necessarily sharing the same definitions or 
opinions; instead, they are used as “thinking devices” i.e. tools for 
consequences. In contrast, the univocal function characteristically 
works mainly to transmit information. The authoritative discourse 
is related to the univocal function of speech: “The authoritative 
word demands that we acknowledge it, that we make it our own” 
(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 342).  

Wertsch (1998) refers to the function of speech (based on Lot-
man, 1988) in a way I regard as useful to analyse how different 
views of sustainability have possibilities to develop in a discussion 
and social meaning-making. In Wertsch’s (1998, p. 115) reference 
to Lotman (1988) the Dialogic function [of speech] tends towards 
dynamism, heterogeneity and conflict among voices. The focus is 
on how an interlocutor might use utterances to respond in such a 
way that new meanings are generated. In contrast, the univocal 
function [of speech] tends towards a single, shared homogeneous 
perspective. It functions to ‘receive’ meanings as the sender defines 
it, without any new action.  

I regard the functions of speech as helpful for studying the condi-
tions for alternative utterances to become tools for action – and if 
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an utterance is actually legitimised (reacted upon) in the discussion, 
in the first run.  

In my studies language is central. In these analyses Bakhtin’s 
theoretical framework of communication as socially constructed is 
the point of departure. In line with Bakhtin, I define an utterance 
not as limited to the extent of a linguistic unity but, rather, as a 
“link in the chain of speech communication” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 
84). The utterance is not to be seen as a solitary unit, but as a part 
of a meaning-making context.  This means that my analysis is fo-
cused on the relationship between utterances. How to use the func-
tion of speech (Wertsch, 1998) as a framework to analyse how the 
discussion shows dialogic and authoritative/univocal moments is 
elaborated in my first study find in Article I of this thesis.  

I will now continue to elaborate on language as prerequisites for 
meaning-making discussions by bringing in some thoughts by 
Mouffe (2000a). After this will follow an outline of how I make 
use of tools from discourse theory (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001) in re-
lation to my studies (Article II-VI). 
  
In encounters with Mouffe 
Prerequisites of discussions   
By referring to Wittgenstein, Mouffe (2000a) emphasises how lan-
guage exists, is formulated, and is connected to different social 
practises, and therefore always embedded with values. In line with 
this, she gives rise to some critique of deliberative discussions in re-
lation to Rawl’s and Habermas’ point of departure. The ideal of 
deliberation is generally described as an interaction where equal 
individuals exchange carefully weighed reasons and morally justi-
fied arguments. The argumentative process of deliberation should 
rely on logically structured arguments and the “common good”. 
To what extent these prerequisites, could or should be fulfilled to 
make encounters democratic is one of the issues Mouffe problema-
tize in her work. This argumentation will be further developed in 
the following section concerning conflictual consensus and agonis-
tic pluralism. In relation to my studies, how some of Mouffe’s 
main contentions embrace how the deliberative argumentations are 
built on what she sees as an illusion of an ability to separate pas-
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sion and political tension in favour of the rationality and instru-
mental reasoning are of particular interest. In the rationalistic ap-
proaches the subject is abstracted from social and power relations, 
language, culture and the practices that make the individual possi-
ble, in other words, “what are the conditions of the democratic 
subject” (Mouffe 2000a, p. 10). Mouffe thus focus how hegemony 
and power have to be revealed and not foreclosed by grounding le-
gitimacy on pure rationality.  

ESD relates to SSI (Socio-scientific Issues) and citizenship educa-
tion in the way that it often works to promote certain competences 
and skills (Sadler, 2004; Zeidler & Nichols, 2009). An example of 
this is to promote students to take an active part in deliberative dis-
cussions where students discuss, debate and reflect on sustainability 
issues (Rudsberg & Öhman, 2010). Further, to build scientific ar-
guments and develop argumentation skills is a part of the Swedish 
curriculum (The Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011, 
2013). In my thesis I am not in particular looking at deliberative dis-
cussions, although I use teachers’ discussions for my analyses (ana-
lysing teachers’ articulations). In this context discussions are upheld 
as ways to get to know multiple views and the political. In my first 
study (Article I), I analyse how functions of speech work in relation 
to a dialogic meaning-making. This to make visible how utterances 
might become legitimised and developed. The next studies (Article 
II-VI) are also based on group discussions among teacher colleagues. 
In these, I analyse how articulations in the meaning-making context 
formulate discursive meanings.  
 
Agonistic pluralism and conflictual consensus 
As discussed above the deliberative consensus is built on beliefs of 
the sovereignty of the rational argument and a consensus based on 
the “universal good” – an approach that Mouffe questions 
(Mouffe, 2000a, 1992). To her there is no universal or rational 
best argument in political disputes; rather, there are only different 
ethico-political interpretations. Agonistic pluralism strengthens the 
focus on the differences (the political including “passion”) by ap-
proaching the adversary as a respected “enemy”; not as an antago-
nist to overcome and persuade but as an agonist who may have le-
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gitimate conflicting opinions. To view the most rational argument 
as the logical end of a democratic process in political debates is, 
according to Mouffe, a way to confirm hegemonic discourses. 
Mouffe underlines the significance of making conflicting views and 
interpretations visible and of legitimising them. The way Mouffe 
elaborates on agonistic pluralism and conflictual consensus – as 
consensus on the principles but disagreement about their interpre-
tation – provides a way to understand how pluralistic views and 
opinions on an issue develop in social context. In the interest of 
this thesis, I find Mouffe’s approach fruitful for a better awareness 
of hegemonic discourses which could suppress views that diverge 
from the consensus order. Or, as Todd and Säfström (2008) put it 
when discussing how education might cultivate what Mouffe refers 
to as a conflictual consensus: 

 
For the commonality here is not one founded on respect for the 

rational subject, nor is it found in our agreement with one an-

other, but on the necessity of living with the tensions that are 

inherent to our pluralistic world (Todd & Säfström, 2008,  

p. 12). 

 
Widening and adjusting the research track 
From problematising the complexity of sustainable development as 
a concept in discussions of sustainability, the following studies 
widened the focus to elaborate on the complexity of the educa-
tional aims and purposes in tension. The results of my first study 
sparked my interest in getting a closer view of how meaning were 
dynamically constructed in social practice. The concepts of agonis-
tic pluralism and conflictual consensus (Mouffe, 2000a) led me 
deeper into how discourses are constructed in a struggle. The abil-
ity to analyse the dynamic processes of how desirable aims of ESD 
emerged and developed differently in the teachers’ meaning-
making, awakened my interest in the possibilities of discourse the-
ory. The point of departure for my analyses, means to focus on 
how social practice relationally create discourses by processes of 
ongoing articulations in struggle.  This will focus the competition 
for significance between different discourses. Therefore, the point 
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of departure for the forthcoming analyses was developed through 
an approach of discourse theory which takes inspiration from La-
clau and Mouffe (2001).  

Laclau and Mouffe’s framework provides an analytical lens with 
meaning-making as a flow of significant units, to be arrested in 
particular meaning. Discourse are not represented by an outside 
perspective, but, articulated by the social practice it is part of, fo-
cusing the reciprocal struggle within this practice (Jørgensen & 
Phillips, 2002; Laclau & Maouffe, 2001). In the following text in 
this chapter, I will outline how I have been operationalising tools 
of discourse theory to be used in my analyses. In this elaboration, I 
emphasise ESD as a discourse in articulation. As such, ESD does 
not have an explicit articulation by a particular discourse; instead, 
there is a struggle between competing discourses trying to make 
their definition the centre.   
 
ESD a discourse in articulation  
ESD is a global discourse where many stakeholders are included to 
articulate its meaning, purpose and content (Bengtsson, 2014). The 
ambiguity of this concept's purpose and formulations reflects the 
ambivalence that this perspective brings to education. The balance 
between good intentions and its role in a democratic education is 
challenging (Jickling & Wals, 2008; Rudsberg & Öhman, 2010; 
Sterling, 2010; Van Poeck & Vandenabeele, 2012). This makes 
the formulations of the purpose and aims of ESD an ongoing dis-
cussion and a struggle of different interpretations. In the next sec-
tion, I will present a background and some central concepts from 
discourse theory (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001) which are important for 
my analytical framework.  
 
Discourse Theoretical foundation 
In the theoretical departure for my analyses, I am aware of Laclau 
and Mouffe’s (2001) wider societal and political focus and interest 
in theory development. The aim of this section is not to dwell on 
the deconstructionist approach that led to the formation of Marx-
ist critical thought, but to try to adapt the analytical framework in 
tune with my analyses and to narrow the focus. Nevertheless, the 
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thesis is grounded in a discourse theory view of modern society, 
characterised by pluralism and ambiguity which are due to eco-
nomic and cultural globalisation which has led to the dissolution of 
fixed positions, the exceeding of different boundaries, fragmenta-
tion, and individualisation. According to Laclau and Mouffe 
(2001), this means that today we must radicalise our thinking 
about society and democracy and put more emphasis on the indi-
vidual. The individual as political subject is not to be understood 
as related to particular groups as for example class, sex or ethnic-
ity; instead, Mouffe emphasises political subjectivity as fundamen-
tally open and changing (Palinurus, 2007). I will return to the po-
litical subject later in the text. Aside from the main references of 
Laclau and Mouffe (2001) and Jørgensen and Phillips (2002), the 
work of Unemar Öst (2009) has served as an important model for 
how to interpret discourse theory as an analytical process. In my 
analyses, I pay attention to the teachers’ utterances as different 
voices in dialogic meaning-making and analyse how different ESD 
discourses may be articulated.  

To begin, social practices are considered as discourses con-
structed by ongoing articulation, giving meaning to the social con-
text they are part of.  It is through our use of language in different 
social contexts that we construct meaning from the world around 
us. This means that ESD does not have a particular meaning before 
it is articulated in the social practice it is part of. Language use is 
therefore central for the analyses. As language use is a dynamic 
situated practice, discourses are continuously reconstructed (Laclau 
& Mouffe, 2001). Hence, language use is regarded as dynamic 
processes where elements are articulated and re-articulated to make 
meaning in a relational context. In this way, elements are in an on-
going re-articulation to develop significant meaning in relation to 
each other. Laclau and Mouffe (2001) explicate articulations of 
discourse: 

 
…we will call articulations any practice establishing a relation 

among elements such that their identity is modified as a result 

of the articulatory practice. The structured totality resulting 

from the articulatory practice, we will call discourse (p.105). 
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Articulation is thus a discursive practice which does not have a 
plan of constitution prior to, or outside, the dispersion of the ar-
ticulated elements. In my reading, meaning-making discussions be-
tween teachers could be seen as a discursive practices with an ex-
change in which certain meaning emerges as significant, in other 
words, an articulatory practice. 

From regarding language as a representation of reality and a 
mental representation of external objects, the language – through 
the linguistic turn – becomes constitutive for understanding the ob-
jects and the world. To Laclau and Mouffe (2001), every object is 
constituted as an object of discourse, although this has nothing to 
do with whether there is a world external to thoughts. 

 
An earthquake or a falling brick is an event that certainly exists, 

in the sense that it occurs here and now, independently of my 

will. But whether their specificity as objects is constructed in 

terms of ‘natural phenomena’ or ‘expressions of the wrath of 

God’, depends upon the structuring of a discursive field (p. 

108). 

 

The discursive field, constituted of possible “meaning-building 
formations” (elements) without relations to the actual discourse in 
formulation, constantly overflows every discourse with possible ar-
ticulations from the openness of the social, thus implicating a con-
stant possibility for new articulations. “New”, to be included as 
elements for formulating reciprocal meaning with related elements 
of the discourse in formulation. It is the multiple meanings, the 
polysemy, that disarticulates a discursive structure. Thus, the 
struggle between and within discourses is in focus (i.e. how the ar-
ticulations develop to find conclusive meanings and “close” the 
discourse in relation to other discourses). Any discourse is consti-
tuted as an attempt to arrest the flow of differences in order to 
dominate the field of discursivity (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001, p. 112).  

Nevertheless, a closed discourse should be seen only as tempo-
rarily closed and always in a dynamic articulation due to the par-
ticular context. On the other hand, even if everything seems to be 
in a constant struggle to be articulated between different dis-
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courses, Laclau and Mouffe refer to the social practices as partly-
structured, hence discourses could be hard to deconstruct. The 
point of departure is that discourses always could be reconstructed 
by new articulations, even if they do not have to be deconstructed. 
Discourses that have been articulated in the same way for a long 
time become invisible and, by this, they turn into hegemonic or ob-
jective discourses which are hard to contest. 

The hegemonic tendencies could be understood as situations 
where a specific worldview is stressed as the true version to under-
stand the world. Constructions of hegemonic tendencies are due to 
how different social groups, through language, try to accentuate a 
specific version of a worldview. Laclau and Mouffe’s (2001) ambi-
tion strives towards making pluralism and ambiguity central for 
analyses. There is not one single basis to understand societal rela-
tions or the individual's position, it crucially depends upon its 
hegemonic articulation with other struggles and demands.  

 
…if contingency and articulation are possible, this is because no 

discursive formation is a sutured totality and the transformation 

of the elements into moments is never complete (Laclau & 

Mouffe, 2001, p. 106).  

 

To make meaning with inspiration from Discourse Theory  
Through this theoretical lens, an awareness of hegemonic dis-
courses as in, for example, authoritative texts of international and 
national policy documents and curricula, could be achieved 
(Bengtsson & Östman, 2013; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002; Unemar 
Öst, 2009). It also works as a prism for my analyses in the nar-
rower context, whereby teachers’ articulations construct relational 
meaning in an articulatory struggle of interpretations. This analyti-
cal process enables me to problematise how articulations work in 
tension and struggle in a relational process and how hegemonic 
tendencies of purposes might be formulated or deconstructed. This 
choice emphasises pluralism and ambiguity and makes it possible 
to focus on different desirable aims and purposes in relation to 
teachers’ meaning-making due to the social practices they are part 
of. The included studies’ (Articles II–IV) starting point, from a dis-
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course theory basis, entails an emphasis on language as fundamen-
tal to meaning-making, but is also an emphasis of the social as con-
flictual and built around the struggles between different interests 
and ideas. In the following section, I will give a description of some 
of the structuring functions used in my analyses. To develop the 
analytical tools and processes for my analyses I start from main 
references of: Laclau and Mouffe (2001), Jørgensen and Phillips 
(2002), Torfing (1999) and the work of Unemar Öst (2009). 
 
Nodal point, element and moment 
Every discourse will be formulated around a partly-fixed centre, a 
privileged discursive point. Tokens with this structuring function 
are called nodal points (Torfing, 1999). Nodal points are privileged 
tokens organising related tokens (i.e. moments) in a “chain of 
equivalence”.  Jørgensen and Phillips (2002) give an illustrative ex-
ample with “body” as a nodal point in the discourse of medicine. 
“Body” gives surrounding tokens/moments (e.g. “symptom”, “tis-
sue” or “scalpel”) particular meaning by their use in relation to the 
nodal point, “body”. A nodal point is thus a privileged token 
around which the other tokens are dispersed and from which the 
other tokens gain a relational meaning (Torfing, 1999). In this 
way, the discourse is defined by its “nodal points” and “moments” 
which, when put together, constitute the crystallised discourse. 

Elements are those tokens not yet articulated and not crystallised 
in the particular discourse. They are still in the struggle to make 
meaning. When in articulation, the elements occupy differentiated 
positions and derive their significance from how they relationally 
differ and resemble in specific ways. When the elements are articu-
lated into more fixed meaning, they turn into moments of the dis-
course and the nodal point is thereby given its distinction in the 
discourse (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). 
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Figure 1. Illustration of antagonistic competing discourses 
The figure illustrates elements, nodal points and articulations as they are 
elaborated in my study. The elements (utterances) are in articulation to 
formulate mutual meaning in relation to a particular nodal point (central 
meaning), likewise, the elements have partly different meanings in relation 
to each other. Meanwhile a different nodal point is in articulation. This 
reveals the antagonistic struggle when discourses share overdetermined 
elements in the articulatory process.  
 
In my analyses (Fig 1), the teachers’ utterances are seen as elements 
in articulation. How those elements articulate meaning in relation 
to a nodal point and how they develop meaning in relation to each 
other is the process that articulates the discourse. When the ele-
ments and nodal point are articulated in a way that the shared 
meaning reveals, the elements are declared into moments, the nodal 
point is given its particular meaning and the discourse becomes 
crystallised (c.f. Laclau & Mouffe, 2001). The discourse thereby 
formulates its meaning, for example, by formulating a particular 
meaning of critical thinking in relation to ESD. In my analyses, 
critical thinking is an example of a nodal point that is declared by 
the teachers’ articulations of elements, such as “promoting reflect-
ing individuals”, “evaluation of sources” and “wanting students to 
develop their own opinion” (Article II). 
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However, as mentioned, the crystallisation into particular mean-
ing is a struggling process since every nodal point is constituted 
within an intertextuality that overflows it and competes for an in-
terpretative prerogative of the discourse (Fig.1 and 2). Antagonism 
is found where discourses are in a struggle and each position – 
within a system of difference – could be re-articulated (Laclau & 
Mouffe, 2001) 
 

The first step in the analyses is a search for a repetitive centre or 

concept, which the teachers’ utterances (elements) are mutually 

relating to in the meaning-making discussion. For example, 

critical thinking could be this centre (nodal point) in the discus-

sion of desirable educational aims in relation to ESD.  

The next step is to analyse how critical thinking gain its particu-

lar meaning in the actual context. This is achieved by a thorough 

examination of the utterances in articulation. The dynamic inter-

relation of the articulations is analysed in relation to differences 

and similarities in the way they articulate meaning of critical 

thinking. The point of departure is that critical thinking as an ex-

pression has no inherent particular meaning. However, in the 

way that the teachers’ utterances mutually articulate meaning in 

relation to critical thinking, the word gains meaning in the actual 

context. This dynamic process could be seen as the struggle be-

tween alternative meanings (of elements) in the process to define 

what critical thinking means in this particular context. 

The third step entails when the different and mutual relations of 

meaning of critical thinking are articulated, and the discourse 

becomes crystallised and formulated. Elements turn into mo-

ments and the moments mutually articulates the particular 

meaning of the nodal point. However, since moments (articu-

lated elements) always can be related to other central concepts 

(nodal points) in articulation – due to their overdetermination 

of meaning (polyphonic) – the crystallisation could always be 

re-articulated. This is what is illustrated as the antagonistic 

struggle between discourses in fig 1.  

Figure 2. Analytical steps in relation to my analysis 
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Master signifier, subject position and myth 
From a discourse theoretical point of view, the subject is always 
defined by its position in the discourse, constituting which actions 
that are desirable or not (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002).  This posi-
tion is declared by elements in articulation, with the Master signi-
fier as the signifier of central meaning articulated by specific de-
sired guidelines for action. In the last study of this thesis (Article 
IV), teacher-specific positions are analysed by the teachers’ articu-
latory practice, in line with previously described analytical proc-
esses (Fig. 2). However, the master signifier replaces the nodal 
point as the central signifier. For example, in this study, the 
“Teacher as a role model” is crystallised as the master signifier, 
and given its particular meaning by elements/moments such as 
“teacher as guarantor of value systems” and “models as inspiration 
to change lifestyle”.  This subject position is however challenged by 
struggling discourses interpellating (Torfing, 1999) the teacher 
from other alternative positions. In this way, discourses interpellate 
individuals by addressing them in a way which constructs them as 
particular discursive subjectivities. The teacher as a subject is thus 
defined as overdetermined, due to subject positions of overlapping 
discourses in struggle. Therefore, due to discourses in struggle, the 
teacher is simultaneously positioned in different subject positions 
and thus able to identify themselves in different ways in a given 
situation (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002; Laclau & Mouffe, 2001).  

A myth is a term which describes new rooms of representation 
where it becomes possible to legitimate actions as natural, in the 
light of a new order. A myth emerges when a practice is find dislo-
cated, which means when new prerequisites deconstruct the estab-
lished order (Laclau, 1990). A new reconfiguration then strives to 
establish a new order. These analytical concepts are put into play 
in the last study of the thesis which analyses teachers’ subject posi-
tions and educational myths of social change. This is in relation to 
how our contemporary way of living is declared as unsustainable 
in a complex and changing world. Nevertheless, education is also 
declared an important tool for social change and, in this position, 
searches for new configuration in its relation to sustainability (c.f. 
Scott & Gough, 2003). 
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Elaborating on discourse theory in this approach of analysing 
the constant struggle between definitions is useful in making the re-
articulation of desirable aims and purpose of ESD discourses visi-
ble and possible to problematise. Hence, my choice of discourse 
theory provides the ability to analyse how utterances and articula-
tions become privileged and provide an interpretative prerogative 
and, also, how the different articulations are legitimised, reinforced 
or counteract in the meaning-making process.  

To relate the situated practice of teachers’ meaning-making to 
the discussion of purposes of ESD, the three functions of education 
by Biesta (2009a) – qualification, socialisation and subjectification 
– is used as an analytical lens to problematise these results.  

 
In encounters with Biesta 
The purpose of education 
When we engage in questions about the purpose of education, we 
also address questions of what is educationally desirable. Educa-
tion and purpose is not simply a question of factual information 
and evaluation, but involves values and identity (Todd & Säfström, 
2008), and this is relevant when it comes to sustainable develop-
ment (Ideland & Malmberg, 2015; Lundegård & Wickman, 2012; 
Öhman, 2006a; Östman, 2010).  

Biesta (2009a) has raised the question of purpose in education 
by emphasising three functions of education, referred to as the 
functions of qualification, socialisation and subjectification. These 
functions, which focus on the contribution education provides to 
society and the individuals, could be helpful in discussing educa-
tional purposes in a qualitative way. It enables us to reflect on 
processes and to view purpose as a composite question.  

The three functions are seen to mutually affecting each other in 
education, but when we discuss our purpose of education (i.e. what 
makes up a desirable education it is important to distinguish the 
three functions. To reflect on education as functions of qualifica-
tion, socialisation, and subjectification, processes is a way to reveal 
how teaching processes could work qualitatively differently. What 
seems to be a desirable teaching process could, in this way, be re-
lated to what outcomes this generates and what is desirable; for 
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example, how the most effective way to come to a pre-specified 
end might not always be the most desirable teaching approach if 
we think of all the three functions of education as desirable. 
 

[to] provide opportunities for students to explore their own way 

of thinking, doing and being, can be more desirable, than those 

that effectively proceeds towards a pre-specified end (Biesta, 

2009a, p. 36) 

 
To problematise teachers’ articulations about purpose, I found Bi-
esta’s three functions of education a fruitful analytical lens. This 
framework makes it possible to problematise educational purpose 
as a composite question and thus able to analyse intersections of 
struggling purposes.  This includes tensions of teachers’ obligations 
and engagements and views of what is a desirable ESD. Each of the 
functions of education will be presented in the next section.  
 
Qualification, socialisation and subjectification  
as functions of education 
According to Biesta (2009a), the function of qualification refers to 
how knowledge, skills and understanding allow students to “do 
something”. It also refers to education’s contribution to develop-
ment and growth, as well as for political and cultural literacy. 
Through its socialising function, (Biesta, 2011b) education situates 
individuals into existing ways of doing and being. Socialisation 
serves to introduce newcomers into particular social practices and 
to become part of existing social orders. In other words, socialisa-
tion works to transmit particular norms and values. Socialisation 
has been formulated as a focus (among others) for analyses of 
teachers’ socialisation content in relation to education in science 
and ESD, to make visible how content and values are inseparable  
(c.f. Almers, 2009; Ekborg, 2005; Lundegård, 2007; P. Sund, 
2008; Wickman, 2006; Öhman, 2006a; Östman, 1995, 1999).  

If qualification and socialisation could be seen as mainly engaged 
with outcomes of pre-specified ends of education, subjectification 
is a relational concept in another way (Biesta, 2009a, b, 2011a, b). 
It focuses on an awareness of an individual’s uniqueness in relation 
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to “the Other” (Säfström, 2005; Todd & Säfström, 2008), ap-
proaching the more open-ended outcome. Subjectification in this 
interpretation focuses on an awareness of an individual’s unique-
ness in relation to the Other, in the sense of constituting what one 
is not (Säfström, 2005). Bakhtin also elaborates on this process 
through the alteritous uncertainty (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 161). In rela-
tion to this, the function of subjectification can be understood as a 
counterbalance to socialisation (Biesta, 2011a). It could be seen as 
a process that allows students the possibilities to develop a more 
independent approach to education, wherein they have the oppor-
tunity to be addressed as a subject of responsibility for others in 
their own uniqueness as human beings and to be addressed as a po-
litical subject. This is something other than being a representative 
of a predefined order, with, for example, inherent human values. 
Subjectification focuses on the personal, responsible actions within 
a situation – a situation to learn from (without a predefined right 
answer) rather than to learn for. In this way, subjectification could 
also be interpreted as partly different from identity, which refers 
more to the question of identification by someone and/or identifi-
cation with something, as in a third person perspective (Biesta in 
interview by Winter, 2011). 

The functions of qualification and socialisation are probably the 
functions that we mainly associate with education when we discuss 
learning and the purpose of education, although there may be 
many approaches to discussing its qualitative aspects. These func-
tions are more or less related to predefined and explicit aims of 
education. Subjectification, on the other hand, is not about learn-
ing predefined content or competence. It is a process in which 
teaching situations could leave room for it to “happen”, but we 
can never presuppose it will (Winter, 2011). It is a way to work 
with pluralism and antagonism in encounters to highlight the po-
litical as an inherent part of human relations (Lundegård & Wick-
man, 2012; Mouffe, 2000a; Todd, 2009). If we only focus on the 
democratic order and dismiss the establishment’s politics and 
maintenance of that order, we miss an important aspect of democ-
ratic politics (Mouffe, 2000b). In other words, if a “democratic” 
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education is limited to an instrumental view of the democratic or-
der, we miss the students’ development as political subjects.  
 
The use of educational function as analytical tools in this thesis 
Biesta (2009a) refers to functions of education which is not quite 
the same as, for example, processes or desirable aims which are 
elaborated in my analyses. To relate them more clearly in this con-
text, I regard that the aims of teaching processes (how and what 
we educate) are related to a specific purpose of education (why we 
educate) that could be analysed as directed towards different func-
tions of this education (the “outcome”). This enables an overall re-
flection of purpose of education. In this way, purpose is seen as an 
interplay of different functions. The context in which purpose is 
used in my analyses is in relation to the teachers’ articulations in 
the situ ated practice they are part of and not as an intention. 

 
Room for subjectification  
To make subjectification to work as an analytic tool, I have con-
structed the analytical lens of room for subjectification. I define 
room for subjectification as a matter of promoting encounters or 
attending an awareness of education in a way that gives space to 
challenge existing orders, make conflicts visible to face and to leave 
possibilities for the students to explore their own relation to exist-
ing discourses. Subjectification is about the doing in an action – to 
act in the moment – the saying more than analysing the said. It is a 
way of exploring how to become a subject, a political subject 
(Lundegård & Wickman, 2012). The process of subjectification is 
thus something that teaching situations could create room for al-
though it can never be expected as an outcome; therefore, I will 
phrase this analytical lens room for subjectification. In my analy-
ses, this means to be aware of articulations of teaching situations 
or approaches which stresses the students’ possibility to encounter 
room for subjectification. 

The ambition of my analyses is not to clarify the ‘real’ meaning 
of Biesta’s functions of education (2009a), but, rather, it is the 
process and struggle between different articulations focusing the 
conflicting intersections of particular areas of educational tension. 
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The teachers’ articulations are analysed to problematise how aims 
may be articulated or rearticulated in relation to ESD. In this way, 
teachers’ articulations can help us to better understand the strug-
gling process of educational purposes in relation to sustainability. 
In article II-IV, these functions are used as relational analytical 
lenses to problematise purpose, in relation to the students’ possi-
bilities to develop as political subjects, qualification in relation to 
ESD and social change towards more “sustainable” living. 
 
The particular and commonality  
As discussed earlier, subjectification is a concept focusing on the 
individual response in mutual encounters. However, how subjecti-
fication might work in relation to Laclau and Mouffe’s (2001) 
theoretical foundation of discourse theory may provoke some 
thoughts and questions. The question of subject and agency needs 
to be illuminated further. 

Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory is more or less elaborated 
from the Graminscian theory of hegemony (Palinurus, 2007). 
However, to emphasise the individual as the starting point for so-
cial analysis in the context of discourse theory could be seen as a 
way to affirm pluralism and ambiguity. There is not one basis for 
understanding the individual's position and societal relations; in-
stead, the society and the individual are characterised by openness 
and ambiguity (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001).  

The departure in this thesis much reflects the way Mouffe elabo-
rates on citizenship. In an interview in Palinurus (2007), Mouffe 
reflect on a form of commonality which does not erase difference 
and which leaves room for differences and particularities – “a radi-
cal democratic conception” of citizenship. The idea of citizenship 
implies commonality; however, Mouffe stresses that although we 
are in it together, we are different, and there must be a way in 
which our particularities are taken into account in the common 
bond; thus, Mouffe approaches a pluralistic democracy. For exam-
ple, liberty and equality can be interpreted in different ways and, 
according to Mouffe, a democratic society needs to have a debate 
and confrontation about those interpretations. 
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This elaboration of the concept of citizenship is an approach that 
speaks for the way discourses are in constant struggle due to social 
practices which articulate meaning differently. Further, it also re-
flects the importance of making objective discourses visible and 
able to be contested with the scope to extend the political arena to 
more areas of social life. 

Mouffe (2000a) would bring in the political, defined as “the di-
mension of antagonism that is inherent in human relations” (p. 
15). As mentioned earlier, the individual as a political subjects is 
not to be understood as related to particular groups such as, for 
example, class, sex or ethnicity; instead, Mouffe (1992) emphasises 
political subjectivity as fundamentally open and changing and is 
expressed in specific linguistic situations. There is not one single 
basis to understanding the individual’s position and their societal 
relations.  

The individual has agency in this context by identifying and po-
sitioning herself to particular subject positions of different dis-
courses in specific combinations. This is where the political subjec-
tification is emerging/represented (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001). The 
prerequisite for this positioning is that there are different subject 
positions available, i.e. that discourses are in an antagonistic strug-
gle. This expresses the overdetermination of the subject (i.e. a con-
cept originally developed by Althusser, wherein the subject is in a 
situation where different identifying subject positions are mutually 
and simultaneously offered). If there are no competing positions, 
we have a hegemonic discourse, which is treated as an objective 
and “true” view of the world. To brake a hegemonic discourse, the 
“disruption” is key. Disruption, implies that new interpretations 
and views of the world are developed and emerge as antagonistic 
struggles with established hegemonic discourses. In this struggle, 
new positions are developed (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001). According 
to Laclau (1990), the agency of the subject becomes possible due to 
the constant reformulation of ongoing discourses and the overde-
termination of subject positions in the field of discourse, opening 
spaces for the agency of the subject. 

Rancière takes this one step further in his elaboration of radical 
democracy (Biesta, 2011b). In a situation of hegemonic discourses, 
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he emphasises that the radical moment of democracy is when new 
subjects brake a hegemonic discourse by articulating a position 
that has been ignored in the hegemonic discourse; for example, the 
subject of “women” in the political discourse before women had 
the right to vote. This claim could lead to the deconstruction of the 
hegemonic discourse into new discourses due to an articulation of 
equality. This is an example of a new subject coming into the 
world. 

I interpret the function of subjectification in the educational con-
text as a relational concept. In encounters, political subjects emerge 
in relation to otherness and, in this, become an agent. Plurality and 
differences are the driving forces, and as Mouffe stresses in much 
of her writing, accompanied with a political passion (Biesta, 2010, 
2011b; Lundegård & Wickman, 2012; Mouffe, 2000a).  

In my reading, I interpret Biesta’s elaboration of the functions of 
subjectification as developed through those theoretical elaborations 
to formulate the process of subjectification, which emphasises en-
counters with differences and, in this, the agency in the becoming 
of the political subject. In the next section, the political subject will 
be explained in relation to its use in my thesis. 

 
Political subject 
School aims to qualify students by knowledge, but as Biesta 
(2011a) reasons, to educate for democratic activity also amounts to 
an awareness of the possibility for students to develop as political 
subjects (Lundegård & Wickman, 2012; Todd, 2009).  This does 
not imply that students “only” learn particular skills and compe-
tences for the future, but are provided opportunities to practice 
democracy, to engage “with the experiment of democracy, political 
agency and democratic subjectivity” (Biesta, 2011a, p. 33).  

Mouffe (2000a) would bring in the political, defined as “the di-
mension of antagonism that is inherent in human relations” (p. 
15). As mentioned earlier, individuals as political subjects is not to 
be understood as related to particular groups, for example, class, 
sex or ethnicity; instead, Mouffe (1992) emphasises political sub-
jectivity as fundamentally open and changing and is expressed in 
specific linguistic situations.  
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Hence, as discussed above, the political subjectivity could be un-
derstood as bringing new political subjects into the world in the 
challenge of hegemonic discourses or by individual combinations 
of subject positions. A political understanding in relation to citi-
zenship (or ESD) could be described as an understanding where 
plurality and differences are seen as the prerequisite of democratic 
processes and practices (Biesta, 2011b; Lundegård & Wickman, 
2012; Mouffe, 2000a; Todd & Säfström, 2008).  

Therefore, in line with this political understanding, “public 
places” (Biesta, 2011b) as political encounters between dissidents, 
might be encounters that invite the development of political sub-
jects; “public spaces” in the sense of a “public domain” which re-
fers not to a particular physical place, but, rather, a dimension of 
social life. This, as being understood in the sense of where encoun-
ters of collective needs face antagonism. Where antagonistic “ene-
mies” could work to be transformed towards an approach of ago-
nistic pluralism between adversaries (Mouffe, 2000a); an adversary 
as a “legitimated enemy” whose ideas we combat, but whose right 
to defend those ideas we do not put into question. Whether or not 
schools makes up such “public spaces”, is an interesting question. 
Some prerequisites, such as offering students the chance to partici-
pate in reflective conversations and processes, might be seen as a 
desired goal in relation to teaching. How those conversations and 
encounters are outlined and how the interlocutors’ utterances are 
seen as legitimised or not, is then crucial. However, do teachers ar-
ticulate students as political subjects in relation to sustainability is-
sues in teaching? And if so, for what purpose?  
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EMPIRICAL CONTEXT 

In this section, I will describe how I proceeded to collect the em-
pirical material of my thesis. The selection of schools and teachers 
are presented, as well as a brief presentation of the projects that the 
schools have been involved in during the empirical data collection. 
Further, the transcription of the material will be described as well 
as ethical and methodological considerations. 

 
Data Collection 
The empirical material of my thesis consists of audio recorded dis-
cussions among teacher colleagues discussing sustainable develop-
ment and ESD. The material was recorded mainly in arrangements 
of focus groups (Article II-IV) and, also, in relation to the first 
study (Article I), during a literature seminar.  

 
Empirical data in relation to study I 
The general aim of the first study is to investigate and describe the 
complexity of the universal concept of sustainable development 
from a conflict perspective. How sustainability perspectives de-
velop in a discussion among teachers in an educational context are 
analysed. The empirical material consists of teachers’ discussions 
audio-recorded in connection with an in-service course. This course 
was part of a research and development project run by RCE Skåne 
(Regional Centre of Expertise on education for sustainable devel-
opment of Scania) carried out in January 2008 – June 2010 with 
funds from Bank Foundation Skåne (Sparbanksstiftelsen Skåne). As 
a part of this project, in-service courses were developed by Malmö 
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University in cooperation with the city of Malmö, with an educa-
tional aim to enhance learning for sustainable development.  

The courses were part-time, which the teachers conducted in 
parallel with their teaching in school. This enabled the teachers to 
reflect on their practice as an integrated part of the course process. 
To prepare for a literature seminar of the course, the participants 
all read the same book about climate change and the complex 
question of responsibility in relation to greenhouse gas emissions 
(Azar, 2008). Each participant prepared a question to discuss aris-
ing from personal interest concerning the literature and was to lead 
the debate of his or her own question, ensuring that everyone took 
part in the discussion. This arrangement made it possible to study 
the teachers’ ‘natural talk’ about questions of sustainable develop-
ment.  

The empirical material of the first study was collected during one 
of these literature seminars, which took place at the later part of 
the first semester (out of two) of the course.  Involvement in the re-
search study and the teachers’ agreement to participate were con-
firmed in advance. The teachers of this course were put into two 
seminar groups which made it possible to offer a seminar for those 
who did not wish to be included in the study.  

The seminar group that was recorded for the study consisted of 
seven (four women and three men), secondary and upper secon-
dary teachers, teaching in the subjects home economics, languages, 
social and natural science subjects. Accordingly, the seminar dealt 
with seven questions to discuss and lasted for two hours, including 
a twenty-minute break. The seven seminar questions followed one 
another in natural transition throughout the discussion as a whole, 
and each question was discussed for ten to fifteen minutes. My role 
at the seminar was that of an observer responsible for time-keeping 
and administration. 
 
Empirical data in relation to study II---IV 
The general purpose of these studies is to empirically investigate 
how the desirable aims of ESD are articulated by teachers and ar-
eas in educational tension are problematised to discuss purpose. In 
these studies, an approach of discourse theory has been developed 
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to analyse the discourses of the teachers’ articulations (Jørgensen 
& Phillips, 2002; Laclau & Mouffe, 2001; Unemar Öst, 2009). 
Audio-recorded discussions from five groups of teacher colleagues 
discussing what they regard as desirable and important aims of 
ESD, constitute the empirical material.  These discussions began 
with a question posed by me as researcher; about what they re-
garded as desirable and important aims in their work in relation to 
education for sustainable development, and if they might have 
missed some processes of importance during their latest project. I 
emphasised that I was not heading for some “best practice” but, 
rather, to take part in what they, as practicing teachers, regarded 
as important aims in relation to ESD, and what they, together as 
colleagues, considered important and desirable aims. During the 
rest of the discussion, my comments and questions were posed just 
to clarify statements or to bring the discussion back to its original 
theme. Each discussion lasted for about one hour and were con-
ducted during the autumn semester of 2012. 

The schools involved in these studies were secondary and upper 
secondary schools all located in southern Sweden. The seven 
schools were selected on the basis that they were certified as 
ESD/eco-schools or involved in projects of sustainability. The par-
ticipants from these schools were teachers involved/or had been in-
volved in projects of ESD, and all of the selected teachers expressed 
interest in this type of collegial discussion. Each focus group was 
set up with three to six teachers, resulting in twenty teachers from 
various schools in total. The participants were science and social 
science teachers.  
 
The different group constellations 
The discussions were set up and conducted with respect to the 
teachers’ possibilities to jointly participate in relation to the school 
schedule: 

 
• Group A: Five teachers from different secondary schools, 

working in a joint project (running for three years), with the 
aim of develop methods of education for sustainable develop-
ment together with their students. The discussion took place 
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during their last term of the project during a joint project 
meeting. This meeting took place at a conference establish-
ment. The participants of the focus group were informed in 
advance and all had agreed on participating in the joint con-
versation which lasted for about an hour. The seven partici-
pants were a mix of natural sciences teachers and social sci-
ence teachers. 

• Group B: Three teacher colleagues working at the same secon-
dary school from the same project as group A. The discussion 
was conducted at the teachers’ school. This group also con-
sisted of teachers that taught in natural science as well as so-
cial studies. 

• Group C: Six teacher colleagues from a secondary school that 
earlier had been part of ESD programs. The discussion was 
conducted at the teachers’ school. All of the teachers were 
natural science teachers.  

• Groups D and E: Two groups each consisting of three teacher 
colleagues from an eco-certified upper secondary school. The 
discussions were conducted at the teachers’ school. One of the 
groups consisted of teachers of social studies and the other 
group was a mix of natural sciences teachers and social sci-
ence. 

 
Transcription process 
The recorded audio files from the seminar and the focus groups 
have been transcribed. The conversation was written down as ac-
curately as possible (verbatim transcription), including writing 
down the conversation as spoken language without grammatical 
corrections. This means that the discussions have been transcribed 
as a whole, but without a detailed transcription system, where, for 
example, breaks and nuances of the language are marked in detail 
with time and symbols. In relation to the aim of the thesis, this has 
not been considered relevant for the analyses. The aim of the stud-
ies is to analyse content and speech function (Article I) and how 
utterances as elements in articulations formulate discursive mean-
ing through discourse analytical tools (Article II-IV).  
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To make the analytical processes available for the reader, repre-
sentational utterances and elements are presented in the articles. 
The excerpts in the articles have been translated from Swedish into 
English. During this process, the goal was to translate the spoken 
language as reliably as possible. For this translation, I have enlisted 
professional help where questions regarding the translation have 
been discussed.  

 
Ethical considerations 
When conducting the studies of this dissertation and in the proc-
esses of collecting and storing the empirical material, the Swedish 
Research Council's ethical guidelines (2011) have been carefully 
considered and followed. All teachers included in the studies have 
been informed in advance about the study and the prerequisites for 
such research. The information also included a brief presentation 
of me as a PhD student, and I explained my interest to take part of 
their discussion as teacher colleagues, as a way for me to listen to 
their reasoning with each other as a group. Concerning the focus 
groups (Article II–IV), I also explained that their discussions were a 
part of other empirical data (five discussions) of my ongoing re-
search of ESD.  I emphasised that my aim was to primarily be a lis-
tener, so that my silence would not be read as disinterest, but 
rather, to give them time to discuss with each other. In the case of 
the course seminar, there were two groups for them to choose be-
tween, with one serving as an alternative for those who possibly 
felt uncomfortable with the audio-recording. 

The problem with a qualitative study is achieving the right bal-
ance between detailed information about the study conditions and 
the transparency of the study. When those alternatives have been in 
conflict, I have given priority to the teachers’ right of anonymity. 
Hence, the participants’ names are fictitious in the transcripts and 
schools and projects have not been named. All research material 
has been stored in line with the ethical guidelines of the Swedish 
Research Council (2011).  In the next section, I consider issues re-
garding credibility (trustworthiness) and transferability. 
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Methodological considerations 
In this section, I give additional consideration to questions of 
trustworthiness and transferability in relation to qualitative studies.  
Qualitative studies are mostly interested in research issues that can 
give a more thorough and complex understanding of, for example, 
processes, meaning-making or particular phenomenon. Thus, the 
empirical material of qualitative studies serves a different function 
than to give brief information of generalisations of trends or coor-
dination between different variables. Those generalisations are bet-
ter answered by statistical samples. However qualitative studies of-
ten give detailed analyses of particular data material which con-
tributes with knowledge to be understood as transferable to other 
familiar situations for the reader. The knowledge may thus allow a 
further or new understanding of similar situations.  

 
Transferability is achieved when readers feel as though the story 

of the research overlaps with their own situation and they intui-

tively transfer the research to their own action (Tracy, 2010,  

p. 845). 

 
For instance, a teacher or researcher who reads research studies 
concerning students in a particular teaching situations, may apply 
or transfer these situations to their own work situation, to under-
stand this in a new way. Qualitative research, in this way, may 
identify and problematise situations to be recognised and consid-
ered in relation to everyday lives (Larsson, 2009). Here, even 
though the details are not exactly the same, through its familiarity 
the results could be transferable to the readers’ prior experiences 
and future situations. In this way, my studies transferability relates 
to a pragmatic tradition of understanding, which means how it 
makes use in practice (Lundegård, 2007; P. Sund, 2008; Öhman 
2006a).  This implies that transferability is possible through the 
readers’ perspective through a frame of familiarity (Öhman, 
2006a).  

Questions of transferability also refers to how the results of a 
theoretical understanding are relevant to different situations 
(Kvale, 1997). The theoretical foundation in my thesis is grounded 
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in an understanding of language use in line with Bakhtin (1981, 
1986) and a discourse theoretical framework of how discourses 
construct meaning through articulatory practices (Jørgensen & 
Phillips, 2002; Laclau & Mouffe, 2001). This implies that my re-
sults should be considered in regard to these theoretical frame-
works, where teachers’ perspectives are articulated to construct 
meaning due to their social practice.  Discourse theory does not re-
produce any objective reality, but instead, understands reality 
through discourse (Torfing, 1999). 

Trustworthiness (or credibility) refers to how the researcher 
conducts the data collection and analysis. In qualitative research, 
this implies transparency when describing data collection and its 
use in the analytical process. The data collection, methods and ana-
lytical process have to be thoroughly described and be plausible 
and persuasive (Kvale, 1997; Tracy, 2010).  

In the studies of this thesis, I have, as earlier described, been us-
ing language and teachers’ meaning-making discussions as empiri-
cal foundation. This empirical data is used to elaborate ESD from a 
conflict perspective (Article I) and also to analyse teachers’ desir-
able aims of ESD to problematise educational purpose (Article II–
IV). In my first study (Article I), the data collection took place dur-
ing a literature seminar where my role was explicit as a listener and 
timekeeper, and along these lines, I did not pose any questions or 
comments during the teachers’ discussions. This empirical data was 
used as a case study, analysing how the teachers used each other’s 
utterances to construct meaning, as links in a chain of speech 
communication (Bakhtin, 1986).  

 In Article II–IV, the teachers’ articulations of the desirable aims 
of ESD is analysed through discourse analytical tools. To make it 
possible to approach meaning-making processes, the empirical data 
consists of teachers in discussions with colleagues, discussing to-
gether in a group. This, in turn, enables the analysis of what they 
mutually consider to be their desired aims in relation to ESD. My 
role as a researcher during these discussions might be seen as a part 
of the result, by way of initiating the discussion and also by keep-
ing the discussion “on track”. This type of data collection is always 
a balancing act in between the desire to analyse the teachers’ mu-
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tual conversation relating to a specific issue and the researcher as 
an undesirable part of these formulations. Hence, my questions af-
ter initiating the discussion were kept to a minimum, as comments 
and questions posed simply to clarify statements or to bring the 
discussion back to its original theme (c.f. Kvale, 1997). However, 
the choice of group discussions made it possible to analyse the 
teachers’ reciprocal meaning-making, in a way that I consider more 
fruitful than in the case of, for example, individual interviews. In-
stead of posing questions for each individual to answer, the par-
ticipants spoke to each other and discussed different experiences 
and views. The basic idea is that the group will elaborate and rea-
son in a way that would be harder to access in an interview situa-
tion (Morgan, 1997). Article II–IV are based on the same empirical 
material. In this way, it has been possible to approach the empiri-
cal data from three different perspectives to problematise the inter-
relations of different dimensions of purposes in education.  

In the section of this thesis entitled “Theoretical Influences”, the 
analyses of the studies are described as carefully as possible in or-
der to give the reader a transparent understanding of the analytical 
process. The report of the results and analyses in the articles in-
cluded in the thesis is intended to provide a detailed description 
and representation of how the analyses are made in relation to the 
empirical material.  
 
Selection in relation to the empirical analyses 
When analysing qualitative empirical data, there are always con-
siderations of selection involved in the analytical processes. These 
selective processes have to be considered through the guidance of 
the analytical framework. The analytical framework has to be cho-
sen in a way that gives good possibilities for answering the stated 
research questions; hence, the selective processes already begins 
when collecting the empirical data. For example, with Article II–
IV, using teachers’ discussions was a choice I made to be able to 
elaborate on teachers’ meaning-making of the desirable aims of 
ESD. Discourse theoretical tools where then operationalised to 
elaborate on any conflicting aims and struggling discourses of 
meanings in the articulatory practice of teachers’ reciprocal discus-
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sions (Article II–IV). In my elaboration, I also use theoretical 
frameworks considering the importance of conflicts and differences 
in relation to democracy (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001; Mouffe, 2000 
a, b; Todd, 2009).  Theoretical concepts have been used to prob-
lematise the articulations in the empirical material, such as by 
Mouffe’s elaboration on conflictual consensus (Mouffe, 2000a) 
and Biesta’s functions of education (Biesta, 2009a).  

The empirical data of the five different discussions have been re-
currently studied in close readings. The readings have served to, 
firstly, get an overview of the material as a whole to be more selec-
tively approached through the selective lenses of particular theo-
retical concepts. The analytical work was thus conducted in an it-
erative process. This means to go back and forth between the em-
pirical material and the theoretical concepts in an abductive ap-
proach of analytical process. The last selection makes fair represen-
tations of the empirical data to be presented as transcripts in order 
to present the analyses for the reader. For a closer presentation, I 
refer to the chapter of “Theoretical Influences”, and the included 
articles.  
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THE RELATIONS BETWEEN  
THE STUDIES  

My contribution to the articles 
All the articles in this thesis are written with co-authors (i.e. super-
visors). In relation to the dissertation, it is therefore of interest to 
clarify my contribution. The process has been different for the dif-
ferent articles, but, as first author I have been responsible for most 
of the work and research ideas. This implies research design, em-
pirical work, transcription, analyses and writing. However, during 
this work I have correspondingly discussed and evaluated the work 
together with my supervisors. 

 
• Article I is written by the first author and the co-authors 

(Margaret Ekborg, Claes Malmberg) who have during this 
work contributed  with comments and viewpoints to develop 
the research design and the text of the article. 

• Article II has been developed in collaboration with one of my su-
pervisors (co-author Claes Malmberg). During this study, we have 
jointly discussed and evaluated – by the first author proposed – 
analysis and article ideas. The co-author has also contributed to 
parts of the text and made comments to develop the text. 

• Article III (co-authors Iann Lundegård, Claes Malmberg) is 
based on the analytical methods that were developed in article 
II. In this third article, the authors have jointly discussed and 
evaluated the first author’s draft of the analyses and manu-
script, which has then been further developed in cooperation. 
In relation to this work, Iann Lundegård is the second author.   
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• Article IV was carried out in similar way to article three.  
 

All the studies have been presented at a number of national and in-
ternational scientific conferences, seminars and network meetings 
by the first author, where comments and viewpoints have contrib-
uted to the development of the articles. Likewise, the review proc-
esses prior to publication have been valuable in developing the fi-
nal versions.  

Peer-reviewed presentations at conferences: IOSTE Bled 2010 
and La Medina 2012. Eridob Braga 2010. NordSed Reykjavik 
2012. EERA-ECER Istanbul 2013 and Porto 2014, GRESD: Umeå 
2012. 

Presentations at Graduate school conferences with Scientific 
board: FontD Norrköping 2009, 2010, 2011. GRESD Uppsala 
2010, 2011 

Presentations at seminars and network meetings: SISEME 
Malmö continuously. ENSI Bern 2008 and Leuven 2009. CPSSE 
Aalborg 2013 and Stockholm 2014. 
 
The relations between the four studies 
This thesis elaborates Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) from a conflict perspective and problematises certain educa-
tional areas of sustainability in relation to purpose of education. 
ESD has been the target of extensive interpretation and discussion, 
as has the concept of sustainable development itself. Sustainable 
development, as a concept, is by necessity complex, dealing with 
integrated dimensions of environmental, social-cultural and eco-
nomic sustainability. It involves a diverse range of embedded val-
ues and ideologies, and calls for engagement in value-related and 
political issues related to the environment, equality and lifestyle.  

The first study of the thesis, “Discussing sustainable develop-
ment among teachers: An analysis from a conflict perspective”, 
problematises the complexity of the concept of sustainable devel-
opment. In the first step, main, generalised explanatory models of 
sustainable development are analysed through a conflict perspec-
tive. The conflicting interests of sustainability within and between 
the different models were identified as a conflictual consensus 
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(Mouffe, 2000a). By combining the conflicting dynamics of sus-
tainable development with dialogic and univocal functions of 
speech (Wertsch, 1998), a Conflict Reflection Tool (CRT) was de-
veloped. This CRT was applied to analyse teachers’ discussions 
during a literature seminar at an in-service course of ESD concern-
ing climate change. When a dialogic speech genre was identified 
conflicting views emerged and were re-valued due to the interplay 
between dimensions of sustainability and societal levels of conflict. 
In contrast, when fact-based science related utterances were used, a 
univocal speech function was identified, and the discussion was 
thus closed for conflicting perspectives to emerge. 

The results of the first study sparked my further interested in 
how meaning is dynamically constructed in social contexts. The 
CRT also visualised the complexity of sustainability and deepened 
my awareness of differences as an educational focus. This knowl-
edge generated my interest in more thoroughly examining the ten-
sions of purpose in ESD. The concepts of agonistic pluralism and 
conflictual consensus (Mouffe, 2000a) led my interest even further, 
to investigate how discourse theory might work as analytical tool 
(Laclau & Mouffe, 2001). From problematising the complexity 
and conflicting perspectives of sustainable development, the other 
studies focus on educational tensions in teachers’ articulations of 
the desirable aims and purposes in ESD. 

Analytical tools from discourse theory (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001) 
made it possible to analyse the dynamic processes of how dis-
courses construct meaning in ongoing articulations. Teachers’ ar-
ticulations of the desirable aims of ESD were thus analysed. Since 
ESD is developed through international policy, there is a need for 
more knowledge about its function in social practice (Jickling, 
2003; Jickling and Wals, 2008; Læssøe, 2010). 

The main focus of the second study, “Critical thinking as room 
for subjectification in Education for Sustainable development”, was 
to analyse how teachers might articulate teaching situations as op-
portunities for students to develop as political subjects among articu-
lated aims. The results show how this was articulated through the 
emerging discourse of critical thinking as room for subjectification. 
However, this discourse was articulated in struggle with the aims of 
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qualification and socialisation, i.e. challenged by elements articulat-
ing a more scientific and rational worldview. These results opened 
up for new questions concerning qualification in relation to ESD. 

In an “age of measurement” (Biesta, 2009a; Wals & Jickling, 
2002) where qualification is a hot topic on the political agenda, it 
is of interest to ask what qualification might implicate in relation 
to ESD. The results of the third study, “Students’ Qualification in 
Education for Sustainable Development – Epistemic gaps or com-
posites of critical thinking?”, shows three discourses of qualifica-
tion. Of these three, scientific reasoning and awareness of complex-
ity are articulated as contrasting epistemological discourses of 
qualification. However, in the third discourse, qualification as 
critical thinking, these different epistemological views are articu-
lated as intertwined as different perspectives to view sustainability. 

In the last study, “Teachers as agents for social change? Subject 
positions from a transformative perspective of sustainability”, the 
focus is on teachers’ subject positions and emerging “myths of so-
cial change”.  

The results show the teachers as overdetermined due to contem-
poraneous subject positions of overlapping discourses due to edu-
cational aims in struggle. Thus, in a given teaching situation, 
teachers could identify themselves with different available posi-
tions: the rational subject as a neutral conductor, the responsible 
subject as a role model or the reconstructing subject as a recon-
structor. This position depends on how socialisation towards sus-
tainable lifestyles, and political and ethical perspectives are identi-
fied in relation to educational aims (Biesta, 2009b, 2011b). Thus 
the myth of “social change” in ESD has implications on how to 
acknowledge “social change” as mainly being a process to em-
power students for the “right” choices or to uphold “social 
change” as a way for students to explore new interpretations of a 
more sustainable living, i.e. to develop as political subjects (cf. 
Lundegård & Wickman, 2012). 

The results and conclusions of these studies will be further dis-
cussed in the next section of “Summary and discussion of the re-
sult”. How this research can make a contribution to educational 
practice and the research field will also be presented.  
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SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION  
OF RESULTS 

Education as a dislocated practice 
Because educational purposes have mainly considered qualification 
and literacy from a more “traditional” point of view, (i.e. to qual-
ify students for the labour market, challenge them to develop as 
individuals and socialise them as citizens), we now face an emerg-
ing issue challenging these purposes of education – the world’s sus-
tainability. As declared by UNESCO (2013), this is about a 
“worldwide” commitment to social change and how to change di-
rection to “save the world” from an unsustainable development of 
societies. The goals can be characterised as urgent and uncertain, 
intertwined with ethical and political issues. ESD is expected to 
blend in with what can be considered “ordinary” school subjects 
and to exist alongside these established, predefined learning goals 
which are assessed for every subject, thus any struggling aims are 
left for the teachers to sort out in everyday school practice. Thus, 
when contemporary living is declared as unsustainable in a com-
plex and changing world, new prerequisites emerge for education. 
International negotiations of climate change and policy formula-
tions are the subjects of conflicting discussions, however, education 
is consistently identified as an important tool for change.  

From a discourse theoretical view, this could be described as the 
educational system becoming dislocated or destabilised (Laclau, 
1990; Laclau & Mouffe, 2001). This condition appears when the 
normal order is altered and no longer corresponds with the prevail-
ing conditions. In this state, new articulations develop to stabilise 
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this new order. As a result, such times of destabilisation open up 
and make way for new reconfigurations.  

Therefore, ESD as an overarching aim of education creates and 
accentuates educational tensions. These tensions have been dis-
cussed in earlier sections of this thesis through previous research, 
the background of policy documents, and traditions of environ-
mental education. From these educational tensions, I have focused 
on three main areas which appears particular complex. These areas 
are closely related to democratic processes of education, embrac-
ing: a) students’ qualification in relation to ESD, b) education for 
social change in relation to a “sustainable” living and c) the possi-
bilities for students to develop as political subjects in this educa-
tional context. These areas are problematised in three of my em-
pirical studies through analysis of teachers’ (re)articulations of de-
sirable aims in relation to their educational practice and ESD.  

This problematisation has been achieved through operationalis-
ing analytical tools from discourse theory (Laclau & Mouffe, 
2001), enabling me to analyse the struggling processes of how 
teachers make meaning by the (re)articulations of their educational 
aims. Each of these areas in educational tension have been further 
analysed to discuss purpose through the lens of Biesta’s (2009a) 
framework of educational functions (i.e. qualification, socialisation 
and subjectification as relational aims of educational purpose). 
However, before I discuss the results and conclusions from these 
three analyses (of article II-IV), I will first go closer into the con-
cept of sustainable development as a universal concept in an educa-
tional context through the research of my first study (Article I). 
 
Discussing sustainable development among teachers:  
An analysis from a conflict perspective (Article I) 
One aim of my research, which is highlighted in this article, is to 
elaborate on the universal concept of sustainable development 
from a conflict perspective. The vision of a harmonious relation-
ship between social, cultural, economic and environmental dimen-
sions for sustainable development –often put forward in policy 
documents – is a challenge due to conflicts of interest that arise 
when facing the realities of our way of living (Breiting & Mogen-
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sen, 1999; Sauvé, 2002; Stables & Scott, 2002). Moreover, a con-
sensus end as the main goal in discussions of sustainability risks to 
overshadowing the diversity of other visions, perspectives and pos-
sibilities, and to serve as a criteria of what constitutes the “truth” 
(Jickling & Wals, 2008; Sauvé, 2002; Öhman & Öhman, 2012). 
The challenge of these harmonious, theoretical consensus visions 
facing the conflicting interests in practice has served as the starting 
point for exploring conflicting perspectives of the concept of sus-
tainable development. This exploration was achieved through the 
development of content and process analyses of a discussion of sus-
tainability among teachers which took place at an in-service course 
of ESD. The analyses thus focus both on content and language use 
(Hasslöf, Ekborg & Malmberg, 2014). 

Hence, the complexity of conflicting intersections between cer-
tain, main general explanatory models of sustainable development 
were analysed (Barbier, 1987; Breiting et al., 2009; Herremans & 
Reid, 2002; Sadler, 1990), resulting in the development of an ana-
lytical tool – the Conflict Reflection Tool (CRT). The CRT makes 
it possible to problematise conflicting dynamics of the concept of 
sustainable development. These dynamic conflicts are thus revealed 
to show how sustainability interests are both context dependent 
regarding content (economic, social-cultural, and environmental 
dimensions) and addressing different societal levels of human con-
flicts. This conflict perspective is analysed through a teacher dis-
cussion of sustainability. Accordingly, the CRT also shows the dy-
namic effects of language use in meaning-making through the func-
tions of speech (Lotman, 1988; Wertsch, 1998). Thus, the CRT 
makes it possible to problematise dynamic intersections of conflicts 
in discussions of sustainability issues regarding both content and 
language perspectives. 
 
Different theoretical frameworks 
The CRT helps study relations between different models of sus-
tainable development, and thereby, the complexity and conflicting 
intersections of sustainable development. The different models are 
all founded upon interests of sustainable development, but from 
different points of view. They centre upon economic sustainable 
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development (Barbier, 1987), ecologic sustainable development 
(Sadler, 1990) and levels of societal conflicts of interests (Breiting 
et al., 2009). To relationally visualise these models might be worth 
considereing: are they possible to compare? What is possible to 
mutually consider and what might be in conflict? Why compare? 
However, these models are as well visualisations of conflicting per-
spectives of sustainability which we recurrently face in everyday 
life and in educational contexts in relation to sustainability (Jick-
ling & Wals, 2013). The CRT helps analyse a conflictual consensus 
of sustainable development (c.f. Mouffe, 2000a). A conflictual con-
sensus briefly means to acknowledge the conflicting parts of a mu-
tual goal; therefore, by visualising the different models’ relations, it 
becomes possible to problematise the complexity of sustainable de-
velopment and analyse how a discussion develops through conflict-
ing dimensions.  As a result, it problematises the complexity of 
what is seen as “sustainable”. In my study (Article I), the topic of 
the import of fruit can be found as it is viwed through the lens of 
sustainable development and CRT, and it can be regarded as an 
example of how values and interests are recognised in relation to 
different perspectives through the discussion. The CRT visualises 
the interrelation of the conflicting intersections. This is shown in 
the case when the teachers are discussing the pros and cons con-
cerning the consumption of locally grown fruit. The discussion un-
dulates between economic, social and environmental perspectives 
and we can see that consumption is valued differently depending 
on perspective. Additionally, differences in valuing whether to im-
port fruits or not also undulates depending on which societal level 
the conflicts are viewed from. A factual science discourse posed in 
a univocal speech genre risks foreclosing the discussion of alterna-
tive arguments. However, discussions of sustainability which stress 
conflictual intersections could be a way to view the outcome of 
sustainability discussions as open-ended, to be further valued to 
recognise different conflicting interests as relational and context 
dependent, challenging a universal consensus view. 
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The question of relativism and normativity 
This conflict perspective on sustainability actualises the question 
formulated by Wals (2010, p. 144): “…when all these perspectives 
are considered, do all outcomes contribute to sustainability equally 
when all have been considered, or are some better than others?” 
These questions might be posed in relation to open-ended out-
comes with diverse perspectives; however, the question of relativ-
ism is built on the view of an objective reference of universal val-
ues.  The aim to view a discussion of sustainability through the 
CRT is to recognise the conflicting intersections, to give them at-
tention as being in conflict and, by this, possibilities for being nor-
matively discussed in relation to a particular context. To discuss 
conflicts of these overlapping intersections between different di-
mensions, thus means to recognise the political (c.f. Mouffe, 
2000a). To emphasise sustainability as a normative concept reveals 
a particular value or opinion not “as good as another”, but of par-
ticular value in the context it is part of (c.f. Rorty, 1980).  Hence, 
universal concepts such as sustainable development in this study 
are articulated into particular values by normative practice, that is, 
to be discussed in a context that makes particular meaning (c.f. L. 
Sund, 2014; L. Sund, & Öhman 2014; Van Poeck, Goeminne & 
Vandenabeele, 2014). To stress sustainability as a normative con-
cept, thus highlights the recognition of the democratic process in 
education and focuses the political. Additionally, the focus on the 
dialogic versus univocal speech genre in this study, shows a way to 
recognise how to make visible hegemonic (authoritative) dis-
courses. Visible, and thereby more possible to challenge.  
 
From Sustainable Development to Education  
for Sustainable Development 
The knowledge gained from this first study, concerning conflicting 
perspectives in the teachers’ discussions of sustainability, generated 
additional interest to focus sustainable development as educational 
focus. How do teachers approach this ambiguous concept of sus-
tainable development as educational aim in relation to the overall 
purpose of education? In what way does a perspective such as sus-
tainable development (re)articulate the meaning of educational 
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aims, and what are the challenges in educational tensions? The 
CRT worked as a stepstone to reveal the tensions in a discussion of 
sustainability.  However, now my focus shifts in order to analyse 
the tensions in teachers’ meaning-making of the desirable educa-
tional aims of ESD and thereby problematise educational purposes. 
These concerns formed the basis of the following three studies. De-
sirable aims in teachers’ discussions are thus analysed with a par-
ticular focus on students’ qualification, social change and students’ 
possibilities to develop as political subjects as educational areas in 
tensions in relation to ESD. I begin my analyses with teacher col-
leagues’ discussions as a way to problematise how desirable aims in 
relation to their experiences in educational school practices are ar-
ticulated to make reciprocal meaning. This is achieved through 
analytical tools and theories from discourse theory (Laclau & 
Mouffe, 2001).  Building on previous research, these studies con-
tribute with empirical analyses from teachers’ perspectives to prob-
lematise aims and purposes in relation to ESD. Furtermore, I will 
discuss the results from these three studies, starting with the possi-
bilities for students to develop as political subjects (Article 1). This 
reconnects to the previous discussion of “political subject”; a po-
litical understanding I described in line with Mouffe (2000a, b) as 
an understanding where plurality and differences are the prerequi-
sites of democratic processes and practices. Hence, one way to in-
vite students into democratic processes in education could be to 
provide “public spaces” in the sense of encounters where differ-
ences can be elaborated and students addressed as political subjects 
(Biesta, 2011a, b; Lundegård & Wickman, 2012; Todd & Säf-
ström, 2008). But how are the students’ possibilities to develop as 
political subjects articulated when teachers discuss what they see as 
important in ESD? 
 
Critical thinking as room for subjectification in Education  
for Sustainable Development (Article II) 
This study analyses the struggling meanings in teachers’ meaning-
making discussions of what they regard as important in ESD. The 
particular aim was to analyse how teachers’ articulate teaching 
situations where students are “invited” to be addressed as political 
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subjects. However, before discussing this further, I will make some 
comments on how the struggling meanings of the desirable aims 
and educational concepts was possible to analyse. 
 
Discourse theoretical tools in areas of educational tension 
In the three remaining studies of this thesis, I have used analytical 
tools from discourse theory to analyse struggling meaning (in the 
section “Theoretical Influences” of this thesis and in the Articles II-
IV there is a closer presentation of the analytical process). This 
makes it possible to analyse how struggling discourses of particular 
meaning in relation to desirable aims are articulated when teachers 
discuss sustainability in an educational perspective. Analyses of 
floating signifiers – words with no inherent particular meaning per 
se – could, in this way, be contextualised in educational practice to 
make meaning in the actual context. In this way, it was possible to 
analyse how the use of common words and concepts in educational 
contexts have polyphonic values in relation to how they are rela-
tionally used. Polyphonic refers to how voices – or words – have 
many simultaneous voices, for example, of what is seen as true or 
how to give a word its particular meaning (Bakhtin, 1981).  
 
Critical thinking as room for subjectification 
Focusing on the second study (Article II), critical thinking is recur-
rently articulated as a desirable aim of ESD. The teachers articulate 
critical thinking in relation to situations where students are en-
couraged to question and problematise taken-for-granted norms 
(Hasslöf & Malmberg, 2015). Further, critical thinking is articu-
lated as an approach which allows room for students to explore 
their views in relation to others, and in relation to different per-
spectives, interpretations and values. Thereby, a possible political 
space is articulated; political in relation to how students have pos-
sibilities to experience democracy in the way Mouffe (2000a, p. 5) 
refer to as encounters with a “dimension of antagonism that is in-
herent in human relations”. 

The results show example of how teachers articulate desirable 
room for subjectification in relation to teaching situations, wherein 
students are “invited” to be addressed as political subjects. Exam-
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ples of elements in articulation are units of meaning as “…the stu-
dents should be reflective individuals… not just take everything for 
granted” (p. 8), “…to question even authority…” (p. 9), “I do not 
think we can cast all the students into the same mould, and we 
shouldn’t…you have different views on sustainable development… 
we notice this when they have discussions” (p. 8). These utterances 
are examples of elements articulating these situations. Hence, 
teachers articulate a discourse where critical thinking is contextual-
ised as to invite “room for subjectification”. This could be seen as 
an additional perspective, of teachers’ articulations to the study by 
Lundegård and Wickman (2012) which shows how students can 
create political subjects in reciprocal discussions. 

Although, even if room for subjectification could be seen as a 
possibility for subjectivity, it is not the same as being a guaranteed 
outcome. This is a process whereby teaching situations could leave 
room for to “happen”, but we can never presuppose that it will 
happen.  
 
Different qualitative meanings of critical thinking 
The results of this study also show how teaching situations could 
limit the possibilities of room for subjectification. If room for sub-
jectification could be seen as teaching situations where the students 
are addressed as political subjects, there are other discourses chal-
lenging this “room”. These tendencies are shown when critical 
thinking is related to a fact-based science discourse of qualification. 
Critical thinking is then articulated in a more positivistic, rational 
discourse where logical reasoning is prioritised as scientific ration-
ality with predefined outcomes. For example, qualification in par-
ticular science content was assumed as a prerequisite before dis-
cussing issues of sustainability. Critical thinking is, in this way, re-
lated to competence as being able to scientifically scrutinise sus-
tainability issues. Hereby, limiting the room for subjectification by 
marking arguments of ethical or political character as irrelevant in 
the sustainability context and not desirable in relation to the teach-
ing situation.  This could carry a view where the ability to think in 
new ways in relation to sustainability issues could be limited by fa-
vouring reproduction of our knowledge systems. To conclude, the 
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results show how critical thinking is given different qualitative 
meaning, that is, how room for subjectification is recognised in re-
lation to what extent the science discourse is given a hegemonic 
status.  
 
Different branches of education? 
Previous studies have shown how issues of environmental educa-
tion could be hard to fit into a world of schooling with predefined 
learning goals, control and assessments (Stevenson, 2007a). In a 
similar way, environmental education and science education are 
described as increasingly distant, and the question is if environ-
mental education and science education, should be different 
branches of education or develop towards a more symbiotic rela-
tionship (Wals, Brody, Dillon & Stevenson, 2014). Accordingly, 
the question to ask is if environmental and sustainability education 
and science education in the same curriculum aims at contradic-
tions in purpose. However, focusing students’ qualification more 
particularly, in teachers’ meaning-making of the desirable aims in 
ESD reveals a slightly different perspective. This will be discussed 
in the next section, in relation to Article III. 

 
Students’ qualification in ESD – Epistemic gaps  
or composites of critical thinking? (Article III) 
The third article focuses on how teachers in discussions with col-
leagues articulate qualification in relation to the desirable aims of 
ESD (Hasslöf, Lundegård & Malmberg, in review). Qualification is 
put in relation to socialisation and subjectification to be able to 
analyse purposes as a composite question. Here, three discourses of 
qualification are identified: the discourse of qualification as scien-
tific reasoning, awareness of complexity and critical thinking. 
 
Epistemic gaps 
A fact-based science discourse is confirmed (in relation to Article 
II) as a discourse of rational reasoning and articulated as the dis-
course of qualification as scientific reasoning. Nevertheless, strug-
gling articulations of qualification meanwhile articulate issues as 
open-ended, knowledge as changing, and different views as part of 
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sustainability. The discourse of qualification as an awareness of 
complexity formulates issues as changeable and context dependent, 
advocating an approach of qualification as an act of listening and 
“searching” to become open-minded and aware of complexity. Ac-
cordingly, these two discourses, in a way, confirms the gap identi-
fied between science and environmental and sustainability educa-
tion (c.f. Gough, 2002; Scott & Gough, 2003; Stevenson, Brody, 
Dillon & Wals, 2013; Van Poeck & Vandenabeele, 2012). 

 
Epistemologies as composite tools of critical thinking 
In relation to how teachers articulate the desirable aims of stu-
dents’ actions, that is, to deal with sustainable issues in society, the 
gap between pre-defined science knowledge to “learn” and the 
more complex learning process with open-ended outcomes comes 
together (i.e. discourses of different epistemological views) in the 
discourse of qualification as critical thinking in relation to ESD. 
Here, qualification as critical thinking, formulates a desired way 
for students to act as educated students, where scientific reasoning 
through awareness of complexity is seen as one of many perspec-
tives to value issues of sustainability.  

Hence, the results of this study shows how an epistemic gap in 
“theory” by the teachers, is articulated in a way that makes “mat-
ters of facts” into “matters of concern” (c.f. Latour 2004, 2010; 
Van Poeck, Goeminne & Vandenabeele, 2014; Öhman, 2006b) by 
using the two epistemologies as composite tools of critical think-
ing. The discourse of awareness of complexity opens up for ethical 
and political values and thereby calls for a more “passionate” en-
gagement of sustainability issues (c.f. Mouffe, 2000a, b). The re-
sults of this study shows how qualification in relation to ESD, in 
this way, serve as a bifurcation of epistemological gaps. That is, 
how the more positivistic scientific reasoning, together with a 
postmodern awareness of complexity, makes a composite as quali-
fication of critical thinking. As a composite discourse, this is articu-
lated as a socialisation of students’ preferable actions of critical 
thinking in societal contexts of sustainability. These perspectives of 
composite discourses and possibilities of making matter of facts 
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into matter of concerns reveals a diverse area of future questions 
for coming research. 

The results of these studies show how the teacher as a subject 
due to simultaneously existing discourses, is interpellated into 
struggling teacher-specific positions. The teacher position is ac-
cordingly fragmented, and the teacher thus declared as an overde-
termined subject (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002; Laclau & Mouffe, 
2001). This is the focus of the last article of this thesis, which 
elaborates on teachers’ subject positions in relation to ESD dis-
courses that approach social change. 

 
Teachers as agents for social change? Subject positions 
from a transformative perspective of sustainability  
(Article IV) 
The results of the last study show how different discourses offers 
teacher-specific subject positions in relation to different epistemo-
logical approaches, desirable educational aims, and preferable 
guidelines (Hasslöf, Lundegård & Malmberg, manuscript). These 
(subject positions) are the outcomes of struggling divides in rela-
tion to how the educational myths of social change relate to a 
“more sustainable” way of living, and are represented in the articu-
lations.  

The teacher is simultaneously identified in three struggling posi-
tions: as the rational subject (guiding teachers’ action towards be-
ing a neutral conductor), as the responsible subject (as a role 
model), or as the reconstructing subject (with the teacher as a re-
constructor). The discourse articulating the teacher-position as a 
rational subject is articulating the teacher as a conductor repre-
sented by an educational myth of social change towards sustain-
ability through schooling of predefined knowledge systems to learn 
in a world of choices; a world where scientific reasoning will make 
up the educational tool for sustainable choices towards a more sus-
tainable living. A “neutral” position, but nevertheless, together 
with the contrasting subject position as the responsible subject, 
jointly articulates an education mainly as individual learning, that 
is, to learn for a sustainable living through predefined competences 
and knowledge (c.f. Van Poeck & Vandenabeele, 2012).  
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However, the discourse articulating the teacher position as the 
responsible subject situates the teacher as being a kind of role 
model, although the teacher is positioned in a more explicit norma-
tive position, while at the same time emphasising an awareness of 
decisions as context dependent and humans as inconsequent due to 
conflicting interests (an overdetermination in itself). Within this 
subject position, the educational myth of social change is emerging 
– as the socialisation of students, an educational guide in a chang-
ing world of conflicts and contradictions. Role models could serve 
as ideal visons of sustainability and give students inspiration and 
hope for of on-going change towards a “right” way, i.e. a more 
sustainable world. The last of the teacher-specific-positions is the 
reconstructing subject position, which identifies the teacher as a re-
constructor. This position is situated in a contrasting position to 
the others, as representing social change from an educational posi-
tion articulating a reformulation of sustainability in a society of 
political and ethical engagement (as myth). Through this position 
and educational myth, the guidelines for teachers’ actions recognise 
sustainability as a matter of public concern, specifying learning as 
encounters for students to learn from, to get to know and be aware 
of difference, and develop as political subjects.  

If the teacher as neutral conductor and role model in the first 
discourses mainly underline qualification and socialisation, the 
third discourse with the teacher as a reconstructing subject rather 
accentuates the possibility for the student’s subjectification process 
(c.f. Biesta, 2009b, 2011a, b). These simultaneously existing dis-
courses articulate in different ways how to acknowledge “social 
change” and sustainability, as mainly being mainly a process to 
empower students for “right” choices or to uphold “social change” 
as a way for students to explore new interpretations of a more sus-
tainable living. In this way, the results show how teachers are of-
fered to move between different epistemological approaches in re-
lation to issues of sustainability partly due to contradicting purpose 
revealed as struggling discourses and emerging educational myths 
of social change. Whether this is an option of “choice” for the 
teachers is due to how teachers are interpellated (i.e. which dis-
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course to address the subject) in different educational contexts and 
remains a question to be further elaborated by future research.   

Previous research relating to social change in relation to envi-
ronmental and sustainability education mainly focuses on students’ 
behavioural change and competences in relation to “sustainable 
behaviour” (Mogensen & Schnack, 2010). This study contributes 
with another perspective, framing social change from teachers’ ar-
ticulations and focusing teachers’ subject positions and educational 
myths.  

In the next section, I will give a more conclusive perspective of 
how the research of this thesis contributes to the present research 
field and educational practice.  

 
Contribution of this thesis 
Based on the results and discussion presented above, I will proceed 
with some central conclusions and discuss in what way this thesis 
contributes to the present research field. The overall ambition of 
this thesis has been to problematise ESD from a conflict perspective 
and elaborate complex educational areas of ESD in relation to the 
purposes of education. Environmental and sustainability education 
brings with it contested concepts which develop and change over 
time and thereby calls to be continually recreated in relation to 
education (Jickling, 2003; Jickling & Wals, 2008, 2013; Jickling & 
Spork, 1998). How the meanings of the visions and purposes must 
also be developed by teachers themselves to make meaning in the 
particular context are arguments stated by previous research (Ste-
venson, 2006, 2007b). In my research, teachers’ articulations of the 
desired aims of ESD have been analysed and problematised in rela-
tion to purposes and particular meaning, and in this way, the re-
sults make a contribution of new perspectives and empirical 
knowledge from practitioners of ESD. In my studies, I have tried to 
carefully listen to the teachers’ reciprocal discussions to be able to 
give a teacher perspective in an area often impregnated with policy 
and theoretical perspectives. 
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Problematising intersections of educational tensions in ESD 
Educational purposes and goals always combine the relationship 
between society, institutions and the individual.  This relationship 
is a balancing act. On one hand, there is the question of whether 
specific curriculum content educates the individual to become a re-
sponsible citizen in a defined order, relating mainly to issues of re-
production of qualification and socialisation.  On the other hand, 
is the individual, being offered an education which enables him/her 
to develop as a political subject and find an identity in a pluralistic 
and changing world mainly through subjectification processes (Bi-
esta, 2009b). It is in these struggles of educational purposes that 
my empirical studies should be seen as a perspective-generating 
contribution which problematises teachers’ articulations of the de-
sired aims and purposes of ESD.  A further ambition of my re-
search has been to contextualise a practical understanding of theo-
retical concepts through empirical studies.  
 
A theoretical contribution, contextualising theoretical concepts  
Through the research of the different studies, theoretical concepts 
with no inherent meaning per se. (i.e. floating signifiers) have been 
contextualised through the teachers’ articulatory practices. For in-
stance, the empirical analyses carried out in this thesis illustrate 
how critical thinking has been articulated by teachers as having dif-
ferent qualitative meaning in relation to different epistemological 
approaches and purposes of ESD.  

Further, the way in which room for subjectification has been 
used as an analytical lens in empirical contexts has made visible 
teachers’ articulations of teaching situations wherein students’ are 
addressed as political subjects. 

Another result shows how alternative perspectives were articu-
lated to approach socialisation. In relation to Biesta’s (2009a, b) 
framework of functions of education, socialisation mainly em-
braces how education situates individuals into existing ways of do-
ing and being.  The results from the studies of this thesis shows 
how the teachers also articulate how to socialise the students into a 
discourse which invites students to challenge existing orders (Arti-
cle II, IV).  
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As a result, the empirical analyses contribute with contextualised 
perspectives of understanding theoretical concepts.  

 
An empirical contribution 
The way theoretical functions of education are used as analytical 
lenses of teachers’ articulations, has made it possible to problema-
tise the purpose of education as a composite question (Biesta, 
2009a). Teachers’ articulations were analysed – through qualifica-
tion, socialisation and room for subjectification – to be problema-
tised in relation to purpose. This resulted in problematising the 
struggling processes of meaning-making in relation to the desirable 
aims, meaning of concepts, epistemological views, teachers’ subject 
positions and educational myths of social change. In this way the 
thesis makes a contribution of new empirical knowledge to the re-
search field.   
 
A methodological contribution 
Through the development of the CRT (Article I), this thesis con-
tributes with a method to analyse conflicting perspectives in rela-
tion to sustainable development in an educational context.  

Likewise, in relation to ESD, through the development of ana-
lytical methods from discourse theory, it has been possible to ana-
lyse and problematise teachers’ meaning-making discussions as ar-
ticulatory practices in dynamic struggle (described in Article II-IV, 
and the chapter “Theoretical Influences” of this thesis).   

In the analyses, I have used Mouffe’s framework both as politi-
cal theory and as point of departure for the discourse theoretical 
analyses. 

Accordingly, through the development of analytical methods and 
tools, this thesis has the ambition to make a methodological con-
tribution. 

 
Contribution to educational practice 
The studies carried out in this thesis bring new perspectives and 
knowledge to educational practice. My hope is that this thesis will 
add to the understanding of meaning-making as relational proc-
esses, and how the purposes of environmental and sustainability 
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education are a composite question of desirable aims in struggle. 
The articulation of discourses of reconstruction and awareness of 
complexity formulates possibilities for students to encounter sus-
tainability in more open-ended learning processes in addition to the 
more traditional purpose of reproducing predefined knowledge. 
Through the emerging results of room for subjectification as possi-
ble educational moments and the visualisation of educational 
myths of social change in relation to teachers as overdetermined 
subjects, this thesis adds further understanding of the political and 
democratic dimensions of ESD.  
 

95



 

 96 

REFERENCES 

Almers, E. (2009). Handlingskompetens för hållbar utveckling – tre berättelser 
om vägen dit [Action competence for sustainable development - three sto-
ries and their pathways]. Diss. No. 6. School of Education and Communi-
cation Jönköping University. 

Axelsson, H. (1993). Environment and school initiatives – ENSI. The Swedish 
report about the environmental education project initiated at OECD/CERI. 
Report no. 1993:01, Department of Education and Educational Research, 
University of Göteborg. 

Axelsson, H. (1997). Våga lära. Om lärare som förändrar sin miljöundervis-
ning [Dare to learn. Teachers' transformation of their environmental educa-
tion]. Diss. Göteborg Studies in Educational Sciences 112. Göteborg: Acta 
Universitatis Gothoburgensis. 

Azar, C. (2008). Makten över klimatet [The power and the climate]. Stock-
holm: Albert Bonniers Förlag. 

Bakhtin, M. M. (1981). Discourse in the novel (Caryl Emerson and Michael 
Holquist, Trans.). In The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M. M. 
Bakhtin, ed. M. Holquist (p. 259–422). Austin: University of Texas Press.  

Bakhtin, M. M. (1986). Speech genres and other late essays. Austin: University 
of Texas Press. 

Barbier, E. B. (1987). The concept of sustainable economic development. En-
vironmental Conservation, 14(2), 101–110. 

Barrue, C., & Albe, V. (2013). Citizenship education and socioscientific issues: 
Implicit concept of citizenship in the curriculum, views of French middle 
school teachers. Science and education, 22, 1089-1114. 

Beck, U. (1992). Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity. London: Sage. 

Bernes, C., & Grundsten, C. (Eds.). (1991). Sveriges Nationalatlas Miljön 
[National Atlas of Sweden environment]. Italy: Swedish Environmental Pro-
tection Agency. 

96



 

97 
 

Bengtsson, S. L. (2014). Beyond Education and Society, On the Political Life 
of Education for Sustainable Development. Diss. Acta Universitatis Uppsa-
liensis. Department of Education. 

Bengtsson, S., & Östman, L. (2013). Globalisation and education for sustain-
able development: emancipation from context and meaning. Environmental 
Education Research, 19(4), 477-498. 

Biesta, G., & Lawy, R. (2006). From teaching citizenship to learning democ-
racy: overcoming individualism in research, policy and practice. Cambridge 
Journal of Education, 36(1), 63-79. 

Biesta, G. (2009a). Good education in an age of measurement: on the need to 
reconnect with the question of purpose in education. Educational Assess-
ment, Evaluation and Accountability, 21(1), 33–46. 

Biesta, G. (2009b). On the Weakness of Education. Philosophy of Education 
Yearbook: 354-362. 

Biesta, G. J. J. (2010). Good Education in an Age of Measurement –Ethics, 
Politic, Democracy. Boulder, Colorado: Paradigm Publishers. 

Biesta, G. (2011a). We need better democracy, not better citizens. Adults 
Learning, 23(2), 26-33. 

Biesta, G. (2011b). The ignorant citizen: Mouffe, Rancière, and the Subject of 
democratic Education. Studies in Philosophy of Education, 30, 141-153. 

Björneloo, I. (2007). Innebörder av hållbar utveckling: En studie av lärares 
utsagor om undervisning [Meanings of sustainable development: A study of 
teachers' statements about teaching]. Diss. Göteborg Studies in Educational 
Sciences 250. Göteborgs Universitet.  

Bonnett, M. (2002). Education for sustainability as a frame of mind. Envi-
ronmental Education Research, 8(1), 9–20. 

Borg, C., Gericke, N., Höglund, H. O., & Bergman, E. (2014). Subject- and 
experience-bound differences in teachers’ conceptual understanding of sus-
tainable development. Environmental Education Research, 20(4), 526-551. 

Breiting, S., & Mogensen, F. (1999). Action competence and environmental 
education. Cambridge Journal of Education, 29(3), 349–353. 

Breiting, S., Hedegaard, K., Mogensen, F., Nielsen, K., & Schnack, K. (2009). 
Action competence, conflicting interests and environmental education the 
MUVIN programme. Research Programme for Environmental and Health 
Education, DPU (Danish School of Education). Retrieved December, 10, 
2013, from: 
http://edu.au.dk/fileadmin/www.dpu.dk/forskning/forskningsprogramer/mil
joeogsundhedspaedagogik/publikationer/forskning_miljoe-og-
sundhedspaedagogik_20090707140335_action-competence-muvin.pdf 

97



 

 98 

Breiting, S., Mayer, M., & Mogensen, F. (2005). Quality criteria for ESD-
schools: Guidelines to enhance the quality of education for sustainable de-
velopment. Vienna, Austria: Austrian Federal Ministry of Education. 

Breiting, S., & Wickenberg, P. (2010). The progressive development of envi-
ronmental education in Sweden and Denmark. Environmental Education 
Research, 16(1), 9-37. 

Carson, R. I. (1962). Silent Spring. 40th Anniversary edition. First Mariner 
Books edition 2002. New York. 

Ekborg, M. (2005). Is heat generated from a crematorium an appropriate 
source for district heating? Student teachers’ reasoning about a complex 
environmental issue. Environmental Education Research, 11(5), 557-553. 

Ferreira, J-A. (2013). Transformation, Empowerment, and the Governing of 
Environmental Conduct: Insight to be Gained From a “History of the Pre-
sent” Approach. In Stevenson, R.B., Brody, M., Dillon, J., & Wals, A. 
(Eds.), International Handbook of Research on Environmental Education 
(p. 63-68). London: Routledge. 

Fien, J. (2000). Education for the environment: a critique – an analysis. Envi-
ronmental Education Research, 6(2), 179-192. 

Fien, J. (2004). Education for the environment: Critical curriculum theorizing 
and environmental education. In W. Scott & S. Gough (Eds.), Key Issues in 
Sustainable Development and Learning – a Critical Review (p. 93-99). New 
York: RoutledgeFalmer. 

Fien, J., & Trainer, T. (1993). A vision of sustainability. In Fein, J. (Ed.). En-
vironmental education: A pathway to sustainability (p. 24-42). Geelong, 
Victoria, Australia: Deakin University Press.  

Fraser, J., Gupta, R., & Krasny, M. E. (2014, in press). Practitioners’ perspec-
tives on the purpose of environmental education. Environmental Education 
Research. DOI: 10.1080/13504622.2014.933777 

Giroux, H. A. (2012). Can Democratic Education Survive in a Neoliberal So-
ciety? Truthout, Retrieved September, 9, 2014, from: http://truth-
out.org/opinion/item/12126-can-democratic-education-survive-in-a-
neoliberal-society 

Gough, A. (1997). Founders of Environmental Education: narratives of the 
Australian environmental education movement. Environmental Education 
Research, 3(1), 43-57. 

Gough, A. (2002). Mutualism: A different agenda for environmental and sci-
ence education. International Journal of Science Education, 24(11), 1201-
1215. 

  

98



 

99 
 

Grooms, J., Sampson, V., & Golden, B. (2014). Comparing the Effectiveness 
of Verification and Inquiry Laboratories in Supporting Undergraduate Sci-
ence Students in Constructing Arguments Around Socioscientific Issues. In-
ternational Journal of Science Education, 36(9), 1412-1433. 

Hajer, M. A. (1995). The Politics of Environmental Discourse. Oxford: Clar-
endon Press. 

Hart, P., & Nolan, K. (1999). A Critical Analysis of Research in Environ-
mental Education. Studies in Science Education, 34(1), 1-69. 

Hart, P. (2004). Framing changes as a dialectic: direction only matters if you 
know where you want to go. In W. Scott & S. Gough (Eds.), Key Issues in 
Sustainable Development and Learning – a Critical Review (p. 108-110). 
New York: RoutledgeFalmer. 

Hasslöf, H., Ekborg, M., & Malmberg, C. (2014). Discussing Sustainable De-
velopment among Teachers: An Analysis from a Conflict Perspective. Inter-
national Journal of Environmental and Science Education, 9(1), 41-57.  

Hasslöf, H., & Malmberg, C. (2015). Critical Thinking as Room for Subjecti-
fication in Education for Sustainable Development. Environmental Educa-
tion Research, 21(2), 239-255. 

Hasslöf, H., Lundegård, I., & Malmberg, C. (in review). Students’ qualifica-
tion in ESD - epistemic gaps or composites of critical thinking? Submitted 
27 Nov 2014 to: International Journal of Science Education. 

Hasslöf, H., Lundegård, I., & Malmberg, C. (manuscript). Teachers as agents 
for social change? Subject positions from a transformative perspective of 
sustainability. In process. 

Herremans, I. M., & Reid, R. E. (2002). Developing awareness of the sustain-
ability concept. The Journal of Environmental Education, 34(1), 16–20. 

Ideland, M., & Malmberg, C. (2015). Governing ‘eco-certified children’ 
through pastoral power: critical perspectives on education for sustainable 
development. Environmental Education Research, 21(2), 173-182. 

Jensen, B. B. (2004). Environmental and health education viewed from an ac-
tion-oriented perspective: a case from Denmark. Journal of Curriculum, 
36(4), 405-425.  

Jensen, B. B., & Schnack, K. (1997). The action competence approach in envi-
ronmental education. Environmental Education Research, 3(2), 163–178. 

Jickling, B. (1992). Viewpoint: Why I don’t want my Children to be Educated 
for Sustainable Development. The Journal of Environmental Education, 
23(4), 5-8. 

Jickling, B. (2001). Environmental Thought, the Language of Sustainability, 
and digital Watches. Environmental Education Research, 7(2), 167-180. 

99



 

 100 

Jickling, B. (2003). Environmental education and environmental advocacy: 
Revisited. The Journal of Environmental Education, 34(2), 20–27. 

Jickling, B., & Spork, H. (1998). Education for the Environment: a critique. 
Environmental Education Research, 4(3), 309-327. 

Jickling, B., & Wals, A. (2008). Globalisation and Environmental Education: 
Looking Beyond Sustainable Development. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 
40(1), 1-21. 

Jickling, B., & Wals, A. (2013). Probing Normative Research in Environmen-
tal Eductaion: Ideas about Education and Ethics. In Stevenson, R.B., Brody, 
M., Dillon, J., & Wals, A., International Handbook of Research on Envi-
ronmental Education (p. 74-86). London: Routledge. AERA. 

Jonsson, G. (2008). An approach full of nuances: On student teachers’ under-
standing of and teaching for sustainable development. I J. Öhman (Red.), 
Values and democracy in education for sustainable development: Contribu-
tions from Swedish research (p. 93–108). Malmö, Sweden: Liber. 

Jørgensen, M. W., & Phillips, L. J. (2002). Discourse Analysis as Theory and 
Method. SAGE Publications Ltd. London. 

Kvale, S. (1997). Den kvalitativa forskningsintervjun [The qualitative research 
interview]. Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

Kyburz-Graber, R., Hofer, K., & Wolfensberger, B. (2006). Studies on a so-
cio-ecological approach to environmental education: A contribution to a 
critical position in the education for sustainable development discourse. 
Environmental Education Research, 12(1), 101–114. 

Laclau, E. (1990). New Reflections on the Revolution of Our Time. London: 
Verso. 

Laclau, E., & Mouffe, C. (2001). Hegemony and socialist strategy: Towards a 
radical democratic politics. 2nd ed. London: Verso. 

Larsson, S. (2009). A pluralist view of generalization in qualitative research. 
International Journal of Research & Method in Education, 32(1), 25-38. 

Latour, B. (2004). Why has Critique Run out of Steam? From Matters of Fact 
to Matters of Concern. Critical Inquiry, 30, 225-248. 

Latour, B. (2010). An Attempt at a “Compositionist Manifesto”. New Liter-
ary History, 41, 471-90. 

Lawy, R., & Biesta, G. (2006). Citizenship-as-Practice: The Educational Im-
plications of an Inclusive and Relational Understanding of Citizenship. Brit-
ish Journal of Educational Studies, 54(1), 34-50. 

Leo, U., & Wickenberg, P. (2013). Professional Norms in School Leadership: 
Change Efforts in Implementation of Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment. Journal of Educational Change, 14(4), 403-422. 

100



 

101 
 

Levinson, R., Douglas, A., Evans, J. E., Kirton, A., Koulouris, P., Turner, S., 
& Finegold, P. (2001). Valuable lessons: engaging with the social context of 
science in schools [report]. Wellcome Trust, London. 

Lundegård, I. (2007). På väg mot pluralism – Elever i situerade samtal kring 
hållbar utveckling [Towards Pluralism - Students in situated conversations 
about sustainable development]. Diss. Studies in educational sciences 10. 
Stockholm: HLS Förlag. 

Lundegård, I., & Wickman, P. O. (2007). Conflicts of interest: An indispensa-
ble element of education for sustainable development. Environmental Edu-
cation Research, 13(1), 1–15. 

Lundegård, I., & Wickman, P. O. (2012). It takes two to tango: studying how 
students constitute political subjects in discourses on sustainable develop-
ment. Environmental Education Research, 18(2), 153–169. 

Læssøe, J. (2007). Participation and sustainable development: The post-
ecologist transformation of citizen involvement in Denmark. Environmental 
Politics, 16(2), 231-50. 

Læssøe, J. (2010). Education for sustainable development, participation and 
socio-cultural change. Environmental Education Research, 16(1), 39–58. 

Læssøe, J., Feinstein, N., & Blum, N. (2013). Environmental education policy 
research – challenges and ways research might cope with them. Environ-
mental Education Research, 19(2), 231-242. 

Mogensen, F., & Schnack, K. (2010). The action competence approach and 
the ‘new’ discourse of education for sustainable development, competence 
and quality criteria. Environmental education Research, 16(1), 59-74. 

Morgan, D. (1997). Focus groups as qualitative research. Thousand Oaks, 
US:Sage. 

Mouffe, C. (1992). Democratic citizenship and the political community. In 
Mouffe, C. (Ed.). Dimensions of Radical Democracy, (p. 225-239.) Lon-
don: Verso. 

Mouffe, C. (2000a). Deliberative democracy or agonistic pluralism. Political 
Science Series 72. Institute for Advanced Studies, Vienna. 

Mouffe, C. (2000b). The Democratic Paradox. London: Verso. 

Osberg, D., & Biesta, G. (2010). The end/s of education: complexity and the 
conundrum of the inclusive educational curriculum. International Journal 
of Inclusive Education, 14(6), 593–607.  

Palinurus. (2007). Socialism and Hegemony: An Interview with Chantal 
Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau, Palinurus 14. 

Payne, P. (2001). Identity and Environmental education. Environmental Edu-
cation Research, 7(1), 67-88. 

101



 

 102 

Peterson, G. (2012). Miljö i Sverige under 50 år [Environmental problems in 
Sweden during 50 years]. Göteborg: Chalmers. Retrieved August, 10, 2014, 
from:  http://publications.lib.chalmers.se/records/fulltext/local_153696.pdf 

Rickinson, M. (2001). Learners and Learning in Environmental Education. A 
critical Review of the Evidence. Environmental Education Research, 7(3), 
207-317. 

Roberts, D., & Östman, L. (Ed.). (1998). Problems of Meaning in Science 
Curriculum. London: Teachers College Press. 

Robottom, I. (2013). Changing Discourses in EE/ESD: A Role for Proffesional 
Self-Development. In Stevenson, R.B., Brody, M., Dillon, J., & Wals, A. 
(Eds.), International Handbook of Research on Environmental Education 
(p. 156-162). London: Routledge. AERA. 

Rudsberg, K., & Öhman, J. (2010). Pluralism in practice: Experiences from 
Swedish evaluation, school development and research. Environmental Edu-
cation Research, 16(1), 95–111. 

Rorty, R. (1980). Pragmatism, relativism, and irrationalism. In Rorty, R. 
(1982/2003). Consequences of Pragmatism. Essays 1972-1980, (p. 160-
175). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Sadler, B. (1990). Sustainable development and water resource management. 
Alternatives, 3(17), 14–24. 

Sadler, T. D. (2004). Informal reasoning regarding socioscientific issues: A 
critical review of the research. Journal of Research in Science Teaching, 
41(5), 513-536. 

Sauvé, L. (2002). Environmental education: Possibilities and constraints. Con-
nect: UNESCO international science, technology & environmental educa-
tion Newsletter, 27(1-2), 1-4.  

Sauvé, L. (2005). Currents in Environmental Education: Mapping a Complex 
and Evolving Pedagogical Field. Canadian Journal of Environmental Educa-
tion, 10(1), 11-37. 

Sauvé, L., & Berryman, T. (2005). Challenging a “Closing Circle”: Alternative 
Research Agendas for the ESD Decade. Applied Environmental Education 
& Communication, 4(3), 229-232. 

Scott, W., & Gough, S. (2003). Sustainable development and learning: Fram-
ing the issues. London: Routledge Falmer. 

Scott, W., & Gough, S. (Eds.). (2004). Key Issues in sustainable development 
and learning, a critical review. London: Routledge Falmer. 

Stables, A. (2001). Who drew the sky? Conflicting assumptions in environ-
mental education. Educational Philosophy and Theory, 33(2), 250–254. 

Stables, A., & Scott, W. (2002). The quest for holism in education for sustain-
able development. Environmental Education Research, 8(1), 53–60. 

102



 

103 
 

Stapp, W. B., Bennet, D., Bryan, W., Fulton, J., Nowak, P., … Havlick, S. 
(1969). The concept of environmental education. Journal of Environmental 
Education, 1(1), 30-31. 

Sterling, S. (2001). Sustainable education. Re-visioning Learning and Change. 
Devon UK: Green books. 

Sterling, S. (2010). Learning for resilience, or the resilient learner? Towards a 
necessary reconciliation in a paradigm of sustainable education. Environ-
mental Education Research, 16(5-6), 511-528. 

Stevenson, R. B.  (2006). Tensions and transitions in policy discourse: Recon-
textualising a decontextualized EE/ESD debate. Environmental Education 
Research, 12(3-4), 277-290. 

Stevenson, R. B. (2007a). Schooling and environmental education: contradic-
tions in purpose and practice. Environmental Education Research, 13(2), 
139-153. 

Stevenson, R. B. (2007b). Schooling and environmental/sustainability educa-
tion: from discourses of policy and practice to discourses of professional 
learning. Environmental Education Research, 13(2), 265-285. 

Stevenson, R. B. (2013). Researching Tensions and Pretensions in Environ-
mental/Sustainability Education Policies. In Stevenson, R. B., Brody, M., 
Dillon, J., Wals. A.E.J. (Eds.), International Handbook of Research on En-
vironmental Education (p. 147-155). New York: Routledge, AERA. 

Stevenson, R. B., Brody, M., Dillon, J., & Wals. A. E. J. (Eds.). (2013). Inter-
national Handbook of Research on Environmental Education. New York: 
Routledge, AERA. 

Stevenson, R. B., & Robottom, I. (2013). Critical Action Research and Envi-
ronmental Education: Conceptual Congruencies and Imperatives in Prac-
tice. In Stevenson, R. B., Brody, M., Dillon, J., Wals. A.E.J. (Eds.), Interna-
tional Handbook of Research on Environmental Education (p. 469-479). 
New York: Routledge, AERA. 

Sund, L. (2014). Om global etik i miljö- och hållbarhetsutbildningens policy 
och praktik [Global ethics in policy and practice of environmental and sus-
tainability education]. Diss. Örebro Studies in Education 48. Örebro Uni-
versity. 

Sund, L., & Öhman, J. (2014). On the need to repoliticise environmental and 
sustainability education: rethinking the postpolitical consensus. Environ-
mental Education Research, 20(5), 639-659. 

  

103



 

 104 

Sund, P. (2008). Att urskilja selektiva traditioner i miljöundervisningens so-
cialisationsinnehåll – implikationer för undervisning för hållbar utveckling 
[To distinguish selective traditions in socialisation content of environmental 
education - implications for education for sustainable development]. Diss. 
Mälardalen University Press Dissertations. No 63.Västerås. 

Sund, P. Wickman, P. O. (2008). Teachers’ objects of responsibility – Some-
thing to care about in education for sustainable development? Environ-
mental Education Research, 14(2), 145-63. 

Swedish Research Council. (2011). Good research practice. Swedish Research 
Council’s report series. Report number 1:2005. Stockholm. 

Säfström, C. A. (2005). Skillnadens pedagogik. Nya vägar inom den pedago-
giska teorin [Pedagogy of differences. New paths in pedagogical theory]. 
Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

Säljö, R. (2000). Lärande i praktiken: Ett sociokulturellt perspektiv [Learning 
in Action: A socio-cultural perspective]. Stockholm: Prisma. 

The Swedish National Agency for Education. (2011). Curriculum for the 
compulsory school, preschool class and the recreation centre 2011. Stock-
holm. Retrieved September, 7, 2014, from: 
www.skolverket.se/publikationer  

The Swedish National Agency for Education. (2013). Curriculum for the up-
per secondary school. Stockholm: Fritzes. Retrieved September, 25, 2014, 
from: www.skolverket.se/publikationer?id=2975 

Todd, S. (2009). Can There Be Pluralism Without Conflict? Philosophy of 
Education Yearbook. 2009, 51-59.   

Todd, S., & Säfström, C-A. (2008). Democracy, Education and Conflict: Re-
thinking Respect and the Place of the Ethical. Journal of Educational 
Contoversey, 3(1).  

Torfing, J. (1999). New Theories of Discourse. Laclau, Mouffe and Zizek. 
Oxford: Blackwell Publishers. 

Tracy, S. J. (2010). Qualitative Quality: Eight ''Big-Tent'' Criteria for Excel-
lent Qualitative Research. Qualitative Inquiry, 16(10), 837-851. 

Unemar Öst, I. (2009). Kampen om den högre utbildningens syften och mål. 
En studie av svensk utbildningspolitik [The struggle of defining the pur-
poses and aims of higher education. A study of education policy in Swe-
den]. Diss. Örebro Studies in Education 27. 

United Nations. (1992). Sustainable Development, Conference on Environ-
ment & Development Rio de Janerio, Brazil, 3 to 14 June 1992. AGENDA 
21. 

  

104



 

105 
 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO]. 
(1978). Intergovernmental Conference on Environmental Education: Tbilisi 
(USSR), 14-26. October 1977: final report. Paris: UNESCO. Retrieved Au-
gust, 7, 2014, from: http://unesdoc.unesco.org/iages/0003/000327/ 
032763eo.pdf 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO]. 
(2005). United Nations decade of education for sustainable development 
(2005-2014): International implementation scheme. Paris: UNESCO. 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO]. 
(2012). Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). Retrieved Decem-
ber, 20, 2013, from: 
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/leading-the-international-
agenda/education-for-sustainable-development 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO]. 
(2013). Proposal for a Global Action Programme on Education for Sustain-
able Development as follow-up to the United Nations Decade of Education 
for Sustainable Development (DESD)after 2014. General Conference 37th 
Session, Paris. 37 C/57.  

Van Poeck, K., Goeminne, G., & Vandenabeele, J. (2014, in press). Revisiting 
the democratic paradox of environmental and sustainability education: sus-
tainability issues as matters of concern. Environmental Education Research. 
Published on line 21 Oct 2014.  DOI: 10.1080/13504622.2014.966659  

Van Poeck, K., & Vandenabeele, J. (2012). Learning from sustainable devel-
opment: education in the light of public issues. Environmental Education 
Research, 18(4), 541-552. 

Wals, A., & Jickling, B. (2002). ‘Sustainability’ in Higher Education From 
Doublethink and Newspeak of Critical Thinking and Meaningful Learning. 
International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education, 3(3), 221-232. 

Wals, A. (2009). Learning for a sustainable world. Review of Contexts and 
Structures for Education for Sustainable Development. Paris: UNESCO. Re-
trieved December, 20, 2013, from: 
http://www.unesco.org/education/justpublished_desd2009.pdf 

Wals, A. (2010). Between knowing what is right and knowing that is it wrong 
to tell others what is right: on relativism, uncertainty and democracy in en-
vironmental and sustainability education. Environmental Education Re-
search, 16(1), 143-151. 

Walls, A., Brody, M., Dillon, J., & Stevenson, R. B. (2014). Convergence Be-
tween Science and Environmental Education. Science, 344, 583-584. 

Wertsch, J. V. (1991). Voices of the mind: A sociocultural approach to medi-
ated action (1st ed.). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

105



 

 106 

Wertsch, J. V. (1998). Mind as action. New York: Oxford University Press.  
Wickenberg, P. (1999). Norm Supporting Structures: The Environmental 

Theme Begins to take Root in Schools. Diss. Lund Studies in Sociology of 
Law no 5. Lund University, Department of Sociology. Lund. 

Wickman, P. O. (2006). Aesthetic Experience in Science Education: Learning 
and Meaning-making as Situated Talk and Action. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.  

Winter, P. (2011). Coming Into the World, Uniqueness, and the Beautiful Risk 
of Education: An Interview with Gert Biesta by Philip Winter. Studies in 
Philosophy and Education, 30(5), 537-542. 

World Commission on Environmental and Development (WCED). (1987). 
The Brundtland report. Our common future. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 

Zeidler, D. L., & Nichols, B. H. (2009). Socioscientific issues: Theory and 
practice. Journal of Elementary Science Education, 21(2), 49-58. 

Öhman, J. (2003). Miljödidaktisk forskning och selektiva traditioner i skolans 
miljöundervisning – en jämförelse [Environmental education research and 
selective traditions of the school's environmental education - a compari-
son]. In Östman, L., Nationell och internationell miljödidaktisk forskning: 
En forskningsöversikt [National and international review of research in en-
vironmental education], 97-109. Uppsala: Pedagogiska institutionen, Upp-
sala University. 

Öhman, J. (2004). Moral Perspectives in Selective Traditions of Environ-
mental Educstion – conditions for environmental moral meaning-making 
and students’ constitutions as democratic citizens. In Wickenberg, P., Ax-
elsson, H., Fritzén, L., Helldén, G., & Öhamn, J. (Eds.). Learning to change 
our world, (p. 33-57). Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

Öhman, J. (2006a). Den etiska tendensen i utbildning för hållbar utveckling. 
Meningsskapande I ett genomlevandeperspektiv [The ethical tendency in 
education for sustainable development – A practical understanding of 
meaning-making]. Diss.  Örebro: Studies in Education 13, Universitetsbib-
lioteket. 

Öhman, J. (2006b). Pluralism and criticism in environmental education and 
education for sustainable development: A practical understanding. Envi-
ronmental Education Research, 12(2), 149–63. 

Öhman, M., & Öhman, J. (2012). Harmoni eller konflikt? En fallstudie av 
meningsinnehållet i utbildning för hållbar utveckling [Harmony or conflict? 
A case study of meaning-making in education for sustainable development]. 
NorDiNa , 8(1), 59–72. 

106



 

107 
 

Öhman, J., & Öhman, M. (2013). Participatory approaches in practice: an 
analysis of student discussions about climate change. Environmental Educa-
tion Research, 9(3), 324-341. 

Östman, L. (1995). Socialisation och mening: no-utbildning som politiskt och 
miljömoraliskt problem [Socialisation and meaning: science education as a 
political and environmental moral problem]. Diss. Uppsala Studies in Edu-
cation 61. Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International. 

Östman, L. (1999). How companion meanings are expressed by science educa-
tion discourse. In D. A. Roberts (Ed.), Problems of meaning in science cur-
riculum, 54-70. New York: Teachers College Press. 

Östman, L. (2010). Education for Sustainable Development and Normativity: 
A Transactional Analysis of Moral Meaning-making and Companion 
Meanings in Classroom Communication. Environmental Education Re-
search, 16(1), 75-93. 

Östman, L. (2003). Nationell och internationell miljödidaktisk forskning: En 
forskningsöversikt [National and international review of research in envi-
ronmental education]. Uppsala: Pedagogiska institutionen, Uppsala Univer-
sity 

  

107



 

 108 

 

108



 

109 
 

PART II: ARTICLES 

I. Hasslöf, H., Malmberg, C., & Ekborg, M. (2014). Discuss-
ing Sustainable Development among Teachers: An Analysis 
from a Conflict Perspective. International Journal of Envi-
ronmental and Science Education, 9(1), 41-57.  

 
II. Hasslöf, H., & Malmberg, C. (2015). Critical Thinking 

as Room for Subjectification in Education for Sustain-
able Development. Environmental Education Research, 
 21(2), 239-255.  

 
III. Hasslöf, H., Lundegård, I., & Malmberg, C. (in review). 

Students’ qualification in ESD - epistemic gaps or compos-
ites of critical thinking? Submitted 27 Nov 2014 to: In-
ternational Journal of Science Education. 

 
IV. Hasslöf, H., Lundegård, I., & Malmberg, C. (manuscript). 

Teachers as agents for social change? Subject positions 
from a transformative perspective of sustainability. In 
process 

 
 
  

109



 

 110 

 

110


	Papers klart.pdf
	2.pdf
	Abstract
	 Introduction and background
	 Three functions of education
	 Room for subjectification

	 From ESD policy to the curriculum and teachers` articulations

	 Methodology
	 Setting the scene
	 Tools from discourse theory
	 Articulation of discourses

	 Analyses and results
	 The emerging nodal point: critical thinking
	 Formulation of the ESD discourse `critical thinking as room for subjectification`
	 Summarising remarks: the ESD discourse of `Critical thinking as room for subjectification`

	 Struggling articulations of critical thinking: `Room for subjectification` in relation to qualification
	 Summarising remarks: articulations of critical thinking in relation to qualification

	 Struggling articulations of critical thinking: `Room for subjectification` in relation to socialisation
	 Summarising remarks: articulations of critical thinking in relation to socialisation


	 Conclusions and discussion
	 Critical thinking in relation to the functions of education
	 Critical thinking in relation to `room for subjectification`

	Acknowledgements
	Notes on con�trib�u�tors
	References




 
 
    
   HistoryItem_V1
   AddMaskingTape
        
     Range: all pages
     Mask co-ordinates: Horizontal, vertical offset -18.75, 658.78 Width 481.90 Height 25.31 points
     Mask co-ordinates: Horizontal, vertical offset -25.31, -3.13 Width 543.78 Height 25.31 points
     Origin: bottom left
      

        
     1
     0
     BL
            
                
         Both
         13
         AllDoc
         110
              

       CurrentAVDoc
          

     -18.7511 658.7814 481.903 25.314 -25.314 -3.1321 543.7816 25.314 
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0f
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

        
     0
     110
     109
     110
      

   1
  

    
   HistoryItem_V1
   AddMaskingTape
        
     Range: all pages
     Mask co-ordinates: Horizontal, vertical offset -13.13, 10.93 Width 496.90 Height 69.38 points
     Origin: bottom left
      

        
     1
     0
     BL
            
                
         Both
         13
         AllDoc
         110
              

       CurrentAVDoc
          

     -13.1258 10.9312 496.9039 69.379 
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0f
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

        
     14
     110
     109
     110
      

   1
  

    
   HistoryItem_V1
   AddNumbers
        
     Range: From page 13 to page 110; only odd numbered pages
     Font: Times-Roman 9.5 point
     Origin: bottom right
     Offset: horizontal 62.36 points, vertical 48.19 points
     Prefix text: ''
     Suffix text: ''
     Use registration colour: no
      

        
     1
     0
     
     BR
     
     1
     13
     TR
     1
     0
     1155
     243
     0
     1
     9.5000
            
                
         Odd
         13
         SubDoc
         110
              

       CurrentAVDoc
          

     [Sys:ComputerName]
     62.3622
     48.1890
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0f
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

        
     12
     110
     108
     49
      

   1
  

    
   HistoryItem_V1
   AddNumbers
        
     Range: From page 13 to page 110; only even numbered pages
     Font: Times-Roman 9.5 point
     Origin: bottom left
     Offset: horizontal 62.36 points, vertical 48.19 points
     Prefix text: ''
     Suffix text: ''
     Use registration colour: no
      

        
     1
     0
     
     BL
     
     1
     13
     TR
     1
     0
     1155
     243
     0
     1
     9.5000
            
                
         Even
         13
         SubDoc
         110
              

       CurrentAVDoc
          

     [Sys:ComputerName]
     62.3622
     48.1890
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0f
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

        
     13
     110
     109
     49
      

   1
  

    
   HistoryItem_V1
   StepAndRepeat
        
     Create a new document
     Trim unused space from sheets: no
     Allow pages to be scaled: no
     Margins: left 0.00, top 0.00, right 0.00, bottom 0.00 points
     Horizontal spacing (points): 0 
     Vertical spacing (points): 0 
     Crop style 1, width 0.30, length 20.00, distance 10.00 (points)
     Add frames around each page: no
     Sheet size: 6.882 x 10.031 inches / 174.8 x 254.8 mm
     Sheet orientation: tall
     Layout: rows 1 down, columns 1 across
     Align: centre
      

        
     0.0000
     10.0001
     20.0001
     1
     Corners
     0.2999
     Fixed
     0
     0
     1
     1
     0.7380
     0
     0 
     1
     0.0000
     1
            
       D:20150223115554
       722.2677
       160x240 med utfall
       Blank
       495.4961
          

     Tall
     1057
     254
     0.0000
     C
     0
            
       CurrentAVDoc
          

     0.0000
     0
     2
     1
     0
     0 
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0f
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

   1
  

    
   HistoryItem_V1
   InsertBlanks
        
     Where: after last page
     Number of pages: 1
     Page size: same as current
      

        
     Blanks
     Always
     1
     1
     3
     686
     313
     qi3alphabase[QI 3.0/QHI 3.0 alpha]
     1
            
       CurrentAVDoc
          

     SameAsCur
     AtEnd
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0f
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

   1
  

    
   HistoryItem_V1
   InsertBlanks
        
     Where: before first page
     Number of pages: 1
     Page size: same as current
      

        
     Blanks
     Always
     1
     1
     3
     686
     313
    
     qi3alphabase[QI 3.0/QHI 3.0 alpha]
     1
            
       CurrentAVDoc
          

     SameAsCur
     AtStart
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0f
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

   1
  

 HistoryList_V1
 qi2base





