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Four Tracks

This book highlights challenging perspectives on how to embrace the 
development of sustainability education, and focuses on ethical dimen-
sions which transcend the four key cornerstones that are often mentioned 
with reference to such an education: the ecological, the economic, the 
social and the cultural.

One track within the chapters illuminates issues relating to the classi-
cal questions: what, when, how, for whom and by whom is sustainability 
education to be embraced with regard to ethical perspectives and ethical 
challenges in our time? Sustainability education is always, like all kinds of 
education, situated within certain ecological, social, cultural and economic 
contexts, which can be viewed and interpreted from various historical and 
pedagogical angles. There is no sustainability education as such; there is 
always room for interpretation, for discussion and for critical examination. 
This holds not least when it comes to questions about how the concept of 
sustainability may be understood across time and contexts.

A second track highlights a supposed tension between analytical and 
normative interpretations of the concept of ethical literacy. What is the 
aim of education which highlights the ethical dimensions of, for example, 
ecological or social sustainability? Is it to foster pupils into more or less 
well-defined patterns of moral behaviour and moral action, or is it to offer 
opportunities to carry out creative and independent analyses of diverse 
conceptions of good and evil, right and wrong? Is the aim for such educa-
tion to perform the task of relating the concept of sustainability to more 
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or less traditional ways of approaching the question about what kinds of 
ability, skill or literacy pupils should be given opportunities to develop 
within an education where norms and values are in focus?

A third track explores the—ethical—question about what apprehension 
of young people´s integrity and freedom are represented in various posi-
tions with regard to the tension mentioned. Will the focus be on “chil-
dren’s right to share and engage in sustainability development in various 
areas”? Will it be on an inspirational, but perhaps indoctrinatory, level 
where the practising of relevant action competence is highlighted as the 
main aim for education which contributes to the development of concepts 
of sustainability, or will the focus instead be on the striving for a presump-
tively impartial and objective education where the teaching aims to give 
pupils opportunities to discuss relevant facts, approaches, investigations 
and theories in order to develop personal standpoints and positions, what-
ever these will be?

A fourth track centres on discussions about the concept of sustainability 
education itself, and not least with regard to the commonly used formula-
tion “education for sustainable education”. In particular, critical analyses 
of what may be conceived of as a “postmodern concept of sustainable edu-
cation” will be in focus. Such a concept promises visions of a united dream 
of future harmony, justice and even love; a dream which is supposed to 
be dreamt by all and anyone, in spite of the fact that mighty and power-
ful interests will clash and collide wherever the concept of sustainability is 
used to catch sight of what needs to be done in order to make the world a 
better place to live in for humans as well as non-humans.

These four tracks together represent an approach which makes room 
for theoretical as well as practical, and critical as well as constructive, pre-
sentations and analyses that could be of interest and of use to anyone 
engaged in sustainability education or research in this field. The ethical 
dimensions transcending the four key cornerstones—the ecological, the 
economic, the social and the cultural—and highlighted in the book satisfy 
a need and contribute to filling a gap with reference to educational as well 
as research-based analyses.

The Chapters

In Chap. 1, Olof Franck examines what is described as the challenge of 
developing democratic education for sustainability, where the aim is not 
that the pupils should be fostered into taking specific moral position, but 
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rather that they should become aware of the right to deliberately choose 
ethical actions and strategies as moral and social subjects. At issue are 
various concepts of ethics education elaborated with reference to sustain-
ability education. The often observed tension between “analytical” and 
“normative” approaches to education about ethical issues is claimed to 
be neutralizable if the focus is on the prerequisites for the pupils’ becom-
ing engaged moral subjects rather than on expected “results” in terms of 
“moral positioning” and “moral action”. The concept of subjectivity is 
discussed with regard to the philosophical-pedagogical approach devel-
oped by Gert Biesta. Other inspirations for the development of the argu-
ment are Jacques Rancière and John Wall.

Chapter 2 by Marie Grice explores relational perspectives of transdis-
ciplinarity and education from a theoretical angle to raise epistemological 
and ethical issues regarding ESD. Philosophizing with is then used as an 
analytical tool in the epistemic exploration from concept to educational 
context where systems thinking provides common ground for ethics and 
ESD competence. Through critical thinking and moral literacy, teachers 
are claimed to understand the role of ethics in the co-creation of knowl-
edge. Teachers and students learn through a relational process involving 
epistemic, ethical and practical boundary crossing in which the educative 
moment, le moment, might reveal itself.

In Annika Lilja’s Chap. 3, the focus is on the school’s task to foster 
pupils’ ability to develop knowledge, and also values such as equality, soli-
darity, human rights and democracy. It accentuates the difficulties of teach-
ing ethics in school in ways that influence the pupils’ resources for taking 
action. Teachers testify that during lessons pupils reason wisely about how 
to act in a moral way and how to choose between good and bad, right and 
wrong. Then in breaks the pupils go out in the schoolyard and do just the 
opposite. It is as if the pupils do not see the connection between what they 
discuss during lessons and how to behave in practice. The chapter reports 
on how ten pupils talk about how they learn moral competence in school 
and how they value education in school.

Chapter 4 by Christina Osbeck investigates what kinds of ethical dis-
course of sustainability are offered to tweens in Sweden through fiction 
reading. An empirical analysis of four books is presented. Ethical liter-
acy is here understood in relation to sociocultural perspectives of moral 
development, and it is perceived as being connected to the repertoires 
of discourses that the individual has access to through the discursive 
practices where they are active, but also as related to the specific con-

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-49010-6_2
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text of a situation—that is, what discourses can be privileged and used in 
this context. Fiction reading may, it is argued, be a way to expand one’s 
repertoires of discourses beyond those which one appropriates through 
the discursive practices where one lives one’s everyday life. The special 
opportunities that fiction reading offers when it comes to expanding one’s 
available discourses are elaborated with reference to Mark Tappan’s socio-
cultural approach and Martha Nussbaum’s philosophical and virtue ethical 
theories.

In Chap. 5, Anna Lyngfelt investigates what opportunities children 
have to act as moral subjects within the school context, while working 
with fiction at school. Theoretically, Edmund Husserl, Maurice Merleau-
Ponty and George Herbert Mead are referred to, since they, by contribut-
ing to phenomenological theories of “acts”, seek to explain in what ways 
social agents constitute social reality through language (and other sym-
bolic social signs). The idea that discourse creates linguistic structures to 
construct the self is essential, as well as the concept of identity as unstable 
and non-coherent; identity is regarded a performative accomplishment, 
where the act that one “does” (performs) does not start with classroom 
discourse. To be able to discuss the opportunity to act as moral subjects, 
Lyngfelt discusses fiction and focuses on social issues from a variety of posi-
tions. The texts analysed are all extracts from textbooks used in Swedish 
compulsory schooling, discussing moral standpoints stressed by the cur-
riculum (i.e. equality in terms of gender, ethnicity and social background). 
Since the extracts are presented together with exercises in the textbooks, 
the result of the analyses of text extracts (including exercises) are com-
pared with analyses of the full-length texts. In this way the opportunities 
for students to act as social subjects are discussed, as well as the constraints 
of the classroom discourse.

Chapter 6 by Margaretha Häggström examines life-world perspectives 
on art-based environmental education (AEE) and sustainability. In focus 
in her discussion is the view of so-called “plant blindness” and how school 
pupils might connect with natural environments through AEE. The chap-
ter starts out from a phenomenological perspective with a focus on the 
concept of the life-world and how to understand plant blindness in rela-
tion to pupils. The main purpose is to contribute to the debate about 
plant blindness by discussing pupils’ life-worlds concerning AEE. AEE is 
here seen as a didactic tool to embrace bodily knowledge and to meet 
the demands of sustainable education, according to the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO’s) policy 
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documents and Swedish curricula. One conclusion from the discussion is 
that nature and sustainability need to be experienced bodily repeatedly to 
be a part of pupils’ life-worlds.

In Chap. 7, Kassahun Weldemariam traces the discourse within early 
childhood education for sustainability (ECEfS) from historical trend, 
policy, curriculum, pedagogy and research perspectives. Intrigued by con-
temporary post-human thinking, he poses fundamental questions about 
the ontological, epistemological and ethical starting points which call for 
a rethinking of sustainability discourse at large and ECEfS in particular. 
Drawing on the post-human perspective, the chapter identifies and eluci-
dates one of the deep-rooted and inherent problems within environmental 
sustainability discourse—its human-centric characteristics—and indicates 
the need to recognize the more-than human and the non-human world. 
In so doing it challenges the existing dominant human-centric discourse 
and calls for the ECEfS field to consider and adapt to the ontological, epis-
temological and ethical shifts that the post-human turn has introduced.

Dawn Sanders’ Chap. 8 examines the window and its environs as a point 
of departure for children’s sense of agency and sense of place between 
home and the wider world. The discussion is framed by three children’s 
books from Sweden, Australia and the UK: Linnea’s Windowsill Garden 
(Björk 1978), Window (Baker 1991) and The Flower (Light 2006). Two of 
the books focus on growing plants; Björk makes border crossings between 
fiction and non-fiction in an intergenerational story of a girl and her grand-
father growing a windowsill garden in their apartment, while Light offers a 
dystopian view of a grey monochrome world in which growing flowers from 
seed is seen as a transgressive act. Baker presents the view through the win-
dow as “a metaphor for the changes happening in the world”. The books 
were chosen because they represent two ethical concerns for contemporary 
childhood: sense of agency and sense of place. Sanders explores how each 
book can be interpreted as an ethical tool in a range of learning contexts, 
both in and beyond the classroom.

In Chap. 9, Eva Nyberg investigates how aesthetical and ethical dimen-
sions seem to be present in sensory experiences that constitute the basis of 
parts of science education. With reference to her previous research and, not 
least, to her long experience as a teacher in science education, she develops 
a reconstructive analysis of how the basis mentioned could be interpreted 
and elaborated. Starting with the indications from her earlier studies that 
taking care of, and observing, living things in the classroom can elicit emo-
tional values and have a positive impact on pupils’ interest in organisms 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-49010-6_7
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that they previously considered uninteresting, Nyberg discusses how both 
aesthetic and affective experiences, through personal encounters, observa-
tions and guided explorations, seem to play a role in children’s perception 
of plants. She presents and explores two case studies, one with 11-year-old 
children studying blueberry plants during an outdoor excursion; the other 
with a group of student primary teachers growing and observation pea 
plants. The data consist of diaries, photos and video observations.

Research and Educational Practice

The chapters in this book call attention to research-based examinations as 
well as pedagogical approaches with reference to educational practice in, for 
example, the use of children’s books in sustainability teaching, and ethical and 
aesthetical dimensions of environmental education. One area rarely treated 
with reference to educational contexts—namely, post-human perspectives 
within early childhood education—is carefully discussed and analysed in one 
chapter. In another, phenomenology is originally used to bring AEE and 
sustainability into focus, with special regard to a life-world perspective.

A key benefit of this volume is that ethical dimensions of sustainability 
education are raised, analysed and discussed with respect to various rel-
evant challenges to such education. By focusing on the concept of ethical 
literacy, which is central to issues regarding sustainability and sustainability 
education in practice, and with reference to relevant research areas, the 
chapters offer valuable contributions to the ongoing discussion about eth-
ics, education and sustainability.

This book aims to present fresh and creative perspectives on how eth-
ics and issues regarding ethical literacy can be elaborated with respect to 
democratic sustainability education. The intended audience is researchers 
and practitioners (teachers) in the fields of ethics and sustainability educa-
tion, but the project should also be of interest to students participating in, 
for example, teacher education.

Department of Pedagogical� Olof Franck 
Curricular and Professional Studies� Christina Osbeck
University of Gothenburg
Gothenburg, Sweden
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