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The Risk and Potentiality of Engaging with
Sustainability Problems in Education—A
Pragmatist Teaching Approach

KATRIEN VAN POECK AND LEIF ÖSTMAN

This article engages in the discussion about education’s role in
relation to sustainability problems, a debate characterised by
a tension between two legitimate concerns: a concern about
the instrumentalisation of education, and a concern for the
urgent need of widespread engagement and mobilisation for
coping with the consequences of severe socio-ecological
problems. The authors argue for an approach that takes both
concerns seriously. Drawing on transactional didactic
theory—underpinned by a pragmatist perspective on the
interplay of continuity and change through the phases of habit,
crisis and creativity—they illustrate that engagement with
real-world societal problems does not inevitably result in the
instrumentalisation of education. It can, on the contrary, open
up a space for newness, creativity, freedom and pluralism. Yet,
realising this unique educative potential does not happen
automatically. It requires specific didactical work, specific
forms of teaching. Through a practical example, the authors
illustrate how teachers can stage problematic situations and
inquiries in such a way that sustainability problems are
brought to the table, turned into a common matter of concern
and made free by giving the students possibilities to renew the
world. Thus, they turn the question whether or not to engage
with real-world problems into the question how to
do so.

INTRODUCTION

In the context of sustainability challenges, there is an ongoing debate about
the role of education in relation to societal transformation. This debate is
characterised by a tension between a radical pedagogical perspective, em-
phasising the risks involved in reducing education to an instrument for a
predetermined societal change (e.g. Biesta, 2006; Masschelein and Simons,
2013; Säfström, 2011; Todd, 2011), and a radical emphasis on the urgent
need for a transition towards a more sustainable world (Block et al., 2018).
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This can be seen as a tension between two legitimate concerns. On the one
hand, a concern about the ‘instrumentalisation’ of education that renders
students, schools and universities into objects of desires and goals deter-
mined by others instead of recognising them as persons and institutions in
their own right (Säfström and Östman, this issue). On the other hand, we
have a concern for the urgent need of widespread engagement and mobil-
isation for coping with the consequences of severe socio-ecological prob-
lems.

The aim of this article is to further explore this tension and to suggest an
approach that takes these two legitimate concerns seriously—an approach
where students, schools and universities can engage with urgent and far-
reaching sustainability challenges without being reduced to instruments for
externally determined demands. In what follows, we will first go deeper
into this tension and the underlying concerns. Subsequently, we discuss
how transactional pragmatism provides us with valuable conceptual build-
ing blocks that enable us to think beyond an either/or approach to these two
legitimate concerns. We continue by elaborating on the didactical work that
is needed to put this transactional approach into practice.

THE NEED FOR ENGAGEMENT VERSUS THE RISK OF
INSTRUMENTALISATION

Engagement for a More Sustainable World

The pursuit of sustainable development is the subject of growing global at-
tention. This is reflected in the United Nations’ adoption of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) that aim to ‘take the bold and transformative
steps which are urgently needed to shift the world on to a sustainable and
resilient path’ (UN A/RES/70/1). To realise this, a lot of hopes are pinned
on learning and education which are broadly regarded as key to developing
and maintaining a sustainable world. The transition towards a more sustain-
able society is often described as a matter of ‘learning by doing’ and ‘doing
by learning’ (Van Poeck et al., 2020). In several global policy initiatives,
schools and universities are attributed a leading role in devising solutions
for sustainability problems. The United Nations proclaimed a ‘Decade of
Education for Sustainable Development’ (ESD) from 2005 to 2014 empha-
sising that ‘education is an indispensable element for achieving sustainable
development’. As a follow-up, the ‘Global Action Programme’ on ESD has
been launched with the aim ‘to generate and scale up action in all levels
and areas of education and learning to accelerate progress towards sustain-
able development’. Also, the SDGs highlight the importance of education.
Besides the ambition to realise quality education for all (SDG 4) and to
ensure that everybody acquires the knowledge and skills needed to pro-
mote sustainability (target 4.7), education is also considered a vital catalyst
for realising the 16 other SDGs (UNESCO, 2014). Worldwide, these inter-
national policy initiatives trickle down into curricula, learning objectives,
syllabuses, textbooks, classrooms practices, etc. Sustainable development
has become a substantial part of the subject matter of many school subjects
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and has resulted in cross-curricular projects from kindergarten to higher
education.

The rise of sustainability education is not only the result of policy initia-
tives. Also, within schools and universities, among teachers, there is a broad
consensus that this issue that largely affects our planet and the life of its in-
habitants requires substantial attention in education (Tomas et al., 2017).
The way in which this is put into practice varies across a diversity of fact-
based, normative and pluralistic approaches (Öhman and Östman, 2019),
including a multitude of the so-called ‘problem-based’ educational prac-
tices dealing with ‘real-world’ issues (Iversen and Jónsdóttir, 2019; Lars-
son and Holmberg, 2018; UNESCO, 2018). Furthermore, students are also
concerned about socio-ecological problems such as climate change (Ojala,
2013; 2016; 2019). Through ‘school strikes for climate’ they not only call
on decision-makers to take urgent and far-reaching measures, but also ex-
plicitly question the usefulness and sense of education as long as their con-
cern for the climate crisis is not taken seriously. We strike now, teenage
activist Greta Thunberg (2019) argues, because ‘there is simply not enough
time to wait for us to grow up and become the ones in charge’.

Instrumentalisation of Education

The relation between education and societal transformation has long since
been the subject of a lively discussion in educational scholarship (e.g.
Arendt, 1961; Dewey, 1916; Freire, 1972; Illich, 1971). Today, besides an
increasing number of studies that aim to grasp, describe and prescribe how
education can effectively contribute to tackling societal problems, there is
a vibrant field of scholarship engaged in nuanced criticism of the tendency
to translate social and political problems into issues that need ‘educational
solutions’ (Biesta, 2006; Säfström, 2011; Simons and Masschelein, 2006,
p. 395; Todd and Säfström, 2008). Arguments raised are, for instance, that
such an instrumentalisation of education threatens the democratic potential
of education (Säfström, 2019; Simons and Masschelein, 2010) as well as
certain values that are highly cherished in relation to education in demo-
cratic societies such as freedom (Biesta and Säfström, 2011), pluralism
(Todd, 2010; 2011) and opportunities for young people to initiate newness
(Biesta, 2012). In order to shield these, Masschelein and Simons (2013)
make a plea to preserve the school as ‘free time’—one of the meanings of
the ancient Greek word scholè—for study and practice and to gather young
people around ‘a common thing’ (p. 10). In ‘In defence of the school’,
they argue for establishing a time and space that is ‘non-productive’ (p. 28)
and that is in a sense detached from the household, labour market, society
and government. The demands of these spaces outside the school are then
suspended, placed between brackets. Approaching the school as a place to
remedy societal problems is in sharp contrast to the idea of education as free
time for study and practice. Holding students responsible for existing social
problems and for the realisation of the political dream of another, better so-
ciety, the authors argue, is an expression of an irresponsible society where
the old generation passes the burden that it is no longer able or willing to
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bear to the young generation. Doing so, instead of taking responsibility for
political change, it suspends the free time of the young generation in the
name of addressing exceptional, urgent societal challenges. It is striking
and painful to now witness the young generation sacrificing its own free
time in the name of urgency while, at the same time, not depriving the old
generation of the illusion that they can pass the burden: ‘People always tell
me that they are so hopeful that young people are going to save the world,
but they are not’, Thunberg argues, as there is no time to wait for them.

The discourse of ‘education as a cure’, as Todd (2016, p. 843) calls it,
has also been challenged in the environmental and sustainability education
(ESE) literature (e.g. Ferreira, 2009; Van Poeck and Vandenabeele, 2012;
Wals, 2010). Jickling (1994), for instance, argued in his influential article
‘Why I Don’t Want my Children to be Educated for Sustainable Develop-
ment’ that ‘education is concerned with enabling people to think for them-
selves’ and that ‘education for sustainable development … or education
“for” anything else is inconsistent with that criterion’. The ‘education’ part
of ESE, it is argued, needs to be something more than an instrument that ser-
vices ethical or political goals established from outside its practices (Todd,
2016). Hence, also in this field the idea of education as a ‘problem solver’
(Van Poeck and Lysgaard, 2016) has been criticised for threatening val-
ues such as freedom (Lundegård and Wickman, 2012), pluralism (Öhman,
2006; Öhman and Östman, 2008; Van Poeck et al., 2016) and opportunities
for newness and creativity (Caiman and Lundegård, 2014; Garrison et al.,
2015).

A Matter of Either/or?

Being faced with the tension described above, the response to it should in
our view not be sought in an either/or approach. It is not a matter of either
choosing for engagement with sustainability problems and, thus, falling into
the instrumentalisation of education, or choosing to prioritise democratic
education, freedom, pluralism and opportunities for newness and creativity
and, thus, banning the quest for solutions for sustainability problems from
educational practice. If we consider both above elaborated concerns to be
legitimate, the question that arises is rather if/how we can think and practice
an approach to education where students, schools and universities can en-
gage with urgent and far-reaching sustainability challenges without being
reduced to instruments for externally determined demands.

What we aim to offer in the remainder of this article is a didactic
perspective1 on how educators can teach in a way that simultaneously takes
both concerns into consideration and, thus, act in accordance with a twofold
pedagogic responsibility. This responsibility has been strikingly captured
by Masschelein and Simons (2013) in the metaphor of the teacher that
brings something to the table and lets it go, makes it free. Referring to
the work of Arendt (1961), they call on teachers to act ‘out of love for the
world (“this is important to us, the old generation”) and out of love for
children (“it is up to you, the new generation, to shape a new world”)’ (p.
87). By taking responsibility for the world, they argue, a teacher also takes
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responsibility for the students. From this perspective, we believe, both op-
tions within the above problematized either/or approach would be irrespon-
sible. Banning one’s concern for sustainability problems from the classroom
can in our view be regarded as failing to bring something to the table and,
thus, to take responsibility for the world. ‘Bringing nothing to the table’,
Masschelein and Simons (2013, pp. 86–87) argue, means giving students
the message that ‘I don’t know what is important, I cannot and will not tell
you, so figure it out for yourselves’. Hence, by refusing to take responsi-
bility for the world one simultaneously fails to take responsibility for the
students. The younger generation is left to their fate and deprived of the
opportunity to renew the world. ‘Indeed’, the authors continue, ‘how can
they renew the world—how can they experience “newness”—if no one ac-
tually introduces them to the old world and brings the old world to life?
But this also means that the teacher must let go of and make free whatever
she brings to the table’. Making it free means bringing things to the table
for study and practice, so that the students can give their own meaning to
it. This is very different from laying something on the table accompanied
by the message ‘this is important, so you have to handle it this way’ (Ibid.,
p. 87). Designing education instrumentally with the intention to teach stu-
dents how they are to act in the future would deprive them of their own
opportunity to renew the world (Lilja, 2018). The two aspects of this peda-
gogic responsibility, bringing something to the table and making it free, are
thus inseparable. From a didactic perspective, what matters then are both
the questions what to put on the table and how to make it free.

SUSTAINABILITY PROBLEMS AS A TRIGGER FOR INQUIRY AND
NEWNESS: CONCEPTUAL BUILDING BLOCKS

Pragmatist theory offers fruitful conceptual resources to avoid the above
highlighted pitfalls of an either/or approach. Paradoxically, we will show, it
can be precisely the authentic engagement with the so-called ‘real-world’
sustainability problems and the quest for how to resolve them that can open
up a space for newness, creativity, freedom and pluralism in educational
practice. Drawing on a pragmatist theory of social change and linking that
to a pragmatist theory of learning, we will highlight the unique educative
potential of engaging with authentic sustainability problems in education.

Habit–crisis–creativity

Today, socio-ecological problems such as climate change severely disturb
our customary ways of acting. They challenge many of our individual
habits, but also create an impasse for a wide range of collective customs.
The examples are countless. Extreme weather conditions make the growing
of traditional regional crops ineffective. Harvests fail. The heatwave that hit
Europe last summer disrupted numerous routines: changes in regular work-
ing hours, the closing down of childcare facilities, the cancellation of sport
activities, etc. Increasing water shortages have not only led to the rationing
of tap water in, for example, Cape Town, but also induced more and more
conflicts and expelled people from their homes. Concerned young people
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call on us to stop flying, stop eating meat, etc. Pragmatism offers us an
interesting lens to approach such problems as crucial drivers for creativ-
ity and for finding new ways to inhabit the world. It does so, as Shilling
(2008) argues, through its processual approach to the phases of habit, cri-
sis and creativity that mark human action. Most of the time, people live
their lives according to habituated beliefs and behaviours. Acknowledging
that such habits dominate our everyday preoccupations, from a pragmatist
perspective the default mode of human experience is non-reflective rather
than reflective. We first start to think actively when we encounter problems,
when facing situations in which we can no longer use our earlier acquired
knowledge, skills and values to proceed as usual. Crises occur as the result
of a significant mismatch between our habits and the social and physical
surroundings in which we live. In situations where our habits are disturbed,
we start to reflect. Hence, crisis can foster creativity (Joas, 1996). It can be
a prelude to ‘new beginnings’. Being robbed of their usual ways of acting,
people are encouraged to rediscover the horizon of possibilities that exists
within every situation in their search for reestablishing an effective, work-
able relationship with the world around them (Shilling, 2008). Crises that
make habitual ways of acting untenable can thus pave the way for creative
responses that hold the potential to shape the environment anew and for
finding more sustainable ways to inhabit the world.

In the context of the discussion about education’s role in relation to so-
cietal transformation, pragmatist sociological work on the interplay of re-
production (or habitual continuity) and change,2 emphasising the crucial
role of crises, is highly relevant and inspirational. It highlights the value
of offering students opportunities to experience processes of habits–crisis–
creativity (HCC-processes) because engaging with real-world sustainability
problems can open up unique educative spaces in which newness, creativity,
freedom and pluralism can emerge. It is precisely the crisis that makes this
possible. Problems for which no-one has a solution3 (yet) and which thus
emerge as authentic, collective ‘matters of concern’ (Latour, 2004) prompt
us to join with others in searching for novel ways to overcome these ob-
stacles. The outcomes of creative actions forged in response to crises, as
Dewey (1958, p. 246) argues, constitute ‘the unforeseeable results of an ad-
venture’. Dealing with such authentic problems in education thus can open
up a space for renewing the world instead of for well-planned and effec-
tively managed pathways towards predefined learning outcomes.

TRAJECTORIES OF LEARNING THROUGH THE PROCESS OF
HABIT–CRISIS–CREATIVTY

Pragmatism’s focus on how habit, crisis and creativity mark human action
has also inspired a transactional4 theory of learning (Östman et al., 2019a).
Drawing on the work of Dewey (1938) it understands trajectories of learn-
ing as being incited by a ‘problematic situation’ in which our habitual ways
of acting are disturbed and which requires ‘inquiry’ in order to enable us
to proceed. Through experimentation one tries to solve the problem, which
results, if successful, in new knowledge, skills, values, etc. This theory can
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be used to understand the learning that takes place, for instance, in a very
common classroom context where a student does not promptly succeed in
solving a math exercise (i.e. s/he cannot habitually continue with the work)
and needs to consult fellow students or the teacher (i.e. start an inquiry) in
order to find a way out of the problematic situation. Yet, what is of inter-
est here is to apply the theory to educative practices where the problematic
situation is not just a disturbance that prevents a student to proceed habit-
ually but an authentic, collective matter of concern that presents us with
a crisis we can only overcome with creative, novel responses that none of
those involved know in advance (see above). In the first example, newness
emerges in the sense that the student will acquire new knowledge or skills5

that are, however, not new for the teacher. In the second case, what is at
stake is to find novel ways out of the problematic situation that are new for
everyone, students and teachers alike. As such, these educationally located
problematic situations become opportunities to creatively renew the world6

by facing a crisis that prompts us to engage in an open-ended collective
change. Such an integration of the above described HCC process in the
learning trajectory, as we will show in the next section, requires didactical
work.

In terms of the twofold pedagogical responsibility described above, what
is put on the table, here, are real-world societal problems and the quest
for how to resolve them. As argued, making free what is brought to the
table requires that it is addressed as a resource for study and practice. In
Dewey’s (1938) words, we could say now ‘taken up for inquiry’. Education
based on inquiry, he argues, requires careful observation, reflective review
and the approach of ideas as ideas, as hypotheses instead of as final truths.
Treating ideas as truths takes away any reason for scrupulous examination
(inquiry). Hypotheses, however, must be continuously tested and revised.
Inquiry thus leads to judgement based on a wide range of information as
well as to the ‘production of new ideas’ (p. 79). For an inquiry to foster
newness and creativity, however, freedom and pluralism are crucial. Plu-
ralism and dissonance, for Dewey (1916), are not only inevitable but also
productive educational resources. Education is inherently a social activity
which involves contact, communication and deliberation. The ‘more nu-
merous and more varied points of contact’, he argues, the ‘greater diversity
of stimuli to which an individual has to respond’ (p. 87). More variation
in action can thus be liberated which remains suppressed in practices that
shut out divergence and conflict. Therefore, he argues, ‘a democratic so-
ciety must, in consistency with its ideal, allow for intellectual freedom’
(Ibid. p. 305), a mental attitude that requires a leeway for exploration, ex-
perimentation, application, etc. In inquiries characterised by intellectual
freedom, knowledge, experiences and skills are not treated as something
static that could be taught as a finished product. Rather than as a dictation,
education takes shape as a co-operative enterprise. This does not mean,
however, that established knowledge, methods and rules of conduct cannot
have any directive value. ‘We may reject knowledge of the past as the end
of education’, Dewey (1938, p.23) argues, ‘and thereby only emphasize its
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importance as a means’, i.e. as an object for inquiry and a means for renew-
ing the world.

A PRAGMATIST DIDACTIC APPROACH TO TEACHING THROUGH
ENGAGEMENT WITH SUSTAINABILITY PROBLEMS

Didactical Work

Authentic engagement with (searching for solutions to) sustainability prob-
lems can open up a space for newness, creativity, freedom and pluralism in
education. As such, it entails a unique educative potentiality: it offers stu-
dents the opportunity to have a first-hand experience of renewing the world,
of being a subject of change by being a part of HCC processes. But in order
to make this happen, didactical work needs to be done. What actually hap-
pens in the classroom, after all, largely depends on teachers’ preparatory
work as well as on how they act in their teaching. In the following para-
graphs we elaborate on this necessary didactical work, both regarding what
to put on the table and how to make it free. Before we can make this more
concrete, however, it is important to connect the above described learning
trajectory to a theory of teaching. Our transactional teaching theory (Öst-
man et al., 2019b) distinguishes two types of didactical actions for teachers
to support students’ journey through the trajectory of disturbance, problem-
atic situation and inquiry. The first type is oriented towards setting the scene
for teaching and learning. The aim is to create a selective attentiveness nec-
essary for putting relevant objects or phenomena in the world in focus for
the activity. Thus, the teacher makes the students pay attention to a specific
environment. Dewey (1938) distinguishes between ‘surrounding’ and ‘en-
vironment’ by emphasising that only some aspects of the (social and phys-
ical) surrounding conditions are attended to in action, i.e. become an envi-
ronment. Teachers can help students to focus on those objects/phenomena
that can be fruitful for the inquiry process as well as for creating distur-
bances. Thus, teachers’ actions to set the scene are a form of ‘pointing out’,
as the students’ attention is directed, formed and shared (Rytzler, 2017).
The scene-setting is an invitation to students to create relations to certain
phenomena in the world. The second type of teaching action is concerned
with making students do something with the objects/phenomena that are at-
tended to, i.e. to coordinate the staged environment in relation to a purpose
in order to achieve a certain outcome.7

In the remainder of this article, we will describe how teachers can em-
ploy these two types of actions to give shape to their twofold pedagogical
responsibility of putting something on the table and letting go of it. Or,
in other words, of offering students opportunities to renew the world with
the help of what the ‘old world’ has to offer. This, as we argued above,
should allow us to engage with real-world sustainability problems without
falling into the problem of instrumentalising education. To avoid instru-
mentalism, introducing students to the old world should not be seen as a
form of preparation that qualifies or socialises them for a future role (Si-
mons and Masschelein, 2010; Lawy and Biesta, 2006). We need to think of
the double pedagogical responsibility as functioning here and now in the
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teaching, through bringing in authentic collective problems and thus inte-
grating the HCC process as part of students’ learning trajectory. In doing
so, however, the challenge is to avoid another form of educational instru-
mentalism, i.e. turning educational settings into sites for solving societal
problems. Through instrumental approaches, schools and universities fail
to realise the unique educative potentiality implied in engagement with sus-
tainability problems, i.e., to offer students first-hand experiences of being
a subject of change. Instead, they are reduced to an object of change, an
object of desires and goals determined by others.

The unique educative potential of being part of HCC processes can take
shape in many different ways. Students can be offered multifaceted experi-
ences of being able to renew the world, for example to come up with new
data, to come up with new ideas about how to solve a problem, to come
up with new ways to turn these ideas into practice. We will illustrate some
of these diverse ways that can come into existence when integrating an au-
thentic HCC process into the learning trajectory through thoughtful teach-
ing. The focus is on crucial instances in teachers’ didactical design (both
in preparing the teaching and in the actual teaching) of a fruitful learning
trajectory for the students: the staging of problematic situations, and the
staging of an inquiry through collecting data, developing hypotheses and
conducting experiments. In all these instances, the teaching involves both
bringing something to the table and making it free, that is, creating oppor-
tunities to learn from the old world as a means for renewing the world.

Staging Problematic Situations

Bringing real-world sustainability problems into the classroom involves di-
dactic choices regarding what to lay on the table. In selecting the topic and
content of teaching, the two aspects of the teacher’s pedagogical responsi-
bility are entangled. By selecting a topic, the teacher takes responsibility
for the world by inviting the students to pay attention to something that
we should—according to her/him—be concerned about. This could be, for
instance, plastic waste. The plastics that have permeated our modern so-
cieties come with benefits for consumers but also with a huge downside:
plastic waste ends up in the marine environment, causing tremendous prob-
lems (Jambeck et al., 2015). In a business-as-usual scenario, the oceans
will contain 1 tonne of plastic for every 3 tonnes of fish by 2025, and even
more plastic than fish by 2050 (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2016). Micro-
plastics, generated by the degradation of plastic objects, accumulate in seas
and oceans. Government agencies, businesses, research institutes, grass-
roots movements, etc. are making great efforts to tackle these challenges
through legislation and innovations in product design, chemical design, re-
cycling technologies, business models, consumer practices, etc. So far, they
have not succeeded in resolving the problem. Passing this burden to the stu-
dents by asking them to do so would be both irresponsible and naive. Hence,
recognising the educative value of such authentic sustainability problems,
the challenge for a teacher is how to turn these matters of concern into
educational—or, better, educative—content. This requires what we will call
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‘didactic carving’ in order to stage problematic situations that are ‘in reach’
of the students.

In order to make HCC processes educative, it is important to ensure
that students don’t become overwhelmed by and remain stuck in the cri-
sis. Therefore, we cannot ask them to solve the many problems related to
plastic waste that neither specialised scientists nor powerful political actors
have so far been unable to solve. What we can do, however, is to carve out
of this massive matter of concern those topics that are, on the one hand,
graspable for the students and, on the other hand, challenging and motivat-
ing enough in order to be an authentic problem. Authentic problems are
problems for which neither the students nor the teacher knows the solution
and which thus require an authentic inquiry—and not a pseudo-inquiry that
systematically guides students towards the ‘right’ solution. As such, the
problem turns the teacher into an ‘ignorant schoolmaster’ (Rancière, 1991)
as it creates conditions in which nobody has the expertise to solve it. A
‘graspable’ problem, then, is to be understood in terms of potentiality. We
do not (yet) have the solutions, but at least it is possible for the students to
get a sense of what fruitful next steps on the pathway toward solutions could
be. Carving out of the plastic waste problem the sub-challenge of how to
reduce the consumption of single-use plastics, for instance, stages a much
more graspable topic for secondary school students to address than, say,
the challenge to design new chemical compounds with increased recycling
potential. Furthermore, when carving out a teaching topic it is important
to stage problems that are in reach for the students in the sense that they
can experience the ability to access and change them. Thus, the teaching
topics we carve out need to be somehow related to students’ lived life, for
example, problems in some practices at school, in the family or in society.

Staging Inquiries

Starting from the carved-out topic of how to reduce consumption of single-
use plastics in the students’ households, the school or the local community,
we will now exemplify two different ways of dealing with authentic sus-
tainability problems in the actual teaching practice. The first one is bring-
ing the problem into the classroom with the purpose that students come
up with ideas on how to solve the problem. The other way expands this
by including collaboration with actors outside education in order to move
from ideas for solving a problem to being part of trying to put solutions
into practice. These examples involve several aspects of the didactical work
through which teachers stage inquiries: supporting students to collect data,
develop hypothetical solutions and conduct problem-solving experiments
while, throughout, creating opportunities to learn from the old world as a
means for renewing the world.

How can a teacher design an inquiry into the problem of how to reduce
single-use plastics where renewing the world takes the form of developing
new ideas for solutions? A starting point in the didactical work could be
to design data collection in such a way that it allows students to experi-
ence newness. The teacher might ask the students to monitor for a period

© 2020 The Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain.



Engaging with Sustainability Problems in Education 11

of time all the plastics they consume, to register the amount, the purpose of
using it, where it comes from, what type of plastics, etc. Executing this task
requires a specific focus of attention; the students need to focus on plas-
tics and not, say, paper. In order to facilitate this attentiveness, the teacher
needs to bring in existing knowledge, for example how to identify differ-
ent types of plastic. The students are also supposed to do something with
the attended object, for example calculate the weight. Also, here the ‘old
world’ (e.g. knowledge of weight measurements) enters the scene. To guide
what the students do with the objects brought to their attention, the teacher
can offer a protocol designed to facilitate genuine investigations that will
generate new data. What these will be can then not be known in advance,
not even by a very knowledgeable teacher, because it is an authentic in-
quiry in a specific context that has not been investigated before. The aim
of a protocol is to allow the students to bring comparable data to the table,
thereby turning the individual task into a common matter of concern. The
newly generated data may be surprising and can subsequently open up novel
inquiries, inspire students to formulate new questions or problems.8 For ex-
ample: Could we organise our consumption without single-use plastics?
In this inquiry process, the teacher can instruct the students to search for
available alternatives to plastics, to explore advantages and disadvantages
of each alternative by conducting ecological impact assessments and/or to
interview users, etc. A next step then could be to use this new knowledge
in order to design an action plan with measures that could be taken to re-
duce the consumption of single-use plastics. Here, again, the teacher makes
the students attentive to certain things in order to do something, thereby en-
abling them to use old knowledge, existing experiences, etc. to create some-
thing new.9 This is an example of how inquiry, as Dewey (1938) argues, can
lead to judgement based on careful observation and reflective review of a
wide range of information.

Let’s now move on to how a teacher can design inquiries that expand
the one described above by moving beyond ideas for solving a problem to
experimenting with putting solutions into practice with the involvement of
actors outside education. If we return to our example, extending the edu-
cational setting can be done in different ways. The teacher could ask the
students, for instance, to engage with the challenge of avoiding single-use
plastics in their own household for a certain period and to report and reflect
on their experiences. Or, in the context of the so-called ‘whole school ap-
proach’, to take initiatives to ban single-use plastics from the school cam-
pus. Or to reduce the sale of single-use plastic and increase the offer of
available alternatives in local shops. By making this extension of the edu-
cational setting, the students are given a unique possibility to get first-hand
experiences of the complicated process of turning ideas into concrete new
actions. One way of staging such an inquiry is to ask the students to inter-
view shop owners in the local community to test if and how their ideas for
reducing the sale of single-use plastics could be put into practice. Through
the interviews the students might become aware of a plurality of sometimes
irreconcilable concerns that come together in the problematic situation they
are addressing: a concern not only for the environmental damage caused by
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plastic waste, but also for compliance with food safety regulations, for in-
come loss that might be caused if one no longer offers what the customers
desire, for causing other socio-ecological problems such as food waste by
banning plastic packaging that extends the conservation period of fruits and
vegetables, etc. Thus, the inquiry brings in the possibility for students to test
and develop their ideas for problem solving. As Dewey (1938) emphasises,
in such an inquiry ideas are treated as hypotheses that must be continuously
tested and revised. The didactic work done by the teacher includes, here
too, both setting a scene (e.g. focussing students’ attention on shop owners’
concerns) and making the students—e.g. with the help of a protocol (see
above)—to do something with the objects/phenomena that are attended to.
The latter, for instance, could be to further explore the diverse concerns
raised about the topic (by studying already available information about it,
i.e. introducing the students into the ‘old world’) and, based on this, formu-
lating revised solutions and starting up cooperation with the shop owners.
Such experiments with turning hypothetical solutions into concrete actions
offer the students a unique experience of being a subject of change together
with others.

CONCLUSION

In this article, we engaged in the discussion about education’s role in re-
lation to sustainability problems that is characterised by a tension between
two legitimate concerns: a concern about the instrumentalisation of edu-
cation, and a concern for the urgent need of widespread engagement and
mobilisation for coping with the consequences of severe socio-ecological
problems. Dealing with this tension, we argued, is not a matter of either
engaging with sustainability problems, thereby falling into the instrumen-
talisation of education, or banning the quest for solutions for sustainability
problems from educational practice in order to prioritise democratic ed-
ucation, freedom, pluralism and opportunities for newness and creativity.
We have illustrated how engaging with authentic sustainability problems in
schools or universities can offer a unique educative potentiality for the stu-
dents to experience diverse forms of being able to renew the world by being
part of HCC processes. As such, engagement with real-world societal prob-
lems does not inevitably result in the instrumentalisation of education but
can, on the contrary, open up a space for newness, creativity, freedom and
pluralism. Yet, the latter does not happen automatically; it requires specific
didactical work. Thus, we turned the question whether or not to engage with
real-world problems into the, in our view, more relevant question how to do
so. The transactional teaching theory—connected to a theory of learning
and underpinned by a pragmatist perspective on the interplay of continuity
and change through the phases of habit, crisis and creativity—allowed us to
elaborate how teachers can put into practice their twofold pedagogical re-
sponsibility of bringing something to the table and making it free. This can
be done by staging problematic situations and staging inquiries in such a
way that sustainability problems are brought to the table, turned into a com-
mon matter of concern and made free by giving the students possibilities
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to renew the world. A consistent focus on the double responsibility of the
teacher is a prerequisite for education to have something to offer in view
of sustainability without falling into instrumentalisation. Out of love for
the young generation and their freedom, ‘free time’ and chance to renew
the world; but also, out of love for the world. After all, offering educative
spaces, i.e. spaces where judgement and action are preceded by inquiry
(careful observation and reflection), is perhaps what is most needed in the
face of severe crises such as the current sustainability crisis.
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NOTES

1. We use the term ‘didactic’ here in line with the Continental, Northern European tradition of
‘Didaktik’ of which the reflexive pedagogic ideas differ considerably from the more narrow and
instrumental use of the term in Anglo-Saxon contexts focusing on methods, instruction and their
effects on learning outcomes.

2. Drawing on the work of the Chicago School of Sociology as well as multiple topical examples of
empirical research, Shilling (2008) interestingly highlights transactional pragmatism’s potential
to overcome important limitations of traditional sociological research paradigms that either start
from the primacy of the environment in which action occurs (and, thus, fail to grasp the way in
which the actions of individuals can actively shape social systems) or from the primacy of the
self-directing individual (thus struggling to incorporate a comprehensive sense of the wider
social and cultural factors affecting action).

3. Some might be convinced of having a solution, but if this were the case, there would no longer
be a problem. Thus, as long as, for example, proposed solutions are not sufficiently agreed-upon,
supported, operationalised, etc. to be put in practice, they are at best only partial solutions for
the problem at hand.

4. This theory is inspired by Dewey’s work on education. Although it was first through his collab-
oration with Bentley that he consistently used ‘transaction’ as a central notion in his writings
(Dewey & Bentley, 1949), the transactional perspective can—in retrospect—already be recog-
nised in his earlier writings on education. This anti-dualist philosophy understands education as
a process in which the self and the world change reciprocally and simultaneously. Thus, trans-
actional pragmatism ‘sees together’ what other philosophies such as rationalism or empiricism
‘see apart’: mind and matter, subject and object, self and world (Ryan, 2011). See also Östman
and Öhman, forthcoming.

5. And thus, renew the self.
6. As individual participants will, through such an HCC process, also acquire new knowledge,

skills, values, etc. the renewal of the self and the renewal of the world go hand in hand.
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7. Obviously, purpose and outcomes should here not be understood in an instrumental way but, on
the contrary, in relation to offering opportunities to renew the world.

8. It is important to recognise here that these questions or problems are not necessarily fully gras-
pable for the students in detail and depth from the start. During an inquiry, a parallel process is
occurring: while developing answers (solutions), the initial question (problem) becomes gradu-
ally clearer.

9. Renewing the world, here, should be understood contextually. Although many if not all the
measures in the students’ action plan might already exist in one way or another, bringing them
together through a joint inquiry does add newness in this concrete local context.

REFERENCES

Arendt, H. (1961) The Crisis in Education. In: Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in Political
Thought (New York, The Viking Press).

Biesta, G. (2006) Beyond Learning: Democratic Education for a Human Future (Boulder, CO,
Paradigm).

Biesta, G. (2012) Becoming Public: Public Pedagogy, Citizenship and the Public Sphere, Social &
Cultural Geography, 13.7, pp. 683–697.

Biesta, G. and Säfström, C. A. (2011) A Manifesto for Education, Policy Futures in Education, 5,
pp. 540–547.

Block, T., Goeminne, G. and Van Poeck, K. (2018) Balancing the Urgency and Wickedness of
Sustainability Challenges: Three Maxims for Post-normal Education, Environmental Education
Research, 24.9, pp. 1424–1439.

Caiman, C. and Lundegård, I. (2014) Pre-School Children’s Agency in Learning For Sustainable
Development, Environmental Education Research, 20.4, pp. 437–459.

Dewey, J. (1916/1997) Democracy and Education. An Introduction into the Philosophy of Education
(New York, The Free Press).

Dewey, J. (1922) Human Nature and Conduct: An Introduction to Social Psychology (New York,
Henry Holt and Company).

Dewey, J. (1934/2005) Art as Experience (New York, Perigee).
Dewey, J. (1938/2015) Experience and Education (New York, The Free Press).
Dewey, J. (1958) Experience and Nature (New York, Dover).
Dewey J. and Bentley, A. F. (1949/1991) Knowing and the Known (Carbondale, Southern Illinois

University Press).
Ferreira, J. (2009) Unsettling Orthodoxies: Education For The Environment/For Sustainability, En-

vironmental Education Research, 15.5, pp. 607–620.
Freire, P. (1972) Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Harmondsworth, Penguin).
Garrison, J., Östman, L. and Håkansson, M. (2015) The Creative Use of Companion Values in

Environmental Education and Education for Sustainable Development: Exploring the Educative
Moment, Environmental Education Research, 21.2, pp. 183–204.

Illich, I. (1971) Deschooling Society (London, Marion Boyars Publishers).
Iversen, E. and Jónsdóttir, G. (2019) ‘We Did See the Lapwing’—Practising Environmental Cit-

izenship in Upper-Secondary Science Education, Environmental Education Research, 25.3,
pp. 411–421.

Jambeck, J. R., Geyer, R., Wilcox, C., Siegler, T. R., Perryman, M., Andrady, A., Narayan, R. and
Law, K. L. (2015) Plastic Waste Inputs from Land into the Ocean, Science, 347.6223, pp. 768–
771.

Jickling, B. (1994) Why I Don’t Want My Children to be Educated for Sustainable Development:
Sustainable Belief, Trumpeter, 11.3, pp. 2–8.

Joas, H. (1996) The Creativity of Action (Cambridge, Polity).
Larsson, J. and Holmberg, J. (2018) Learning while creating value for sustainability transitions: The

case of Challenge Lab at Chalmers University of Technology, Journal of Cleaner Production,
172, pp. 4411–4420.

Latour, B. (2004) Why Has Critique Run out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern,
Critical Inquiry, 30.2, pp. 225–248.

© 2020 The Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain.



Engaging with Sustainability Problems in Education 15

Lawy, R. and Biesta, G. (2006) Citizenship-as-practice: The Educational Implications of an Inclu-
sive and Relational Understanding of Citizenship, British Journal of Educational Studies, 54.1,
pp. 34–50.

Lilja, P. (2018) Defending a Common World: Hannah Arendt on the State, the Nation and Political
Education, Studies in Philosophy and Education, 37, pp. 537–552

Lundegård, I. and Wickman, P. O. (2012) It Takes Two to Tango: Studying How Students Con-
stitute Political Subjects in Discourses on Sustainable Development, Environmental Education
Research, 18.2, pp. 153–169.

Masschelein, J. and Simons, M. (2013) In Defence of the School. A Public Issue (Leuven, E-
ducation, Culture & Society Publishers).

Öhman, J. (2006) Pluralism and Criticism in Environmental Education and Education for Sus-
tainable Development: A Practical Understanding, Environmental Education Research, 12.2, pp.
149–163.

Öhman, J. and Östman, L. (2008) Clarifying the Ethical Tendency in Education for Sustainable
Development Practice: A Wittgenstein-Inspired Approach, Canadian Journal of Environmental
Education, 13.1, pp. 57–72.

Öhman, J. and Östman, L. (2019) Different Teaching Traditions in Environmental and Sustainability
education. In: Van Poeck, K., Östman, L. and Öhman, J., Sustainable Development Teaching:
Ethical and Political Challenges (London, Routledge), pp. 70–82.

Ojala, M. (2013) Coping with Climate Change Among Adolescents: Implications for Subjective
Wellbeing and Environmental Engagement, Sustainability, 5.5, pp. 2191–2209.

Ojala, M. (2016) Facing Anxiety in Climate Change Education: From Therapeutic Practice to Hope-
ful Transgressive Learning, Canadian Journal of Environmental Education, 21, pp. 41–56.

Ojala, M. (2019) Eco-Anxiety, The RSA Journal, 4, pp. 10–15.
Östman, L., Van Poeck, K. and Öhman, J. (2019a) A Transactional Theory on Sustainability Learn-

ing. In: Van Poeck, K., Östman, L. and Öhman, J. Sustainable Development Teaching: Ethical
and Political Challenges (New York, Routledge), pp. 127–139.

Östman, L., Van Poeck, K. and Öhman, J. (2019b) A Transactional Theory on Sustainability Teach-
ing: Teacher Moves. In: Van Poeck, K., Östman, L. and Öhman, J., Sustainable Development
Teaching: Ethical and Political Challenges (New York, Routledge), pp. 140–152.

Östman, L. and Öhman, J. (forthcoming) A Transactional Methodology for Analysing Learning,
Mind, Culture, and Activity.

Rancière, J. (1991) The Ignorant Schoolmaster. Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipation (Stanford,
Stanford University Press).

Ryan, F.X. (2011) Seeing Together. Mind, Matter, and the Experimental Outlook of John Dewey and
Arthur F. Bentley (Great Barrington, MA, American Institute for Economic Research).

Rytzler J. (2017) Teaching as Attention Formation. A Relational Approach to Teaching and Atten-
tions. Ph.D. Dissertation, Mälardalen University, Västerås, Sweden.

Säfström, C.A. (2011) Rethinking Emancipation, Rethinking Education, Studies in Philosophy &
Education, 30.2, pp. 199–209.

Säfström, C.A. (2019) Paideia and the Search for Freedom in the Educational Formation of the
Public of Today, Journal of Philosophy of Education, 53.4, pp. 607–618.

Säfström, C.A. and Östman, L. (2020 - this issue). Transactive Teaching in a Time of Climate Crisis,
Journal of Philosophy of Education.

Shilling, C. (2008) Changing Bodies. Habit, Crisis and Creativity (London/Thousand Oaks/New
Delhi, Sage Publications Inc).

Simons, M. and Masschelein, J. (2006) The Learning Society and Governmentality: An introduc-
tion, Educational Philosophy and Theory, 38.4, pp. 417–430.

Simons, M. and Masschelein, J. (2010) Hatred of democracy… and of the Public Role Of Educa-
tion? Introduction to the Special Issue on Jacques Rancière, Educational Philosophy and Theory,
42.5-6, pp. 509–522.

Thunberg, G. (2019) Speech at the European Commission, Brussels, 21 February 2019.
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/videos/youre-acting-spoiled-irresponsible-children-
speech-greta-thunberg-climate-activist

Todd, S. (2010) Living in a Dissonant World: Toward an Agonistic Cosmopolitics for Education,
Studies in Philosophy & Education, 29.2, pp. 213–228.

© 2020 The Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain.

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/videos/youre-acting-spoiled-irresponsible-children-speech-greta-thunberg-climate-activist
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/videos/youre-acting-spoiled-irresponsible-children-speech-greta-thunberg-climate-activist


16 K.V. Poeck and L. Östman

Todd, S. (2011) Educating Beyond Cultural Diversity: Redrawing the Boundaries of a Democratic
Plurality, Studies in Philosophy & Education, 30, pp. 101–111.

Todd, S. (2015) Facing Uncertainty in Education: Beyond the Harmonies of Eurovision Education.
Budapest, Keynote lecture. European Conference on Educational Research.

Todd, S. (2016) New Ethical Challenges Within Environmental and Sustainability Education: A
Response, Environmental Education Research, 22.6, pp. 842–844.

Todd, S. and Säfström, C.A. (2008) Democracy, Education and Conflict: Rethinking Respect and
the Place of the Ethical, Journal of Educational Controversy, 3.1, pp. 1–11

Tomas, L., Girgenti, S. and Jackson, C. (2017) Pre-Service Teachers’ Attitudes Toward Education
for Sustainability and its Relevance to Their Learning: Implications for Pedagogical Practice,
Environmental Education Research, 23.3, pp. 324–347.

United Nations (2015 A/RES/70/1) Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September
2015: 70/1. Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

UNESCO (2014) Sustainable Development Begins with Education: How Education Can Contribute
to the Proposed Post-2015 Goals? (Paris, UNESCO).

UNESCO (2018) Issues and Trends in Education for Sustainable Development (Paris, UNESCO).
Van Poeck, K. and Vandenabeele, J. (2012) Learning from Sustainable Development: Education in

the Light of Public Issues, Environmental Education Research, 18.4, pp. 541–552.
Van Poeck, K., Goeminne, G. and Vandenabeele, J. (2016) Revisiting the Democratic Paradox of

Environmental and Sustainability Education: Sustainability Issues as Matters of Concern, Envi-
ronmental Education Research, 22.6, pp. 806–826.

Van Poeck, K. and Lysgaard, J. (2016) The Roots and Routes of Environmental and Sustainability
Education Policy Research, Environmental Education Research, 22.3, pp. 305–318.

Van Poeck, K., Östman, L. and Block, T. (2020) Opening up the Black Box of Learning-By-Doing in
Sustainability Transitions, Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions, 34, pp. 298–310.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2018.12.006.

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 Environmental and Sustainability
Education, Environmental Education Research, 16.1, pp. 143–151.

World Economic Forum, Ellen MacArthur Foundation and McKinsey & Company, The New Plas-
tics Economy. Rethinking the future of plastics (2016, http://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/
publications).

Yavetz, B., Goldman, D. and Pe’er, S. (2014) How do Preservice Teachers Perceive ‘Environment’
and its Relevance to Their Area of Teaching? Environmental Education Research, 20.3, pp. 354–
371.

© 2020 The Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2018.12.006
http://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/publications
http://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/publications

