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1

Introduction

According to The Sustainable Development Goal Report 2020, (United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA), 2020) human actions,
worldwide, are still threatening the future of upcoming generations. Mainly, this is due to
insufficient progress on a global scale. Therefore, at present, the world’s citizens have
not met the necessary requirements to be able to keep the promise of the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development.
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is a strategy set forth in 2015 by the
United Nations. The Agenda entails that globally, by 2030, prosperity for all life on the
planet will be attained, including the elimination of all poverty and the achievement of
sustainable development (United Nations, 2016). As such, Agenda 2030 encompasses
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 target goals to encourage sufficient
change worldwide (United Nations, 2016). Furthermore, during the COVID-19 pandemic
the SDGs have not been modified, and as a result the pandemic has highlighted the
inequality and uneven effects around the globe (UN DESA, 2020). Therefore, the
importance of Agenda 2030 has been especially emphasised and change is essential
(UN DESA, 2020).
Each of the 17 SDGs consists of a certain number of target goals and every SDGs covers
a specific area, which needs to be improved. The target goals support the SDGs, and
together they promote Agenda 2030. As a United Nations Member State, Finland has
pledged to work towards a sustainable future and the goal of Agenda 2030 (Ministry for
Foreign Affairs of Finland). The objective is to reach sustainable development on an
environmental level, a social level and an economic level, by 2030 (United Nations,
2016).
As a successful country in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
studies (Schleicher & Organisation for Economic Co-operation, and Development,
2019), Finland is renowned for its education worldwide. Therefore, since sustainable
development and sustainability are mentioned copious times in the national core
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curriculum for basic education 2014 (Finnish National Board of Education, 2016a) it could
be viewed as a fundamental topic in which teachers should be competent. Consequently,
teachers evidently need a deep and broad understanding of sustainability, making it vital
that teacher education includes Education for Sustainable Development, also known as
ESD (Hofman, 2012). As such, it is relevant to ensure that future teachers improve their
knowledge concerning sustainable development during their studies, so they can both
experience and generate quality education. The implementation of Education for
Sustainable Development in teacher education is essential to be able to build a
sustainable future (Hofman, 2012).
This study aims to identify the incorporation of sustainable development within Finland’s
primary school teacher education studies in order to support the development needed to
attain SDG 4.7. Therefore, the SDG in focus within this study is goal number 4, ‘Quality
Education’, which aims to: ‘Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote
lifelong learning opportunities for all’ (United Nations, c). Within SDG 4, ten target goals
aspire to reach the objective of quality education (United Nations, a). SDG 4.7 is
described as follows:
’By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including, among others, through education for sustainable development and
sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and nonviolence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to
sustainable development’ (United Nations, b)

Since the above quote encompasses a broad spectrum, this study will concentrate exclusively on ‘promot[ing] sustainable development […] through education for sustainable
development’ (United Nations, b) and how this is incorporated in primary school teacher
education (henceforth referred to as teacher education in this research) in Finland. As
such, the United Nations (United Nations, b) maintain that skills and knowledge concerning sustainable development should be attained by all learners, by 2030. This requires
that all students, from primary school through university, should learn how to foster sustainable development.
This study is part of the Mapping Education for Sustainable Development in the Nordic
Countries (MESIN) project, with Samfés, Youth Work Iceland as the managing
organisation and financed by the Nordic Council of Ministers. Since the project involves
the Nordic countries, it includes representatives from each Nordic country. The project
coordinator is professor Ólafur Páll Jónsson from the University of Iceland and the other
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participants are Bragi Guðmundsson, Anne Bergliot Øyehaug, Robert James Didham,
Lili-Ann Wolff, Stefan Bengtsson, Jonas Andreasen Lysgaard, Bryndís Sóley
Gunnarsdóttir, Sólveig María Árnadóttir, Jørgen Rømoen, Marianne Sund, Paul
Plummer, Mathilda Brückner and I.
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2

Conceptual and theoretical background

This chapter presents the situation in Finland regarding the implementation of sustainable development within teacher education. In addition, the chapter introduces the theoretical framework used in this study. The chapter begins with definitions of the key concepts related to the study.

2.1 Concept definitions
Sustainable development/sustainability:
The term sustainable development was coined in the World Conservation Strategy
(1980) prepared by IUCN (The International Union for the Conservation of Nature and
Natural Resources) in collaboration with UNEP (The United Nations Environment Programme) and WWF (World Wildlife Fund). The term was further promoted in The Brundtland Report in 1987 (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). In
short, the concept involves making development sustainable by ensuring that humanity’s
present needs are met without jeopardising future generations’ capacity to be able to
meet their demands (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). The
term sustainability is commonly seen as a long-term objective, whereas sustainable development is a means to reach sustainability (UNESCO 2019). Sustainable development
is commonly applied to three realms: ecological, social and economic (United Nations,
2012), otherwise known as the three E’s – environment, equity and economy (Portney,
2015). The Brundtland Report more thoroughly describes sustainable development as
follows:
‘[S]ustainable development is a process of change in which the exploitation of resources, the
direction of investments, the orientation of technological development, and institutional change
are all in harmony and enhance both current and future potential to meet human needs and aspirations.’ (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987, p. 46)

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD):
During the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development in 2012, also known
as Rio+20, procedures were discussed to support the work towards a sustainable future
(United Nations, 2012). The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) from 2012 became
a foundation for new the objectives, which resulted in the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) in 2015 (UN DESA). Education (SDG 4) was henceforth perceived, among
other things, as a necessity to achieve sustainable development. In essence, Rio+20
enhanced the need to pursue sustainable development through education, which has
10

led to the implementation of Education for Sustainable Development in many educational
policy documents, according to Wolff, Sjöblom, Hofman-Bergholm and Palmberg (2017).
Additionally, the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development
2005-2014 (UN DESD) emphasised Education for Sustainable Development since ‘the
overall goal of the DESD is to integrate the principles, values, and practices of sustainable development into all aspects of education and learning’ (UNESCO, 2005, p. 6).
Teacher education:
As stated earlier, teacher education in this analysis, refers specifically to primary school
teacher education, in other words teaching children aged 7-12 in grades 1-6. The Finnish
teacher education system is multi-faceted, since different educational paths lead to various teaching qualifications at particular levels of the education system. The focus in this
thesis is specifically on one division, namely primary teacher education, which encompasses eight of Finland’s universities. In short, teacher education in Finland is separated
into many different branches, including primary teacher education, early childhood education, adult education and so forth. Alternatively, if one strives to become a subject
teacher within secondary-school or upper secondary-school, one chooses the subject in
question as a major and an additional 60 credits of pedagogical studies. It is also worth
mentioning that primary and secondary teacher education in Finland entail a degree in
higher education (Wolff et al., 2017).

2.2 Earlier research concerning sustainable development within
higher education
Much research has been completed concerning sustainable development within higher
education. Therefore, this subsection initially presents a general overview of international
research and subsequently gives an overview of the situation in Finland.
2.2.1

International research on sustainable development in teacher education

Globally within teacher education, sustainable development is considered significant
(Stevenson et al., 2015; Wolff et al., 2017). Higher education institutions have been trying
to incorporate more sustainable development into their establishments since 1970, according to Lozano, Ceulemans, Alonso-Ameida Huisingh, Lozano, Waas et al. (2015).
Findler, Schönherr, Lozano and Stacherl (2018) maintain that sustainable development
is being increasingly integrated and Lozano, Barreiro-Gen, Lozano and Sammalisto
(2019) insist that large improvements have already been made in many higher education
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institutions, through the incorporation of sustainable development into curricula. However, mentioning sustainable development in the university’s curricula does not ensure
incorporation in all aspects of the institutions’ teacher education (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2017).
Progress is vital, since UNESCO (2005) emphasises that quality education should involve learning how to work towards a more sustainable society while appreciating the
principles integrated in a sustainable world. But unfortunately, in teacher education, as
both Wolff et al. (2017) and Hofman (2012) highlight, more often than not, sustainable
development is incorporated only in principle, not in practice. Karvinen, Löyttöniemi,
Römpötti, Sandberg, Lundgren, Silde and Lövdahl (2015) claim there is little focus on
sustainable development within teacher education in the Nordic countries. Instead, the
emphasis lies on research concerning sustainability, while the improvement of teachers’
expertise and competence in sustainability is deemed less significant (Karvinen et al.,
2015). An exception to this is Iceland, which has instead chosen to focus more on the
implementation of sustainable development in teacher education, according to Karvinen
et al. (2015). However, Gunnarsdóttir and Árnadóttir (Gunnarsdóttir & Árnadóttir, 2020)
disagree and argue that key concepts are emphasised unequally in Icelandic teacher
education, which has resulted in teacher students feeling unprepared to teach topics
such as sustainability.
Stevenson et al. (2015) maintain that Education for Sustainable Development often depends on teacher educators’ own interests and is therefore frequently uneven. They also
claim, along with Cantell, Tolppanen, Aarnio-Linnanvuori and Lehtonen (2019) that sustainable development is often only incorporated into science subjects, not as a crosscurricular theme, according to the curriculum (Finnish National Board of Education,
2016). Consequently, Wolff et al. (2017) stress, teachers are required to tackle Education
for Sustainable Development on the job, since they have not received the tools they
need, from their teacher studies. In other words, they are not fully equipped, nor prepared
to teach topics regarding sustainable development.
UNESCO’s DESD report (2005) states that sustainable development and education go
hand in hand. Therefore, education is an important aspect of sustainability and vice
versa. The report stresses that the goal of sustainable societies will not be met, unless
there is a change in education. ‘Questioning, rethinking, and revising education from preschool through university to include more principles, knowledge, skills, perspectives and
values related to sustainability in each of the three realms […] is important to our current
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and future societies’ (UNESCO, 2005, p. 29). Burns, Kelley and Spalding (Burns et al.,
2019, p. 1) second this opinion, expressing that students must partake in learning situations that ultimately lead to learning outcomes such as ‘becom[ing] capable of affecting
holistic sustainable change, transforming values and culture, healing the earth and human communities, and designing creative solutions’. Similarly, Rubin and Brown (2019)
emphasise that education should be remodelled to meet the students’ needs, thereby
preparing them for future challenges. Especially, since teachers currently comprehend
their responsibility towards society (Estrada-Vidal, Gómez, López-Cordero, & Garzón,
2020) Therefore, Olmos-Gómez et al. (2019) highlight the importance of educating future
teachers in sustainable development, so as to ensure that future students receive competent education in sustainability matters. However, there is a disagreement on how to
foster sustainability skills in higher education (Burns et al., 2019). Despite that sustainability assessment tools (SATs) are used to assess the extent of sustainability within
higher education institutions, Findler et al. (2018) claim that the tools seldom focus on
the effects outside of the establishment or the repercussions in society.
According to UNESCO’s (2018) findings concerning precisely SDG 4.7 and ESD, teacher
education is improving inadequately worldwide. These results are worrying, since there
are policies in place which commit countries to reaching their sustainability goals
(UNESCO, 2018). What is more, the Global Education Monitoring Report Team (2017,
p. xvii) states that from 57 reports during the reporting cycle 2009-2012, sustainable development within teacher education was only prevalent in 7% of countries. However,
improvements have been made compared to 2012 (UNESCO, 2018), but obstacles
clearly stand in the way, slowing progress down. Another reason for the slow development may be that it is difficult to specify exactly what ESD goals require, to be fulfilled
within teacher education. Consequently, as Lehtonen, Salonen, Cantell and Riuttanen
(2018) maintain, there is a necessity to redesign aspects of education for sustainability,
as well as considering new learning methods in all stages of education. One proposition
from Olmos-Gómez et al. (2019) is practical training that targets sustainable development, since students partaking in their study found the training compelling and it helped
raise the students’ own awareness.
2.2.2

Research on sustainable development in Finland’s teacher education

According to Wolff et al. (2017), sustainable development has been ignored within Finland’s teacher education. Despite that the national core curriculum for basic education
2014 (Finnish National Board of Education, 2016) is fairly new, and involves significant
efforts to support sustainability, the theme has clearly not yet been imbued in teacher
13

education. Additionally, Wolff et al. (2017) state that university lecturers possess diverse
levels of expertise within sustainable development and what is more, there are no common recommendations for the universities to follow, since the universities are autonomous. These aspects, along with the fact that sustainable development is often in conflict
with politics, amount to a neglect in Education for Sustainable Development within Finland’s teacher education (Wolff et al., 2017). As Hofman (2012) declares, sustainable
development in teacher education is more of a political rhetoric than reality. Moreover,
an undesirable situation is revealed, since lecturers at the three universities offering
teacher education studies which Hofman (2012) analysed, seemingly had a negative
outlook on sustainable development. Consequently, students did not inherit an optimistic
outlook on sustainable development either.
Hofman (2012) and Wolff et al. (2017) also discuss minor studies and electives within
teacher education. Both state that there are seldom compulsory courses targeting sustainability, which entails that students who are interested in the subject must choose
specific courses to create a minor instead. Specific modules can also include the theme
of sustainability, but few universities offer modules focusing explicitly on sustainability.
Moreover, since teacher education studies consist of mainly mandatory attendance
courses, the practical issue of fitting in courses from other degrees with the teacher education schedule, is also problematic (Wolff et al., 2017).
Finland was ranked at number 7 in the world, by the Environmental Performance Index
in 2020 (Wendling, Z.A., Emerson, J.W., de Sherbinin, A., Esty, D.C., et al., 2020), compared to number 4 a decade ago (YCELP, CIESIN, WEF, 2018). Denmark, another Nordic country, was ranked substantially higher, as number 1 in 2020 (Wendling, Emerson,
de Sherbinin, Esty, et al., 2020). This is particularly remarkable since Denmark is a
neighbouring country quite similar to Finland in terms of standards of living and economic
resources.

2.3 Factors that influence sustainable development in Finland’s
teacher education
This section discusses aspects, which impact the higher education system regarding
sustainable development. A general understanding is provided for the reader since Finland’s education system differs from other countries.
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2.3.1

The national core curriculum for basic education 2014

The national core curriculum for basic education 2014 highlights working towards a sustainable development (Finnish National Board of Education, 2016b). Therefore, Hofman
(2012) maintains that the implementation of sustainable development in teacher education studies is evidently required. For teachers to become inherently competent with respect to the topic of sustainable development, the opportunity to improve their competences during their teacher education studies is central.
The word hållbar (Swedish), equivalent to the word sustainable in English, is mentioned
182 times in the new national core curriculum for basic education 2014 (Finnish National
Board of Education, 2016). Evidently, this would align with Öhman and Östman’s (2004)
opinion that sustainable development should be infused in all school subjects and which
conforms with the UN DESD (UNESCO, 2005) stipulation. However, it is noteworthy to
point out that the core curriculum from 2004 also strove for sustainable development
(Finnish National Board of Education, 2004), though as Wolff et al. (2017) state, not much
was accomplished during that time. Hence, a different approach may be necessary to
reach the end goal of sustainability.
2.3.2

University strategies

As earlier mentioned, universities are autonomous, which allows them to take different
paths when incorporating sustainable development in the degrees they offer. Therefore,
each university develops its own strategy, which may or may not include sustainable
development (Wolff et al., 2017). Hofman (2012) reveals oversights regarding sustainable development in three specific university policies she analysed, noting remarkable
stagnation in their strategies, which did not conform with the sustainable development
goals. However, five years later, according to Wolff et al. (2017), the University of Lapland had a prominent sustainable profile, while two other universities mentioned each of
the three areas within sustainable development and seven universities broached the
topic (Wolff et al., 2017). Still, one of the universities neglected touching on sustainable
development at all.
The influence policy documents have had on teacher education studies seems to be
minimal with regard to sustainability (Hofman, 2012). Furthermore, without proper instruction regarding sustainable development, future teachers will have difficulties teaching their prospective pupils (Wolff et al., 2017). Wolff et al. (2017, p. 15) write that ‘without
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a purposeful interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary implementation that involves university leaders, teachers and students from different disciplines, and also other stakeholders, the policies will remain merely words’. Ergo, should the universities start to perceive
sustainability as a goal, it would prompt the incorporation of sustainable development
into the entirety of the universities’ teachings, not just specific areas (Wolff et al., 2017).
Biggs (1996) emphasises such an outlook, urging that all the components need to
change collectively, since merely adding specific sections falls short. Stevenson et al.
(2015) accentuate that changing old policies and habits is not as effective as a systems
approach, which would instead allow more means of change. Therefore, sustainability
should be integrated within ‘practices in the policies and activities related to teaching and
learning, research, community engagement and campus infrastructure’ (Stevenson et
al., 2015, p. 383). Moreover, incorporation of sustainable development is facilitated if
science teachers specifically, engage themselves within the higher institutions’ areas of
neglect and support developments from within the institutions (Stevenson et al., 2015).
Collectively, these actions would allow both students and educational institutions to grow
as sustainable actors and permit the universities to become role models of sustainable
development, which Wolff and Ehrström (2020) argue is central at the present time.

2.4 Constructive alignment
This subsection presents the theoretical framework, which has been used in this analysis, in detail. The text introduces necessary background knowledge regarding The Bologna Declaration. Subsequently, constructive alignment is introduced.
2.4.1

The Bologna Declaration

The Bologna Declaration, adopted in 1999, committed 29 countries to a common plan
for higher education (Study.eu, 2020). Recognised today as the Bologna Process, the 48
EHEA (European Higher Education Area) countries all have corresponding higher
education systems that consist of three degree levels – bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral
degrees (Study.eu, 2020). According to Biggs and Tang (2011), the EHEA countries
have implemented outcome-based methods of teaching and learning because of the
improvement it provides (Biggs & Tang, 2011). Finland, as a member is no exception
since course descriptions commonly include both learning outcomes and course content
descriptions, though these do not always align. Constructive alignment is an outcomebased method which Biggs and Tang (2011) recommend for gaining the best possible
outcomes for learning.
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2.4.2

The essence of constructive alignment

Higher education constantly evolves, and during the last two decades it has undergone
large transformations, towards a stronger focus on outcome-based teaching. Biggs and
Tang’s (2011) theory of constructive alignment focuses specifically on outcome-based
learning and is the theory used in this analysis. Numerous studies that examine curricula
within higher education use the theory of constructive alignment.
Biggs (1996, p. 348) refers to constructivism, a theory which recognises that ‘learners
arrive at meaning by actively selecting, and cumulatively constructing, their own
knowledge, through both individual and social activity’. He argues that it is the most commonly used theory in education, though not yet the norm within higher education. Consequently, he centres his research on teaching and in particular, the implications that
constructivism brings within teaching.
In higher education, teaching often entails lecturing, which does not truly engage
students and thereby results in students not being able to construct their own
understanding and genuinely learn (Biggs, 1996). Biggs (1996) sees this as problematic,
especially due to the conflicting ways which students versus teachers regard the course
objectives. The students know the ‘tricks’ to pass specific courses, often only learning
facts by heart, instead of achieving a broad understanding or applying a technique. This
is therefore challenging, since the teacher believes the students have understood and
met the course objectives. Consequently, Biggs (1996) reveals his theory for readjusting
the perspectives into an undivided agreement through constructive alignment. His
explanation follows:
‘The principle of “constructive alignment” evolved with the decision to use a portfolio to access
the extent to which students felt they had met the unit objectives. This forced them to reflect on
what they wanted from the unit, and how they thought they were going to get it, which in turn put
pressure on the teacher to provide appropriate teaching/learning activities to help them do so. In
this way, all components in the system became aligned to the objectives.’ (Biggs, 1996, p.

360)
In short, Biggs (1996) relies on three particular ideas that need to be implemented for
genuine learning to occur. Firstly, course objectives need to be expressed in clear terms,
both regarding the content and the learning tasks. Secondly, the strategies used in class
need to generate conditions which will result in finalised tasks which the students can
foresee. Thirdly, the assessment tasks need to support the first two ideas, meaning that
they have to focus on the same achievements. Since constructive alignment reduces the
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gap between high achievers and underachievers, it is being employed by numerous
teachers despite the hard work it requires of teachers (Biggs & Tang, 2011).
2.4.3

Intended Learning Outcomes (ILOs)

Biggs and Tang discuss intended learning outcomes or ILOs (2011). Essentially, an ILO
is an explanation of how and what a student should have learnt during a learning opportunity. According to Biggs and Tang (2011) there are three levels in which a student can
reach the intended learning outcome – within a specific institution, within a specific degree programme level or within specific courses.
At the institutional level, an ILOs should specify what students should be able to do when
they have graduated from a particular university (Biggs & Tang, 2011). Therefore, an
institution with sustainable development as an ILO would entail that only students who
have reached the ILOs of sustainable development could graduate. At the degree programme level, ILOs would stipulate what a student with a completed degree in such a
programme should have the knowledge to do (Biggs & Tang, 2011). Once again, if a
degree programme had an ILO of sustainable development this can be linked to sustainability. At the course level, ILOs within specific courses would specify what students
should be competent in doing after completing a particular course (Biggs & Tang, 2011).
All three levels can be linked to sustainable development and as such correspond with
Wolff et al.’s (2017) idea of sustainability being infused at all levels of higher education.
2.4.4

ILOs in specific programmes and courses

Biggs and Tang (2011) emphasise that ILOs should be assessed carefully and created
in accordance with the degree in question. That is to say, some qualities are not valued
or needed in all degrees since they may not be important in that specific sector. Therefore, specifications included in the ILOs should align and moreover, have a purpose in
the respective programme or course.
Course specific ILOs should be composed in a certain way to be considered well-developed (Biggs & Tang, 2011). ‘Verbs like “understand”, “comprehend”, “be aware of” are
unhelpful in ILOs because they do not convey the level of performance we require if the
ILO is to be met’, Biggs and Tang (2011, p. 119) clarify. They explain that courses should
contain five or six ILOs, making learning tasks possible to accomplish while giving an
outline of the course, instead of setting too many ILOs rendering them more unattainable
(Biggs & Tang, 2011). Biggs and Tang (2011) recommend creating ILOs according to
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core concepts that align with the programme that the course is associated with. They
explain that to do this, it is important to determine which values epitomise the programme, then decide which themes need to be covered within the course and finally
create the specific five or six ILOs. It is also particularly important to understand that too
many topics within a course jeopardise the students’ ability to retain knowledge in an
exemplary fashion, since there is not enough time to attain in-depth learning in each topic
(Biggs & Tang, 2011). The best outcome is possible when the three levels – the institutional level, programme level and the course level, align, according to Biggs and Tang
(2011).
A key question to consider, is what level of knowledge the ILOs aim to reach (Biggs &
Tang, 2011). To align the ILOs with Öhman and Östman’s (2004) view of sustainability
being imbued in all school subjects, teacher education should target sustainable development ILOs at an institutional level, ‘which definitely bears on everyday decision making’ (Biggs & Tang, 2011, p. 121). Teacher education in practice does not yet have an
aspect of sustainable development as Hofman (2012) and Wolff et al. (2017) maintain
and this needs to be altered.
2.4.5

Incorporating constructive alignment

One of the most critical factors within constructive alignment, is attaining well-developed
ILOs, since the task assessments, learning activities and teaching activities all revolve
around them (Biggs & Tang, 2011). However, problems can appear when trying to motivate teachers to transform their teaching, especially if they are set in their ways and are
satisfied with their teaching methods ( Biggs & Tang, 2011). Therefore, Biggs and Tang
(2011) maintain that constructive alignment can be easier for inexperienced teachers to
implement, since they lack experience in other teaching methods. Nevertheless, the incorporation of constructive alignment is facilitated, if the decisions regarding change
come from higher positions, and the change is supported by teachers (Biggs & Tang,
2011). If change is difficult, Biggs and Tang (2011) recommend starting with a few
courses that incorporate constructive alignment and expanding the assortment over
time. Additionally, they also recommend formative evaluation, so that courses, teachers
and methods are continually evolving in line with the theory of quality enhancement. As
Stevenson et al. (2015) point out, incorporating sustainable development in teacher education is arduous, since the structure of education institutions are intricate, and changes
need to be made on several different levels.
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2.4.6

Constructive alignment within higher education

According to several studies, constructive alignment has been gaining support within
higher education. Maffei, Daghini, Archenti and Lohse (2016) reveal an exponential
growth in articles targeting constructive alignment since 2001, while Gallagher (2017)
indicates that constructive alignment can help identify fundamental gaps in learning. Furthermore Jaiswal's (2019) findings regarding constructive alignment are substantially optimistic, since students cannot be passive learners but have to actively engage in lessons
through discussions, brainstorming, open-ended questions and so on, to reach the
course’s intended learning outcomes (ILOs). Jaiswal (2019, p. 20) states that ‘[s]tudents’
involvement with active learning generates high quality learning’. Furthermore, she argues that constructive alignment is a solid foundation for outcome-based teaching as it
suits all students, which traditional lectures do not (Jaiswal, 2019).

2.5 Summary
During the previous two decades, the attempts to incorporate sustainable development
within higher education has undoubtedly increased (Lozano, Merrill, Sammalisto,
Ceulemans, & Lozano, 2017). Consequently, sustainable development within teacher
education has also been enhanced. Thanks to the evolving objectives concerning sustainable development in each country’s national curricula of basic education, the teacher
education programmes are changing in order to fit the curricula. However, according to
the Global Education Monitoring Report Team (2017), the fact that sustainable development is mentioned in a university’s curricula does not ensure it is addressed within
teacher education.
One of the hurdles worldwide within teacher education is arranging institutional principles
which concern sustainability (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2017; Lozano
et al., 2017). Nevertheless, it appears that building blocks for attaining a strong element
of Education for Sustainable Development within teacher education, do exist. Obstacles
need to be overcome to make progress, and words need to be turned into reality by
integrating sustainable development into the universities’ curricula (Global Education
Monitoring Report Team, 2017; Lozano et al., 2017).
A holistic approach is necessary, to be able to incorporate sustainable development
measures throughout institutions, as opposed to merely compartmentalising sustainable
development into parts of the institutions (Lozano et al., 2015). Furthermore, to produce
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the best results, courses targeting sustainability need clear learning objectives, which
are constructively aligned concerning sustainability, with both the university policies and
the teacher education programmes (Biggs & Tang, 2011). Consequently, well-planned
ILOs are crucial, since each learning and teaching activity and the task assessments
revolve around them (Biggs & Tang, 2011). With suitable ILOs in place, students can
gain in depth knowledge and are more likely to be capable of teaching sustainable development issues to their future students. Therefore, ‘[t]o better develop mind-sets and
actions of future generations, we must provide students with a complete set of sustainability competences’ (Lozano et al., 2017).
Since Finland is a country which prides itself on quality education (Wolff et al., 2017), it
is necessary that higher education institutions in charge of teacher education also stand
for quality education, which clearly includes Education for Sustainable Development. At
present, sustainable development exists within some university strategies and specific
courses, but as such, the topic is not fully incorporated into the university ideologies and
therefore, is often bypassed (Wolff et al., 2017). This creates a conundrum since Education for Sustainable Development must lead to a deeper understanding and to finding
solutions to start solving unsustainability issues. Therefore, policies need to be put into
practice and as Olmos-Gómez et al. (2019) argue, future teachers need to be trained in
sustainable development during their university studies, since the demand for education
for sustainable development already exists.
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3

Research task and research questions

In this chapter, the research questions will be presented, and the aim of this study will
be described. As mentioned, the national core curriculum for 2014 (Finnish National
Board of Education, 2016) requires that pupils learn about sustainable development and
sustainability. This in turn, bears consequences for teacher education since teachers
must acquire expertise as well as tools regarding sustainable development, to be able to
support their pupils’ in acquiring necessary competences for making sustainable choices
in life (Hofman, 2012).
Karvinen et al. (2015) maintain that there is little focus on sustainability in the Nordic
countries within higher education. According to their research, developing teacher education with an emphasis on sustainable development is not considered to be of high
relevance. Therefore, it is necessary in this study, to see if the same holds true so that
future changes can be made to reach the goal of Agenda 2030. To the best of my
knowledge, this is the first study to analyse Finland’s primary teacher education as a
whole with a focus on sustainable development.
The objective of this study is to identify the incorporation of sustainable development
within teacher education in Finland’s primary teacher education, to help support efforts
to achieve SDG4.7. This study focuses on examining sustainability within the strategies,
teacher education programmes and courses of the universities in Finland that offer
teacher education.
The research questions stand as follows:
1. How is sustainable development and sustainability acknowledged in key documents in universities that offer teacher education?
a. How many of the universities offering teacher education in Finland mention sustainability or sustainable development in their strategies?
b. Which of the universities offering teacher education mention sustainable
development or sustainability in their teacher education descriptions?
2. How is sustainable development or sustainability included within course descriptions of the Finnish universities, specifically within primary teacher education
studies?
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a. At what level (bachelor’s or master’s) is sustainable development implemented within primary teacher education in Finland?
b. In what way is sustainable development portrayed in the course objectives and the content?
3. In what way does sustainable development within the teacher education relate to
the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals?
I will answer the questions using a qualitative analysis with certain quantitative features.
Biggs’ theory of constructive alignment will be incorporated, looking at the universities’
strategies, teacher education degree programmes and their courses to see if an element
of constructive alignment is integrated. References will also be made to the SDG 4.7.
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4

Methods

This chapter explains the research strategy. Thereafter, an overview of the research design follows. Subsequently, this chapter describes the collection of material and presents
the method.

4.1 Research Strategy
The research strategy in this study is based on a qualitative analysis. The best results
for this study are obtained through a qualitative analysis, since deeper information is
relayed, and more insight transmitted looking at the contents of specific texts, instead of
merely presenting figures. However, this study also contains quantitative features which
allows a scrutiny of the extent and frequencies of the courses targeting sustainability.
The study utilises document analysis to examine the course descriptions and strategies
of the universities which offer teacher education in Finland. In addition, content analysis
is also included, since the content of the universities’ strategies, programme descriptions
and courses are analysed.
‘Qualitative data analysis involves organizing, accounting for and explaining the data; in
short, making sense of data’ according to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007, p. 461).
They also conclude that a qualitative approach can be carried out in varying ways. Therefore, no single technique for analysing or presenting data is necessarily the only acceptable one, each approach is different depending on the purpose of the study (Cohen et al.,
2007). What is distinctive though, about the approach of qualitative analysis, is that it
commonly deals with smaller data sets than a standard quantitative analysis but includes
far more detail (Cohen et al., 2007).

Therefore, abiding by the examples set by Cohen et al. (2007, p. 461) about what a
researcher can concentrate on, my aim is ‘to examine the application and operation of
the same issues in different contexts’. In short, looking at sustainable development and
sustainability in different universities in Finland. Therefore, this qualitative study examines a wide range of data, since I have collected data from all the universities in Finland
which offer teacher education, not just a select few. The data was scaled down from the
primary corpora to be able to focus on specific findings, namely the areas mentioning
sustainable development, which Cohen et al. (2007) also express as routine. A broad
structure of the subject in question is customarily drafted, followed by a compilation of
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different categories within the data. This in turn, influenced the manner in which I approached the corpus chosen for this study.
As reported by Resch and Enzenhofer (2018), it is not uncommon that researchers neglect to recount which languages were used in the research, thereby giving the appearance that the analysis was completed in the language the research paper is written in.
To be clear, in this particular study, this is not the case. This analysis involved data from
course descriptions, teacher programmes and strategies in three different languages –
English, Finnish and Swedish.

4.2 Research Design
Prior (2004) maintains that there is no explicit concept that defines a document, instead
there are several ways of outlining what a document is comprised of. Nevertheless, since
documents typically contain text and have an aspect of content (Prior, 2004), the material
analysed in this study would be classified as documents. Hence, a document analysis is
appropriate. Conforming with Rapley and Rees’ (2018, p. 382) interpretation of document
analysis, this study is coherent with a document analysis being ‘some form of relatively
close and detailed analysis of the language and meaning within the document’. Despite
the numerous methodological traditions available, Rapley and Rees (2018) assert that
the practical work of assembling documents is similar for all researchers. However, because the focus is on the content of the documents in question, which are university
strategies, teacher education overviews and course descriptions, this study uses content
analysis within a document analysis.
Furthermore, Rapley and Rees (2018) discuss the correlation between document analysis and content analysis but maintain that content analysis is limited, due to the main
focus being on specific words and not the writing in context. Cohen et al. (2007) instead
highlight the prevalence of content analysis and emphasise that it is verifiable, methodical and often replicable, which Drisko and Maschi (2015) also stress. Moreover, content
analysis entails reducing data and involves coding, classification into specific categories
and finally concluding an outcome (Cohen et al., 2007).
In essence, content analysis follows a method of 11 steps (Cohen et al., 2007). Step one
involves outlining the questions for the research, while step two involves determining
which texts are to be used. The research questions for this analysis are specified above
in section 3 and as mentioned, the texts sampled are universities’ strategies, teacher
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education programme descriptions and courses. Cohen et al. (2007) continue with step
three, defining which samples to include and step four, outlining where the documents
are from. In this analysis, the samples consist of all the universities in Finland which offer
teacher education studies. Step five entails establishing which units of analysis are going
to be applied (Cohen et al., 2007), which in this study are the particular words sustainable
development and sustainability. The sixth step is developing codes to provide structure,
while step seven is defining categories (Cohen et al., 2007). The categories are overarching while the codes are more precise (Cohen et al., 2007). The codes in this analysis
are whether the strategies, teacher education descriptions and course descriptions contain the specific units. Moreover, the codes also include whether the courses are mandatory or elective, giving clearer insight to the teacher education studies, since many
elective courses can be taken from other degree studies. The categories are the universities, while subcategories are bachelor’s degree courses and master’s degree courses.
Step eight involves coding and sorting the data (Cohen et al., 2007). In this particular
study the data has been systematically worked through and finally compiled. The strategies and teacher education programme descriptions were carefully analysed and recorded. Essentially, all the courses were logged in an analysis document and later the
courses which included the analysis units were entered into another document. Consequently, the data analysis was undertaken, and the frequencies counted. Cohen et al.
(Cohen et al., 2007) also highlight the value of detecting correlations between the analysis units and the codes or categories. Finally, steps ten and eleven are performed,
which constitutes summarising and making assumptions based on the outcome (Cohen
et al., 2007).

4.3 Data collection and analysis
Drisko and Maschi (2015, p. 4) state that ‘[a]ll good content analysis must be systematic,
methodologically based, and transparently reported’. To secure this level of content analysis, the following section thoroughly recounts the research process.
As mentioned, this study involved the eight universities in Finland which offer teacher
education studies. To keep the findings organised, as Cohen et al. (2007) recommend,
the universities which provide teacher education were identified and thereafter inserted
into an analysis document. Subsequently, each university’s teacher education programme description and strategy were observed, specifically taking care to make note
each time the units of analysis appeared; more specifically the words sustainable development or sustainability in any of the three languages (Finnish, Swedish or English). The
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findings were entered into the analysis document with extracts from the descriptions to
ensure that each note was precise.
Contrariwise to Rapley and Rees’ (2018) findings, there were no particular problems
accessing the documents in question, in this case the strategies, teacher education programme descriptions and courses. The universities provide open access to their strategies, programme descriptions and course websites or study manuals, making the information accessible to anyone and everyone. However, one university’s Internet page was
exceptionally difficult to navigate, which led to a handful of e-mail exchanges with the
university in question. Albeit, with their instructions it was straightforward to find what
was needed. Thus, the measures that followed involved diligently analysing the eight
identified universities which offer teacher education studies. To give a rough understanding, teacher education studies commonly entail 180 European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) at the bachelor’s degree level and 120 ECTS at the master’s
degree level. Furthermore, since there are two official languages in Finland, some universities offer one teacher’s degree in Finnish and another in Swedish, yet the programmes are not necessarily identical. Consequently, some universities had two different branches for teacher education studies, and these had to be examined separately.
In this study one university had a separate teacher education division in Swedish and
one in Finnish while another university was split into two different campuses also resulting in two individual divisions. With this taken into account, there were ten branches to
analyse from the eight universities.
Every course, in each of the ten separate teacher education branches, was thoroughly
examined, entailing both bachelor’s degree courses and master’s degree courses.
Thereby, the corpus contained each individual course description from each of the ten
branches’ primary teacher education studies. This resulted in a corpus made up of 860
course descriptions, which were systematically read and then recorded in the analysis
document. Once again, the course descriptions were scrutinised to find mention of the
terms sustainability or sustainable development. Contrary to Rapley and Rees’ (2018)
findings, where researchers often only collect documents that fit specific conclusions in
their studies, this study included the entirety of the course descriptions within teacher
education studies from each university, allowing little subjectivity in the operation,
The process of analysis involved reading each ‘learning goal’ and course ‘content’ within
the course descriptions and checking to see if there was any mention of the words sus-
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tainability or sustainable development, or, alternatively evaluating whether a course description lacking those words still indicated the notion of sustainable development by
other means. Whether the specific words were found in the course descriptions or not,
the information was jotted down in the analysis document with a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ beside the
course name. In the event that one of the key words was mentioned, the whole sentence
or paragraph was cited in the analysis document too. Ultimately, when the analysis document was filled in with every single course, it consisted of 55 pages. The courses containing the analysis units were then copied into another document and categorised according to university, degree programme and whether the course was mandatory or not.
The procedure was time-consuming, since it was important to be meticulous and to read
the descriptions in context, not just as single words. Moreover, the language of the
course descriptions also varied, resulting in a combination of English, Swedish and Finnish. While this was not problematic in English and Swedish, the fluency of my Finnish is
not satisfactory enough for a study of this kind, therefore, the Finnish descriptions were
translated using Google Translate.
Finally, the last part of the procedure was assessing whether sustainable development
was sufficiently well addressed to adequately respond to the UN’s SDG 4.7. Certain universities had few to no courses targeting sustainability, making the conclusion fairly easy.
Others had only elective courses, quite clearly not entailing that every student could advocate sustainable development. Regarding the universities that did have sustainability
courses, the SDG indicators’ metadata (UNESCO-UIS & UNESCO-ED/PSD/ESD, 2020)
questions targeting teacher education, were used in this analysis. This entailed determining whether teacher students are provided with a means of Education for Sustainable
Development, whether all ESD themes are presented (such as climate change, sustainable consumption, environmental sustainability), which way ESD is targeted (in the whole
school, integrated, cross-curricula or as an individual subject) and whether all the dimensions of ESD are addressed (comprehension and understanding, attitudes, competence,
values). If all answers were positive, the university reached its goal and could be seen
as satisfying the requirements of SDG 4.7.
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5

Results and interpretation of results

This chapter presents the results. To give the reader enough information to follow the
analysis as it drills deeper into each separate university, the findings of the university
strategies will first be presented. Consequently, the programme descriptions and
courses are analysed in alphabetical order, according to the universities’ names. The
analysis is followed in section 5.3 by chapter conclusions.

5.1 Sustainable development in the university strategies
The strategies of each of the eight universities were examined during this analysis. As
earlier mentioned, the universities in Finland are autonomous, allowing them freedom to
create their own strategies (Wolff et al., 2017). Therefore, if a university had many strategies, the strategy that incorporated the years 2019 and 2020 was chosen to examine,
since the courses analysed were mainly from 2019-2020. Some universities had an ongoing strategy in place until 2030, which was in that case examined.
In accordance with Wolff et al.’s (2017) findings, the most prominent profile covering
sustainable development is still the University of Lapland (University of Lapland). The
university’s 2030 strategy mentions all three levels – ecological, social and economic.
Tampere University’s 2030 strategy (Tampere University, p. 10) also mentions every
level of sustainability and promises to ‘provide all students with a grounding in sustainable development and themes relating to the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development’. Åbo Akademi follows suit, with its strategy also mentioning all three levels
in their 2015-2030 strategy (Åbo Akademi).
The University of Oulu’s strategy 2016-2020 promotes the SDGs and stresses that the
university always aims for sustainable development in its activities (University of Oulu).
Likewise, the University of Eastern Finland’s 2030 strategy mentions the SDG’s and its
sustainability research (University of Eastern Finland). Meanwhile, the University of
Jyväskylä’s 2030 strategy (University of Jyväskylä) highlights a sustainable campus and
a leadership that is ethically sustainable. The strategy also highlights a sustainable mindset in their decision-making processes (University of Jyväskylä). However, the University
of Helsinki’s 2017-2020 strategy only states that the university is working towards a more
sustainable world, mentioning that its culture will be ‘socially, ecologically and financially
responsible’ (University of Helsinki). The University of Turku does not mention sustainability or sustainable development at all (University of Turku) in its 2016-2020 strategy.
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5.2 Sustainable development in teacher education
Biggs and Tang’s (2011) theory of constructive alignment entails that the university strategy, the degree programme and the courses should all have the same Intended Learning
Outcomes (ILOs). The analysis of the degree programmes and the courses from each
university will now be presented to see if Finland’s universities are constructively aligned
concerning sustainability and thereby, if the universities can hope to meet SDG 4.7.
5.2.1

Åbo Akademi

As mentioned in 5.1, all levels of sustainability are discussed in Åbo Akademi’s university
strategy from 2015-2030 (Åbo Akademi). The word sustainable or sustainability is used
11 times, mostly tied to Åbo Akademi’s research and education. The strategy also cl that
the university’s research and education will contribute to a sustainable society.
Åbo Akademi’s teacher education programme does not highlight sustainability. To obtain
constructive alignment the programme should follow the same guidelines as the university strategy, but neither sustainability nor sustainable development is mentioned in the
university’s teacher education programme description (Åbo Akademi). As earlier stated,
globally, sustainability is considered important within teacher education but not often incorporated as it should be (Stevenson et al., 2015; Wolff et al., 2017).
The courses analysed in this study are from the teacher programme 2019-2020. In total
there were 73 courses within the teacher education programme, which amounted to 375
ECTS. This included both bachelor’s degree courses and master’s degree courses, comprising elective and mandatory courses. Hofman (2012) and Wollf et al. (2017) maintain
that teacher education seldom includes mandatory courses with a focus on sustainability.
However, Åbo Akademi offers two courses, representing 3% of all their courses. Both
courses are part of the bachelor’s degree and, as such, no mandatory master’s degree
courses target sustainability. Of the two mandatory bachelor’s courses, one is Pictorial
Creativity and Visual Thinking and the other is Science I. Science I proves Stevenson et
al.’s (2015) point regarding a tendency to only include sustainable development in science courses and not as a cross-curricular theme (Stevenson et al., 2015). The art
course also mentions sustainability, but neither course includes the term sustainability
or sustainable development in their ILOs, the only mention is in the course content.
Therefore, they do not fall in line with the constructive alignment theory and what is more,
the ILOs are not formed according to Biggs and Tang’s (2011) recommendations.
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Åbo Akademi students are able to choose their own minor studies according to their
interests and can thereby choose Environmental Education as a minor, which Wolff et
al. (2017) and Hofman (2012) believe is common. This particular minor, targets sustainability in three of the five courses. If all the elective courses are included, Åbo Akademi
provides 14 courses which mention sustainability or sustainable development in their
course descriptions, though, not all are constructively aligned. By comparison, the Environmental Education courses are far more aligned than the teacher education courses.
Figure 1 shows the number of courses in the 2019 teacher education programme and
how many of them that mention sustainability or sustainable development. Of 73
courses, 19% mention one of the terms. On the right side, the 14 mandatory and elective
courses focused on sustainability are shown, displaying that only 2 (3%) of the total 73
courses are mandatory ones which emphasise sustainability. In this analysis, Åbo Akademi offers most elective courses targeting sustainability and the highest percentage in
proportion to the courses too.

NUMBER OF COURSES TARGETING
SUSTAINABILITY
Elective courses
that target
sustainability; 12

Other courses in
TE; 59

Courses that
mention
sustainability; 14

Mandatory
courses that target
sustainbility; 2

Figure 1: Number of courses targeting sustainability at Åbo Akademi
In conclusion, Åbo Akademi’s mandatory courses in the university’s teacher education
degree do not respond to the requirements of SDG 4.7, since it cannot be assumed that
every student in this programme will acquire the tools and the competence they need,
concerning sustainable development. As such, this influences future pupils of graduated
teacher students too, since they will not receive the knowledge they need. In short, it is
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up to the teacher student to nurture an interest in sustainable development, and thereby
choose a minor which targets the subject.
5.2.2

The University of Eastern Finland

The University of Eastern Finland’s strategy 2030 mentions sustainability or sustainable
development 12 times. Eight are associated with research on sustainability but the SDGs
are also highlighted. In their programme description of teacher education, the university
also emphasises that ‘cross-curricular content includes cultural and linguistic diversity, a
sustainable future, gender sensitivity and equality, information and communication technologies, and a perspective on the need for different learners and support’ (The University of Eastern Finland). The teacher education programme description also mentions
making sustainable choices which entails that the strategy and the programme are constructively aligned, according to Biggs and Tang’s (2011) theory.

NUMBER OF COURSES TARGETING
SUSTAINABILITY
Elective courses
that target
sustainability; 3

Other courses in
TE; 90

Courses that
mention
sustainability; 7

Mandatory
courses that target
sustainability; 4

Figure 2: Number of courses targeting sustainability at the University of Eastern Finland
In total there are 97 courses, or 424 ECTS, in the teacher education programme 20192020 at the University of Eastern Finland. Of these, three are mandatory courses within
the bachelor’s degree with an emphasis on sustainability, and one is part of the master’s
degree. If elective courses are included, there are seven in total, resulting in 7% of all
the courses, as shown in Figure 2. Once again, the results challenge Hofman (2012) and
Wolff et al.’s (2017) findings about sustainability courses seldom being mandatory, since
the University of Eastern Finland offers such courses, though they only amass to 4% of
all courses. However, there is a slight difference concerning the elective courses at the
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University of Eastern Finland, since students can select a minor in a different subject or
choose from a list of recommended optional courses. The elective courses that focus on
sustainability or sustainable development at the bachelor level, are nearly all from that
list. One is from a minor subject. As per Stevenson et al.’s (2015) findings, three out of
six of the bachelor courses include the word science in their title, a common phenomenon
as many believe that sustainability and sustainable development only fit into the field of
science.
The University of Eastern Finland has one master’s degree course, which fits into neither
category of mandatory nor elective, since it is one of three courses that students must
choose from. I have included it as a mandatory course, yet this could be debated. The
title of the course is Education for Sustainable Future, worth 5 ECTS. It is one of the
three courses that focuses on sustainability and contains ILOs which align with the
course content. Even so, it is worth mentioning that the course’s ILOs do not match the
directives for well-designed ILOs (Biggs & Tang, 2011). The University of Eastern Finland uses verbs such as ‘understand’, which does not express the level of learning attained as an ILO should (Biggs & Tang, 2011). However, the university’s Environmental
Education course uses the word ‘describe’ (in Finnish) which does define a learning level.
In short, few courses in the University of Eastern Finland’s teacher education mention
sustainability or sustainable development at the University of Eastern Finland. Nevertheless, the university’s strategy highlights sustainability and is aligned with the teacher education programme. Furthermore, a few of the courses are also constructively aligned
and emphasise sustainability. This could be considered one way of moving towards constructive alignment, starting with a few courses and creating more over time (Biggs &
Tang, 2011). On the topic of sustainability, one can see that Wolff et al. (2017) and Hofman’s (2012) findings still stand today – the concept is used in principle but not fully in
practice. As such, it cannot be concluded that all the students at the University of Eastern
Finland receive sufficient education on sustainable development to meet SDG 4.7.
5.2.3

The University of Helsinki

The University of Helsinki’s strategy 2017-2020 scarcely mentions sustainability, aside
from stating that they are building a world which will be more sustainable (University of
Helsinki). They do acknowledge ecological responsibility but besides that, there is no
mention of sustainable development. There is no reference to sustainability or sustainable development in the teacher education description (The University of Helsinki, 2020)
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either. Despite the university offering two teacher education branches, one in Finnish
and one in Swedish, the programme descriptions in the broad structure are identical, yet
there are contrasts in the course selections.
Since the courses vary in the two branches of teacher education within the University of
Helsinki, the Finnish language branch will be examined first, followed by the Swedish
branch. The Finnish branch of teacher education 2019-2020 consists of 58 courses from
2019-2020, amounting to 315 ECTS. In total, there are three mandatory courses, which
touch on the subject of sustainability, all part of the bachelor’s degree. If elective courses
are included, there are five that are part of the bachelor’s degree and two that are part
of the master’s level. This is shown in Figure 3, displaying that 88% of courses do not
target sustainability, as opposed to 12%, which do. Only 5% of all courses are mandatory
ones that mention sustainability. Nevertheless, the fact that these courses target sustainability contradict Wolff et al. (2017) and Hofman’s (2012) earlier findings.

NUMBER OF COURSES TARGETING
SUSTAINABILITY
Elective courses
that target
sustainability; 4

Other courses in
TE; 51

Courses that
mention
sustainability; 7

Mandatory
courses that target
sustainability; 3

Figure 3: Number of courses targeting sustainability at the University of Helsinki, Finnish
branch
The mandatory courses, which cover sustainable development are Didactics of Biology
and Geography, Sloyd Education and Health Science Didactics and Interdisciplinary
Learning. Each is worth 5 ECTS, as are all the university’s elective courses. The contents
of the two former mandatory courses are not aligned with the ILOs, which in turn are not
written according to Biggs and Tang’s (2011) instructions, since they use verbs which
should be avoided, such as ‘understand’. Contrary to the two, the last mandatory
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course’s ILOs are aligned with the course content. Only one of the elective courses’ ILOs
and contents are constructively aligned, Pedagogy for Sustainable Development – Theory and Practice. This course mentions sustainable development both in its content and
the ILOs, but the ILOs are not developed as recommended by Biggs and Tang (2011).
The 56 courses, from the Swedish branch of teacher education 2019-2020 at the University of Helsinki, are shown in Figure 4 below. There are eight courses that mention
sustainability, amounting to 14% of this branch’s courses. Four are mandatory and four
electives. This shows a difference between the two teacher education branches, since
the Finnish branch’s percentage was 12%, or seven courses. However, the teacher education programme descriptions are the same for the two branches, though they clearly
do not consist of exactly the same courses. Nevertheless, certain courses are shared. A
reason for the difference between the branches could be that the Swedish branch is
newer (2016), and therefore started out with more awareness on implementing sustainable development. Alternatively, since the Swedish branch is smaller, more sustainability
advocates could have been heard.

NUMBER OF COURSES TARGETING
SUSTAINABILITY
Other courses in
TE; 48

Elective courses
that target
sustainability; 4

Courses that
mention
sustainability; 8

Mandatory
courses that target
sustainability; 4

Figure 4: Number of courses targeting sustainability at the University of Helsinki, Swedish branch
The Swedish branch consists of four mandatory courses, which mention sustainability in
their descriptions, all from the bachelor level. Three of these four also encompass ILOs
that are constructively aligned with the course contents. The courses in question are
Religion and Worldview Education, worth 5 ECTS, Environmental Studies Education,
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worth 10 ECTS and Sloyd Education, worth 5 ECTS. All of the elective courses, both at
the bachelor’s and master’s degree level are the exact same courses as the ones included in the Finnish branch analysis. Since there are four compulsory courses at the
University of Helsinki, which target sustainability, this result challenges Wolff et al. (2017)
and Hofman’s (2012) findings about teacher education seldom offering mandatory
courses that target sustainability.
As is the case in many of the other universities already reviewed, the University of Helsinki does not follow Biggs and Tang’s (2011) recommendations of correctly structured
ILOs. The popular term ‘understand’ is often used, though as earlier stated, such a verb
communicates no level of understanding, which is essential when stipulating ILOs (Biggs
& Tang, 2011). Hence, since the strategy only briefly refers to sustainability, the teacher
education programme description fails to mention it and there is a lack of courses targeting sustainable development, the University of Helsinki is not constructively aligned.
From the results, it can be gathered, that the University of Helsinki resembles many of
the other universities mentioned. As such, it cannot be assumed that all learners receive
sufficient information on the topic of sustainable development to satisfy SDG 4.7. Therefore, future teachers may not be able to convey enough knowledge to their pupils. Moreover, the lack of mandatory master’s degree courses targeting sustainability is striking.
5.2.4

The University of Jyväskylä

The University of Jyväskylä’s strategy 2030 mentions sustainability only twice, once in
association with their campus and once when expressing their vision of creating a society
that is sustainable. In their description of the teacher education programme though, there
is no mention of sustainable development or relating concepts, signifying that the structure needed to obtain constructive alignment, according to Biggs and Tang (2011), fails
at the teacher programme level.
In total, there are 78 courses within the University of Jyväskylä’s teacher education programme 2017-2020, amounting to 330 ECTS. The courses, which target sustainability
make up 9% of the teacher education courses, as shown in Figure 5 below. Yet, there
are no mandatory courses that mention sustainable development or sustainability within
the bachelor’s degree. The same is true for the master’s degree mandatory courses. The
University of Jyväskylä is the only university within this analysis, which lacks mandatory
courses at both bachelor’s and master’s degree level. However, they do offer elective
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courses, which target sustainability, five at the bachelor’s degree level, each worth 3
ECTS and two at the master’s degree level worth 5 ECTS each.

NUMBER OF COURSES TARGETING
SUSTAINABILITY
Other courses in
TE; 71

Elective courses
that target
sustainability; 7

Courses that
mention
sustainability; 7

Mandatory
courses that target
sustainability; 0

Figure 5: Number of courses targeting sustainability at the University of Jyväskylä
The elective courses within this university are all taken from different optional courses or
minor subjects such as Natural Resources and the Environment at the bachelor’s degree
level and Environmental Science at the master’s degree level. One of the courses belonging to the bachelor’s level has ILOs that are aligned with the course content. The
course is titled Fundamentals of Sustainable Use of Natural Resources (The University
of Jyväskylä). In the ILOs, the Finnish equivalent for the word ‘describe’ is used, which
Biggs and Tang specifically approve in their new course ILOs (2011). Therefore, this
course has fundamental elements in place to be recognised as well-written ILOs. But,
since there is no mention of sustainable development in the teacher education programme, constructive alignment regarding sustainability is not realised.
The University of Jyväskylä’s teacher education, like the other universities already discussed, could not be perceived as meeting the requirements of SDG 4.7 either. Wolff et
al.’s (2017) and Hofman’s (2012) findings are strengthened by the University of
Jyväskylä’s lack of any mandatory courses in the teacher education programme.
5.2.5

The University of Lapland

The University of Lapland’s strategy 2030 mentions sustainability five times, referring to
the three levels of sustainability and their work to reach sustainable development. In their
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teacher programme, however, there is only a reference to outdoor learning, but no mention of sustainability. Nevertheless, if one examines that specific degree, its title is Sustainability and Outdoor Education. The description of said degree includes the word sustainable or sustainability seven times. Courses can be taken separately from this degree
as a minor for teacher education studies or as part of the sustainability–focused classroom teacher education, according to their website (The University of Lapland).
Of the 121 courses in the teacher education programme 2019-2020 at the University of
Lapland, only 14 mention sustainability, adding up to 12% of the total. The mandatory
courses add up to five, the highest in this analysis, with nine electives. Altogether though,
the courses targeting sustainability add up to the same amount as Åbo Akademi, yet
they are divided differently between mandatory and elective courses. Despite the University of Lapland having the highest number of mandatory courses, they only make up
4% of all the courses. However, since mandatory courses targeting sustainability do exist
at the university of Lapland, this result differs from earlier findings pertaining to few compulsory courses (Hofman, 2012; Wolff et al., 2017).

NUMBER OF COURSES TARGETING
SUSTAINABILITY
Elective courses
that target
sustainability; 9

Other courses in
TE; 107

Courses that
mention
sustainability; 14

Mandatory
courses that target
sustainability; 5

Figure 6: Number of courses targeting sustainability at the University of Lapland
The mandatory courses, which belong to the bachelor’s degree are worth between 2-5
ECTS while the elective ones fall between 3-6 ECTS. Three of the four mandatory
courses at the bachelor’s level contain ILOS that are aligned with the course contents
and a few of these courses encompass ILOS, which Biggs and Tang (2011) would approve. For example, one of the ILOs for the course The Didactics of Science states ‘the
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student is able to present the basics of environmental education curricula for the basic
classes of primary education’ while the content lists ‘environmental science as subject,
the philosophical basis of environmental education, learning, planning and organizing
teaching in environmental studies’ (The University of Lapland). However, other courses
have ILOs where the student should ‘apply’ a theory to a situation or design projects,
which target sustainability. From the master’s degree level, one of the compulsory alternative courses targets sustainability, but since the students must choose from a list of
courses, there is no guarantee they select this course. Nevertheless, in this analysis it is
regarded as a mandatory course.
Nonetheless, certain courses’ ILOs at the University of Lapland need to be revised, in
order for them to align constructively with the teacher programme and the strategy concerning sustainability. As earlier stated though, only a specific branch of the teacher education programme mentions sustainability at all. Therefore, there is still room for progress. The University of Lapland has the most mandatory courses with an emphasis on
sustainability in this study, giving it a sustainable profile, which Wolff et al. (2017) highlight. Nevertheless, five courses are not a lot and 4% is not a high percentage.
Though the University of Lapland (tied with Åbo Akademi) shares the highest number of
courses targeting sustainability in this analysis, the target of SDG 4.7 cannot be guaranteed. There are elements in the teacher education programme description that need to
be attended to if the strategy, the teacher programme and the courses are to have a
chance at reaching constructive alignment. In essence, the program description needs
to mention sustainable development so as to obtain constructive alignment.
5.2.6

The University of Oulu

The strategy 2016-2020 of the University of Oulu mentions the word sustainable or sustainability 11 times (University of Oulu). The strategy expresses a will to work towards a
more sustainable world, mentioning the need for sustainable resources and efforts to
ensure a sustainable Arctic. Nevertheless, the need for sustainability at course levels is
not addressed. Moreover, the teacher education programme description does not mention sustainability at all. Therefore, the possibility of constructive alignment on all three
levels, falls short.
Of the 57 courses that the University of Oulu offer their teacher education students from
2019-2020, only two of them mention sustainability or sustainable development. Both of
these courses are mandatory bachelor courses, a positive finding in contrast to the lack
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of elective courses offered that target sustainability. This challenges Wolff et al. (2017)
and Hofman’s (2012) observations which state that compulsory courses with a focus on
sustainability are seldom found. However, the courses that target sustainability, make up
only 3% of all courses. With a strategy mentioning sustainability as many times as the
University of Oulu’s, more influences of sustainability in their courses would definitely be
expected.

NUMBER OF COURSES TARGETING
SUSTAINABILITY
Elective courses
that target
sustainability; 0

Other courses in
TE; 55

Courses that
mention
sustainability; 2

Mandatory
courses that target
sustainability; 2

Figure 7: Number of courses targeting sustainability at the University of Oulu
Both of the compulsory courses are titled Environmental Studies and each is worth 5
ECTS. The contents and the ILOs of the courses are not aligned, even though the verbs
such as ‘plan’ could be accepted by Biggs and Tang (2011) since they are very specific.
However, constructive alignment is not attained, since the ILOs do not align on all three
levels.
Furthermore, SDG 4.7 would not be reached at the University of Oulu, since two courses
are not enough for students to gain a sufficient understanding of sustainable development. This is the only university within this analysis, which does not offer elective courses
targeting sustainability. Significant changes would be required if the university is to address SDG 4.7 and meet Agenda 2030.
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5.2.7

Tampere University

Tampere University’s strategy 2030 (Tampere University) mentions the word sustainable
12 times. They discuss a sustainable world and touch on the three levels of sustainability,
even commenting that sustainable development is the fundamental objective. They guarantee that their students will gain knowledge regarding sustainable development and
satisfy the SDGs. Nevertheless, the teacher education programme description does not
mention sustainability. Interestingly though, the university’s English teacher education
master’s degree opens with ‘Teaching for a sustainable future’ (Tampere University).
However, the latter does not lead to a degree in teaching, so it is the former that is of
concern. Not even within the programme’s ILOs is the topic of sustainability mentioned.
Nevertheless, a few of the courses from 2019-2020 target sustainability, as Figure 8
shows. Out of the eight courses, only two are mandatory, that is 3% of the total of 70
courses. Both of them belong to the bachelor’s level. With the electives included, the
percentage rises to 11%. Once again, Wolff (2017) and Hofman’s (2012) findings are
contradicted here, since Tampere University offers two compulsory courses targeting
sustainability. It should also be noted that the university offers a course titled Environmental Studies (translated from Finnish), worth 2-5 ECTS, which does not mention sustainable development or sustainability (Tampere University). The environmental curriculum is mentioned, but not which one.

NUMBER OF COURSES TARGETING
SUSTAINABILITY
Elective courses
that target
sustainability; 6

Other courses in
TE; 62

Courses that
mention
sustainability; 8

Mandatory
courses that target
sustainability; 2

Figure 8: Number of courses targeting sustainability at Tampere University
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However, one of the compulsory courses has ILOs that match the course contents. This
is a course entitled Functional Instruction in Mathematics and Science, which is worth 25 ECTS. Sustainable development is mentioned here, though the ILOs are not aligned
with Biggs and Tang’s (2011) instructions, as they do not specify the required level of
knowledge. Stevenson et al.’s (2015) findings are supported within this university, since
sustainability often falls into courses which concern science. The elective courses at the
bachelor’s level are not constructively aligned.
Looking at Tampere University’s elective master’s degree courses, the situation differs.
There is a minor which includes several courses, entitled Finnish University Partnership
for International Development (UniPID) Virtual Studies: Sustainability in Development
which amounts to at least 25 ECTS. Nonetheless, this is an elective minor, which as
Wolff et al. (2017) and Hofman (2012) point out, leaves the choice of learning about
sustainability up to students. A consequence of having many elective courses targeting
sustainability, is that only students who consider sustainability important go to lengths to
find and choose such minors or optional courses.
Biggs and Tangs (2011) recommend that the strategy, the programme and the courses
should align, which with regard to sustainability is not the case here. Therefore, it is not
ensured that students who graduate from Tampere University have received enough
knowledge concerning sustainable development to be able to reach SDG 4.7. Thus, constructive alignment on all three levels is not considered to be achieved.
5.2.8

The University of Turku

The strategy for the University of Turku 2030 does not mention sustainability at all, which
is surprising since the university has a webpage on sustainable development. The
webpage in question addresses the importance of sustainable development and the determination to implement sustainable development at all levels of the university, also
within the university’s education (The University of Turku).
The department of teacher education does not mention sustainability, neither does the
teacher education description. Therefore, the goal of constructive alignment in all three
levels once again fails at the programme level. As Biggs and Tang (2011) attest, the best
results are reached when all three align.
Before the courses are analysed, it should be noted that this university, like the University
of Helsinki, has two branches. The contrast between the two branches at the University
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of Turku is not the language but the location of the campus, in Turku or in Rauma. First,
the courses from 2018-2020 in Rauma will be viewed. The University of Turku’s assurances of implementing sustainability on all levels, do not hold up. There are no mandatory courses at all, which can be seen in Figure 9. This is supported by Wolff et al. (2017)
and Hofman (2012), who maintain that there are seldom any compulsory courses with
an emphasis on sustainability. This is the only university in this analysis that lacks any
mandatory courses involving sustainability. Out of the 139 courses, which the University
of Turku offer at their campus in Rauma, only four elective ones can be found. This
amounts to only 3% of all courses.

NUMBER OF COURSES TARGETING
SUSTAINABILITY
Elective courses
that target
sustainability; 4

Other courses in
TE; 135

Courses that
mention
sustainability; 4

Mandatory
courses that target
sustainability; 0

Figure 9: Number of courses targeting sustainability at the University of Turku, Rauma
campus
Two of these elective courses are at the bachelor’s level, both listed as suggestions by
the university for its teacher education students. They contain ILOs which support the
course contents. Still, the use of the verb ‘understand’ is present, which Biggs and Tang
(2011) suggest discarding. The ILOs are detailed but excessively broad. Nevertheless,
neither course includes the word science in its title, which contradicts Stevenson et al.’s
(2015) findings, maintaining that courses regarding sustainable development are often
associated with science. The two other elective courses are from the master’s level but
are part of the minor Environmental Science. Neither of the master’s courses contain
course contents, which are aligned with the ILOs.
The second branch at Turku is slightly different, displaying as can be seen in Figure 10,
one mandatory course and five electives. Of the 111 courses that the university offers its
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teacher education students, only six target sustainability, making 5% of the total. The
only compulsory course is part of the bachelor’s degree, only 1% of all courses, not a
high percentage. Since there is just one, it could be maintained that this result supports
earlier findings of universities seldom offering mandatory courses with an emphasis on
sustainability (Hofman, 2012; Wolff et al., 2017). The course is titled Biology and Health
Education and is worth 4 ECTS. The ILOs do not match the course contents.

NUMBER OF COURSES TARGETING
SUSTAINABILITY
Elective courses
that target
sustainability; 5

Other courses in
TE; 105

Courses that
mention
sustainability; 6

Mandatory
courses that target
sustainability; 1

Figure 10: Number of courses targeting sustainability at the University of Turku, Turku
campus
Of the elective courses that are offered at the Turku campus of the University of Turku,
two belong to the bachelor’s level and two to the master’s level. The ones that are
counted as part of the bachelor’s degree are courses which the university advises, but
out of the 36 that are suggested, the student is supposed to pick only three. Therefore,
the two courses have been analysed as elective courses here, since there is the possibility of choosing 33 others instead. One of the two contains ILOs which are constructively aligned with the course contents, Climate Education – Climate Change and Sustainable Development, worth only 3 ECTS. The ILOs are specific and there is no mention
of the verbs, which Biggs and Tang (2011) discourage. The master’s degree courses are
the same as from the Rauma campus, within the same minor, Environmental Science.
The University of Turku could not be considered as reaching the goal of constructive
alignment on all levels, though certain courses do. This is the only university that does
not mention sustainability at all in its strategy, but as noted, it has a webpage especially

44

concerned with sustainable development. In conclusion, it would be unlikely that the University of Turku would reach SDG 4.7 if it continues to offer the same courses since the
percentages of courses targeting sustainability are between 3% and 5%.

5.3 Chapter conclusions
What is prominent, is that the highest number of mandatory bachelor courses which target sustainability, are located at the University of Helsinki’s Swedish branch and the University of Lapland. The highest number of elective courses at the bachelor level can be
found at the University of Jyväskylä. With regard to the master’s degree courses, the
highest number of compulsory courses are found at the University of Eastern Finland
and the University of Lapland. Since both universities only offer one mandatory master’s
course, it is evident that the findings of Wollf et al. (2017) and Hofman (2012) stand true,
at least concerning the master’s degree level. All the other universities lack mandatory
courses within their master’s degrees. However, the elective courses at the master’s
degree level is remarkably high in comparison, at Åbo Akademi.
It was difficult to display elective and compulsory courses in the pie charts above, in 5.2.
Therefore, they are instead displayed in Figure 11 below, making the results more visible.
The percentages of the courses targeting sustainability are also included in Figure 11.
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Figure 11: 1 Degree levels of the courses targeting sustainability
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As was displayed in the analysis results in 5.2, the number of courses at each university
were shown against the number of courses they offer, targeting sustainability. For further
clarification, Figure 12 below demonstrates the results in comparison to the other universities. The numbers have been normalised so as to avoid distortion, since not all universities had the same number of total courses. Normalisation makes the data consistent
and applies a common scale, therefore it is more reliable. This creates a slight modification from the results above, instead accrediting the University of Helsinki’s Swedish
branch with the highest result of compulsory courses when compared to the number of
courses offered in total, 7,41. The University of Helsinki’s Finnish branch also has a high
result, 5,17 with the University of Lapland following with 4,13. Looking at the elective
courses, the same can be concluded here as in 5.2, Åbo Akademi offers by far the most
courses targeting sustainability with the result of 16,4. The University of Jyväskylä follows
next with 8,97 and Tampere University after with 8,57. As can be seen, the elective
courses far more commonly focus on sustainability, than the compulsory courses.
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Figure 12: 1 Normalised frequencies of courses targeting sustainability in each university
Overall, from the analysis, it is apparent that there is a significant lack of courses targeting sustainability in higher education institutions within Finland. Often, there are large
amounts of elective courses with an emphasis on sustainability or sustainable development, but there is no guarantee that students will choose a non-compulsory option.
Therefore, there is no certainty that future teachers gain enough knowledge on the topic
of sustainable development to be able to feel competent in teaching future students.
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6

Reliability

Rapley and Rees (2018) acknowledge the concept of relevance, maintaining that a researcher makes judgements throughout the process of collecting documents. In essence, they imply that researchers choose their documents based on the research questions and sometimes subjectively leave out documents that do not fit with their hypothesis. Since the documents collected in this thesis were drawn from all the universities in
Finland offering teacher education studies, I would attest that this study is transparent
and thereby not predetermined. Equally relevant is the influence of ethics in a qualitative
document analysis (Cohen et al., 2007). Since there are no clear participants in this
study, any ethical concern could rest within the documents used, especially if they are
private. In this analysis, the relevant university course descriptions which are used are
publicly available and open to all, therefore, nothing private has been shared.
Cohen et al. (2007) also maintain that the researcher defines and sorts the material into
categories and therefore, subjectivity can be difficult to eliminate. In this study, the categories were established within set structures already in place, such as differentiating
between elective studies and mandatory studies and between bachelor’s or master’s
programmes. Hence, I could not subjectively sort the material into my own categories.
The documents used are all authentic and their credibility is high, a few features that
Rapley and Rees (2018) accentuate as significant. Nonetheless, one of the flaws in this
study is that universities could target other elements within their actual courses, compared to the preliminary elements specified in their online course descriptions. However,
since students enrol in courses and read about them on the same website that I used;
the universities have a responsibility to keep their websites relatively up to date. Nevertheless, if any universities were lacking courses they offer from their webpage, they were
not included in this study. Furthermore, Biggs and Tang’s (2011) theory of constructive
alignment involves analysing the alignment of the assessment tasks and the learning
activities against the ILOs, which my analysis did not. This was because I had access to
neither, and therefore, this study has missing elements.
As earlier stated, Resch and Enzenhofer (2018) report that the majority of researchers
engaged in qualitative studies write their papers in English but do not mention which
languages were used within the research process. They make the point that this oversight could be interpreted as a lack of appreciating the impact of language. In this study,
there were three languages used in the course descriptions, degree programmes and
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university strategies. One limitation within this study was my lack of fluency in the Finnish
language. As a result of this, to translate Finnish into English, the Google Translate tool
was repeatedly used. Therefore, since Google Translate does not have the capacity to
understand meaning behind words used, some mistranslations may have occurred. Nevertheless, to attain a higher level of reliability, the less satisfactory translations were additionally translated into Swedish to see if the translation was interpreted in the same
way.
Additionally, as Cohen et al. (2007) point out, since texts are far more permanent than
speech, the exact same study could be completed by another, to verify its authenticity.
Therefore, this particular analysis is verifiable – increasing its reliability. Furthermore,
following the guidance of Atkins and Wallace (2012), this study has high reliability since
there is little subjectivity in reading texts and searching for specific terms, compared to
analysing interviews. Nonetheless, one could argue that the specific words sustainability
and sustainable development, which were selected for the analysis, were in fact a subjective choice. I did look out for other word structures with the same idea, but others may
accept structures that I did not.
This study includes all higher education institutions that offer teacher education studies
in Finland, and consequently there was no subjectivity in choosing institutions to analyse.
The institutions explored in this analysis, involved the teacher education degree programmes which offer studies that lead to a degree in pedagogy, allowing graduates to
teach primary education in Finland. However, the University of Lapland offers a degree
programme in teacher education studies with a special focus on sustainability, which was
not included in this study. This is because I have analysed the basic teacher education
programmes, which should all ultimately, include sustainability.
Part of this study was to determine whether the universities would be able to meet the
requirements of SDG4.7, and thereby help support the efforts to reach Agenda 2030.
This was not an easy task to perform, since sustainable development is difficult to measure, even with a tool used for support. As such, this could also be viewed as a limitation
in this analysis.
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7

Discussion

This analysis revealed that seven of the eight universities in Finland that offer teacher
education, mention sustainability or sustainable development in their university strategies. One strategy (the University of Turku) does not mention sustainability or sustainable development at all. Furthermore, despite that most of the university strategies mention sustainability, only one of the seven (the University of Eastern Finland) also refers
to sustainability in the university’s teacher education programme description. This entails
that seven of the universities in this study do not refer to sustainability or sustainable
development in their teacher education descriptions.
In Finland’s teacher education, the topic of sustainability is generally only incorporated
within courses that are elective. The University of Helsinki’s Swedish branch and the
University of Lapland each offer four compulsory bachelor’s degree courses, the largest
amount in this study. All, except two of the universities, lack compulsory courses targeting sustainability at the master’s degree level. The University of Lapland and the University of Eastern Finland each offer one compulsory master’s degree course, which is the
highest result. In total, Åbo Akademi and the University of Lapland offer most courses
with a focus on sustainability, with 14 courses, most of them elective.
The University of Eastern Finland offers a handful of courses that, according to the documents analysed, are constructively aligned with ILOs that match the course content,
concerning sustainability. Similarly, the University of Helsinki’s Finnish branch offers a
few constructively aligned courses, as does the Swedish branch. The University of Lapland’s offers four constructively aligned courses while the University of Turku’s offers
three. However, the University of Jyväskylä only offers one constructively aligned course
and both Åbo Akademi and Tampere University offer marginally more electives which
are aligned. Based on the documents, the University of Oulu provides no courses that
are constructively aligned with an emphasis on sustainability.
Consequently, the results from this analysis reveal that the eight Finnish universities are
not working to meet their responsibilities, regarding sustainability in teacher education.
This analysis shows a lack of constructive alignment in regard to sustainable development within the universities of Finland, which offer teacher education. Since not all the
university strategies, teacher education descriptions and teacher education courses
mention the terms sustainable development or sustainability, the universities cannot
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work towards a consistent goal of sustainability. Most of the courses that were analysed,
did not contain ILOs that were constructively aligned with the course contents. Likewise,
there were very few universities that attained constructive alignment on all three levels.
Therefore, if sustainable development is to be viewed as a central goal within the universities, sustainable development needs to be infused in all three areas and applied into
more course ILOs.
Since many universities in this study lacked mention of sustainable development in their
programme descriptions or strategies, there is room for improvement. Furthermore, sustainability was, more often than not, mentioned in the universities’ science courses – in
essence, implying that sustainability is still a concept believed to fit into the field of science, rather than a cross-curricular theme. Fortunately, there is hope, since each university currently embodies some level of integrated sustainable development, either in
their strategies, teacher programme descriptions or courses. At present, certain universities have already made moderate progress. For example, the University of Helsinki
offers new courses specifically targeting sustainability, starting in spring 2021 (Wolff &
Ehrström, 2020) and the University of Eastern Finland has a new degree programme
Pedagogy and Teaching for Sustainability in Joensuu, starting 2021. Moreover, during
2020 many of the university strategies will be updated, hopefully improving the incorporation of sustainability.
UNESCO’s (2018) results on sustainability within teacher education, reveal a global
inadequacy. As earlier stated, sustainable development in teacher education was, in
2009-2012, only established in 7% of countries worldwide (Global Education Monitoring
Report Team, 2017). Consequently, as a result of Finland’s high grades in the PISA
studies, Finland could be considered a country that offers quality education. As such, it
would be expected that Finland would be prominent in the incorporation of sustainable
development within its teacher education studies too. But at present, referring to the
results from this analysis, Finland’s efforts are also insufficient. However, some effort is
being made to incorporate more sustainability into Finland’s teacher education. Already,
since Hofman’s (2012) and Wolff et al.’s (2017) studies, improvements have been made.
The university strategies have been developed and, as mentioned, will likely be further
amended this year. Additionally, this analysis showed that certain universities offer
compulsory courses with a focus on sustainability, revealing progress concerning
compulsory courses which target sustainability. However, the prospect of constructive
alignment, which Biggs and Tang (2011) promote, would further enhance sustainable
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development if it was implemented on all three levels in higher education institutions –
the strategies, the programmes and the courses.
Stevenson et al. (2015) stress, in line with UNESCO’s (UNESCO, 2005) view, that
Education for Sustainable Development needs to be incorporated at all levels, no less in
universities. Öhman and Östman (2004) believe that sustainability should be infused
within all school subjects while Lozano et al. (2017) maintain that students need to be
given sustainability tools. UNESCO’s International Implementation Scheme (UNESCO,
2005) argues that sustainability should be incorporated in all quality education, which
Finnish education could be considered as. Likewise, Wolff and Ehrström (2020) argue
that ultimately, sustainability should be incorporated in the universities’ ideology, in every
aspect, including separate courses. Considering the goal of Agenda 2030, which Finland
has pledged to work towards, the importance of incorporating sustainable development
cross-curricular into teacher education is vital, especially since sustainability is a key
component mentioned multiple times in the national core curriculum for basic education
2014 (Finnish National Board of Education, 2016; Hofman, 2012). To be able to
encourage sustainable development, teachers need the tools and knowledge from their
teacher education studies, so that they retain enough knowledge to be able to participate
in working towards the Agenda 2030 goal of SDG 4.7.
What is prevalent from this study and earlier research, is that change seems to be too
gradual and does not respond to the urgency required in satisfying SDG 4.7. The degree
requirement processes for higher education institutions could be to blame. Often, they
are only renewed every few years and therefore, the procedure of course development
is fairly slow. In addition, the universities usually prefer using smaller pilot courses to test
new courses, therefore they are generally elective before becoming compulsory.
Another hurdle could be the lack of in-service training for university educators regarding
sustainable development. Additionally, university educators would perhaps need
different means of support to help with incorporating sustainable development into their
courses. Consequently, development is needed on several levels to improve each area.
The administrative processes need to be hastened, educators need to be trained in
regard to sustainable development and supported in finding ways of incorporating
sustainable development into their courses and consequently, teaching materials also
need to be improved. Haertle (2018) even advocates partnerships with the UN to aid
universities in finding solutions regarding the incorporation of sustainable development.
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It seems that attitudes also need to change, since Karvinen et al.’s (2015, p. 35) results
show that ‘[i]n Finland, decision-making, prioritizing and organizational factors hinder the
implementation of sustainable development the most, as well as lack of resources,
general ignorance and fear of change’. Biggs and Tang (2011) report that a top-down
approach is often utilised, which allows all levels to be amended. However, Cantell et al.
(2019) state that a top-down method can cause a reluctance to act. Therefore, Biggs and
Tang’s (2011, p. 295) proposal of enforcing regular evaluation could be a useful way of
seeing which elements are operative and vice versa, assisted by the creation of ‘[a]n
action plan for future improvement’. Karvinen et al. (2015) suggest starting with a
renewing and incorporating the university strategies, while raising awareness in teachers
and staff.
Stevenson et al. (2015) maintain that the understanding of sustainability among
individuals participating in their analysis shifted during the project, as a result of
enhanced knowledge. This indicates that an increased understanding of sustainability
can lead to a sharper awareness of the importance of sustainable development in
teacher education. Furthermore, since teacher education students learn from teacher
educators, Wolff et al. (2017) point out that if the educators do not promote sustainability,
there is nothing to encourage graduated teachers to foster sustainability either. With
better knowledge concerning sustainability, the realisation of what needs to be done will
grow and improvements will be encouraged, by both the university lecturers and the
students themselves. Additionally, Karvinen et al. (2015) claim that university strategies,
students’ attitudes and collaborations with both municipalities and students, encourage
implementation of sustainable development. Therefore, if teacher education is to
improve, overall awareness of sustainability has to be improved, particularly since
‘enacting change will necessitate consideration of micro and macro contexts such as
faculty and university policies, state and federal education policies, social and political
pressures, and local community settings and aspirations’ (Stevenson et al., 2015, p.
383). The surrounding society evidently also has a part to play.
To further develop courses targeting sustainability, certain features should be kept in
mind: an organised information strategy, obtaining the necessary economic resources,
collaborating with other branches on course obligations, providing a reliable
infrastructure, allowing students to influence the course content and providing them with
both a theoretical and an applied view (Wolff & Ehrström, 2020). Ideally, courses would
be made available to students outside the universities’ campus, via for example video
lectures (Wolff & Ehrström, 2020). This seems fitting for sustainable development
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courses in a time when means of technology are endless, enabling students to act
sustainably while attending courses. Alternatively, Stevenson et al. (2015) highlight
course restructuring as a perfect time to add sustainable development to courses,
thereby incorporating it as a cross-curricular theme and allowing students to amass a
positive outlook on sustainable development. As such, the process of developing
courses for sustainable development is not simple but nonetheless worthwhile, since
working towards sustainability cannot be taken for granted, it requires practice (Cantell
et al., 2019).
Karvinen et al. (2015) reveal that on average, in Nordic higher education institutions,
there are only 3.5 people employed full-time to deal with sustainability issues. Sweden
is above average and ahead of Finland (Karvinen et al., 2015). This too, is a matter which
needs to be tackled and measures taken to correct the situation. ‘In a world in which
sustainability has become a must, universities need to play a noticeable and leading role’
Wolff and Ehrström stress (2020, p. 6).
Since results have shown that more students thrive in learning situations where constructive alignment is utilised in higher education institutions, the integration of constructive alignment should be encouraged (Jaiswal, 2019). In this study, the model of constructive alignment was a supportive analysis tool, which made it possible to examine
whether the universities had a continuum of sustainable development or sustainability
within their institutions. Unfortunately, since not all institutions were constructively
aligned, it was difficult to compare the ILOs from different institutions to one another. As
such, this could be seen as a limitation in this analysis. Nevertheless, if, in the future,
constructive alignment is used as a tool to design ILOs, it would be easier to analyse and
compare the institutions.
This is, to the best of my knowledge, the first analysis to examine the universities in
Finland that offer teacher education, searching for a correlation with sustainability. As
such, this analysis could be viewed as significant, since much material has been examined. Others, such as Hofman (2012) have analysed specific universities but not included
all universities, which offer teacher education. Furthermore, since this is predominantly
a qualitative study with documents used from each universities’ webpages, the same
study could be recreated, giving it more reliability. However, the courses that were analysed are from the academic year 2019-2020 and therefore, when the webpages are
updated, they will probably not be preserved. Moreover, if the study was recreated by
someone with better Finnish skills, the results could vary, since I used the translation tool
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Google Translate to convert the Finnish texts into Swedish and or English. This too, could
be viewed as a limitation in this study.
Nevertheless, it would be interesting to conduct further research within the universities
analysed in this study to perceive how the courses examined are in reality. Is more
sustainable development incorporated during the courses than that which is specified on
the websites? Furthermore, analysing the whole spectrum of teacher education would
be interesting for future analysis. This would give additional insight, regarding the
universities of Finland that offer alternative forms of teacher education studies. Since this
study has focused only on primary teacher education, it would broaden the analysis if
adult education, special education and subject teacher education were reviewed and
reveal whether other programmes offer more courses targeting sustainability, or not.
In conclusion, without the effort of universities, students, stakeholders and other actors,
‘the policies will remain merely words’ (Wolff et al., 2017, p. 15). Naturally, transformation
is not an easy mission to accomplish, as Stevenson et al. (2015) admit, but the fact that
sustainability undeniably leans more towards political rhetoric than reality (Hofman,
2012) is troubling. Since there is currently a demand for Education for Sustainable Development (Olmos-Gómez et al., 2019) and teachers understand their responsibilities
towards society, future teachers need to be educated in sustainable development during
their university studies (Olmos-Gómez et al., 2019). However, there is still a long way to
go to ensure that future teachers gain sufficient awareness and comprehension regarding sustainability, to be able to educate and attain SDG 4.7 in their future classrooms.
Actions need to be taken as soon as possible, if humankind is to be able to reach the
goals that the United Nations already declared in their report on sustainability in 2012:
‘We therefore resolve to improve the capacity of our education systems to prepare people to
pursue sustainable development, including through enhanced teacher training, the development
of sustainability curricula, the development of training programmes that prepare students for careers in fields related to sustainability, and more effective use of information and communications technologies to enhance learning outcomes.’ (United Nations, 2012, p. 51)

In line with this statement, sustainable development must first become a core foundation
in Finland’s teacher education. Only then can Finland hope to achieve Agenda 2030 and
the Sustainable Development Goals, which would enable teachers to educate children
to become a sustainably inclined future generation, who will ultimately shape Finland’s
future society. As Greta Thunberg declared at the UN Climate Summit (2019) ‘[t]he eyes
of all future generations are upon you. And if you choose to fail us, I say – we will never
forgive you’.
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