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ABSTRACT 

The dissertation addresses the paramount sustainability crisis we face today, 

through the field of education and  teacher ecological identity development, in 

particular. Drawing on the deep ecology approach and a holistic view of education, 

the dissertation discusses the notion of the ecological self of a teacher, who is seen 

as an agent in the transformation processes for sustainability. While many authors 

suggest that working with student teachers’ selves should be central to teacher 

education programmes for sustainability, the question of what kind of self we 

should aim at becomes of particular interest. In the ontological quest for searching 

for an answer, deep ecology was taken as a conceptual framework for the study 

focusing on the construct of an ecological self of a teacher. The longitudinal, 4-year 

study followed the development of 9 student teachers during a particular teacher 

education programme, focusing on their emerging ecological selves. The results 

suggest the value of targeted professional discussions about becoming and being a 

teacher in the context of sustainable development and the role of connecting to 

nature in the process of the development of teacher candidates’ ecological selves. 

 

Keywords: ecological self, teacher identity, sustainable development, teacher 

education 

 
 
 
 
 



TIIVISTELMA 

Väitöskirjassa tarkastellan elinympäristömme vakavaa kestävyys- ja 
selviytymiskriisiä  kasvatuksen ja koulutuksen näkökulmasta ja erityisesti opettajan 
ekologisen tietoisuuden ja identiteetin muotoutumisen haasteena. Laajentaessaan 
perinteistä kokonaisvaltaista kasvatus- ja koulutusnäkemysta ns. syväekologisella  
näkökulmalla väitöskirja pyrkii käsittellisesti hahmottamaan opettajan ammatillis-
ekologista minuuspositiota ja sen keskeistä roolia kestävän kehityksen 
koulutuksellisessa edistämisessä. Monien tutkijoiden korostama yhteistyöskentely 
opettajaopiskelijoiden kesken ja kanssa ekologisten identiteettipositioiden 
hahmottamisessa on väitöskirjassa lähtökohtana täsmällisempien 
identiteettitavoitteiden ja prosessien kartoittamiseksi. Väitöskirjan lähtökohdat 
fundamentaalisina oman aikamme ontologisina kysymyksinä perustelevat 
syväekologisen lähestymistavan omaksumista ekologisen opettajauuden 
kehittymistä käsittelevän tutkimusen viitekehyksenä. Nelivuotisen 
pitkittäistutkimuksen aikana seurattiin yhdeksän opettajaopiskelijan ekologisen 
tietoisuuden kehittymistä osana heidän opintojaan. Tulokset nostavat esiin kestävan 
kehityksen avainkysymyksiin keskittyvän pedagogisen keskustelun ja 
kommunikaation arvon ja tärkeyden pyrittäessä kehittämään opettajaopiskelijoiden  
ekologista tietoisuutta osana heidän ammatillista identiteettiään. 

.      

 



 

 
 
 

 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

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

2	   Sustainability challenge in teacher education ....................................................................... 15	  
2.1	   Sustainability Crisis as an Educational Problem ................................................. 15	  
2.2	   The Concept and Definition of Sustainability .................................................... 17	  
2.3	   Education for Sustainability/Sustainable Development ................................... 22	  

2.3.1	   Mechanistic vs. Ecological, Holistic Worldview .............................. 22	  
2.3.2	   Mechanistic and Holistic views in Education .................................. 25	  
2.3.3	   Holistic Approach to Learning of Self .............................................. 30	  

2.4	   Teacher Education for Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) ........................................................................................................................ 34	  

2.5	   Teacher Ecological Self .......................................................................................... 36	  
2.6	   Learning to Broaden Teacher Ecological Self .................................................... 41	  

3	   Research ..................................................................................................................................... 47	  
3.1	   Research Paper I: The Journey towards a Teacher’s Ecological Self: 

A Case Study of a Student Teacher. (Raus, R., Falkenberg, T.) ....................... 47	  
3.2	   Research Paper II: Teacher Ecological Self-an Ontological Journey 

towards Transformative Sustainability. (Raus, R., Värri, V.-M.) ...................... 48	  
3.3	   Research Paper III: Modelling a Learning Journey towards Teacher 

Ecological Self. (Raus, R.) ...................................................................................... 50	  
3.4	   Research Paper IV: Student Teacher Ecological Self in the Context 

of Teacher Education for Sustainable Development- A Longitudinal 
Case Study. (Raus, R.) ............................................................................................. 52	  

4	   Discussion .................................................................................................................................. 55	  

5	   References .................................................................................................................................. 57	  

6	   Original publications ................................................................................................................ 66	  

 

 



 



LIST OF ORIGINAL PUBLICATIONS 

This dissertation is composed of a summary and the following original 
publications, reproduced here by permission. 

I.  
Raus,R., Falkenberg, T. (2014). The Journey towards A Teacher Ecological 
Self: A Case Study of a Student Teacher. Journal of Teacher Education for 
Sustainability, 16(2),  103-114. 

 

II.  
Raus, R., Värri, V.-M. (2017). Teacher Ecological Self-An Ontological Journey. In: 
Envisioning Futures for environmental and sustainability education. Eds: 
Corcoran, P.B., Weakland, J.P., Wals, A.E.J. ,Wageningen  Academic 
Publishers. 

 

III.  
Raus, R. (2016).  Modelling a Learning Journey towards Teacher Ecological 
Self. Journal of Teacher Education for Sustainability, 18(2),  27-38. 

 

IV.  
Raus, R. (2017). Student Teacher Ecological Self in the context of 
Education for Sustainable Development- A Longitudinal Case Study.(in 
press, Journal of Education for Sustainable Development) 

 



 



 

13 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Starting with Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), the report Limits to Growth by the 
Club of Rome (Meadows et al., 1972) and the United Nations Conference on 
Human Development (UNEP 1972), which focused on environmental education, 
we have come to initiatives like the Global Action Programme on Education for 
Sustainable Development, which was endorsed by 37th General conference of 
UNESCO (2014) and to a more determined and co-operative initiatives by 
educationalists, scholars and teachers from all over the world. Truly, education for 
sustainable development has become one key component in the development and 
innovation of our societies for a more sustainable future. 

    Countless authors (e.g. Orr, 1994; Macy et al., 1998/2013; Macy, 2007; 
Drengson & Inoue, 1995; Jones et al., 2010; Weinstein & Turner, 2012; Hopkins, 
2011; Tudge, 2007; Bowers, 1995; Harding, 2013) who have studied the 
sustainability crisis we are facing nowadays see the root cause of this problem in 
our dominant value systems, our worldviews and our separation from Nature. 
They stress the importance of the field of education in the forthcoming 
transformation for sustainable societies. 

    The present dissertation sets the aim to investigate and identify how this root 
cause can be addressed in teacher education (TE) programmes in the context of 
education for sustainable development (ESD). While relying on many authors (e.g. 
Babiuk & Falkenberg, 2010) who suggest that working with teacher candidates’ 
selves should be central to teacher education programmes, the question of what 
kind of self should we aim at becomes of particular interest.  

    In the ontological quest for looking for the answer, deep ecology was taken as a 
conceptual framework for the study focusing on the construct of an ecological self 
of a teacher (research papers I and II of the present dissertation). 
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    The longitudinal, 4-year study was initiated to follow the development of 9 
student teachers’ selves during a particular teacher education programme (research 
papers I and IV of the present dissertation).The main aims of the research were to:  

a) investigate the need to transform teacher education to become the driver of 
transformation for sustainable development and the role of a teacher self thereof; 

b) identify dimensions of evolving student teachers’ ecological identities in the 
context of TE for ESD; 

c) make recommendations for student teachers, practicing teachers, teacher 

educators and curriculum designers based on research findings. 

    Following the timeline of the study, modelling the learning journey for the 
ecological self was attempted (research paper III) where working with teacher 
candidates’ selves during the longitudinal study was aimed at as an intervention 
(research paper IV). 

    The results of the the study together with the theoretical underpinnings revealed 
a discussion that revolves around the deeper meaning of education and human life 
as such. Education, as the process of educare, revealing something from within that 
speaks to our greater being in the world, gives also meaning to the process of being 
and becoming a teacher, a moral compass in the times of transformation for more 

sustainable societies and for more sustainable, ecological self for that matter. 
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2 SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGE IN TEACHER 
EDUCATION 

 

2.1 Sustainability Crisis as an Educational Problem 

The future of humanity and the Earth depends on whether humans understand how to commune with the natural world 

rather than exploit it; on whether they develop their capacity for intimacy in human-Earth relations.(Verhagen, 2010) 

During the past two centuries, and especially during the last five decades, the global 
economy has shown incredible growth, transforming the character of the planet 
and especially of human life. Through industrialization and globalization, the 
standard of living in the developed world has soared from bare subsistence to 
affluence, while the majority of people in the developing world still are subjected to 
destitution (Mebratu, 1998, p. 496). Ehrenfeld (2005, p. 23), like many others, calls 
for more urgent action, e.g. in the field of economic thinking, stating bluntly that 
the root of this (sustainability) problem is neither businesses’ misunderstanding of 
what is at stake nor corporate cynicism about the sustainability cause, but the 
problem that is rooted in managements’ failure to see unsustainability as a systems’ 
failure and to acknowledge the extent to which radical thinking and action are 
required to embark upon a sustainable trajectory (ibid., p. 23). He, similarily to a 
myriad of autors including e.g. Fritjof Capra, Stephen Sterling, David Orr, Arjen 
Wals, sees the core problem in our addiction to consumption and technological 
modernity. Ehrenfeld (2005) warns that as such unsustainability is a systemic 
failure and should be attacked on a very fundamental level (p. 24), it is not enough 
if we turn sustainability into one more additional, isolated subject or a field of 
study.  
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To give just one more illustration to widely discussed global sustainability problem, 
in 2016, Newbold et al. published results of a global research of biodiversity loss 
and found that land use and related pressures have reduced local biodiversity 
intactness beyond proposed planetary boundary across 58.1% of the world’s land 
surface, where more than 70% of the human population lives. The authors of this 
review warn us that if we continue on our present course, we will undermine all 
our efforts towards long-term sustainability. We are literally destroying the land, 
our own living environment, under our feet. The same issue, the destruction of our 
own future, has been discussed by many authors also in the social sciences, and a 
multitude of strategical initiatives of global scale for sustainability have been 
undertaken already for decades. Facing the growing inequality and environment 
degradation, David Orr (1992:ix) bluntly states ‘...we have to admit that Western 
capitalism has failed, it produces too much and shares too little’. He adds, ‘For 
would-be planet managers it should be a matter of no small consequence that God, 
Gaia, or Evolution was doing a job nicely until human population, technology and 
economies got out of control. This leads me to think that it is humans that need 
managing, not the planet...Planetary management appeals to our desire to be in 
control of things. It appeals to our fascination with digital readouts, computer 
printouts, dials, gauges and high tech of all sorts. Management is mechanical not 
organic, and we like mechanical things: they reinforce our belief that we are in 
control.’(pp. 157-158). By exercising such control and attempting to reshape 
nature, we seem not only designing our own destruction as species but we create a 
lot of unhappiness, pain and suffering for all other living beings on Earth. These 
arguments lead us to thinking that there might be something fundamentally tilted 
also in our educational systems, if we ‘produce’ highly educated people who 
successfully continue the destruction of our environment, focusing on innovative 
technologies and updated methods how to proceed in this manner merely in more 
efficient way. Capra & Luisi (2014)  are convinced that there are solutions to the 
major problems but we must understand that all problems are interconnected and 
interdependent and we need a radical shift in our perceptions, our thinking, our 
values (page xi) that reconnect us to nature, our own selves in fact. Hence, we 
cannot be satisfied with cosmetic changes, instrumentalist approaches, changes of 
methods or technology in this global transformation, but we should first and 
foremost address the questions related to our being and meaning in the world, full 
of other living creatures and substances. The field of education and its central 
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figure- the teacher- carries a profound responsibility for such a change that 
investigates our relationship to nature and embraces the need for re-connection. 

    After the Scientific and Industrial Revolution our connection to nature has 
weakened drastically and our understanding of Mother Earth has gradually been 
replaced by understanding of Earth as a place, full of different living and non-living 
resources, meant for human exploitation. Even human beings themselves are 
objects for increasing exploitation and often seen merely as agents in the market of 
economy. Nature, environment and living beings have been separated from us, 
people, into fragments represented in certain fields of study or specialized 
discussion forums. Our technological progress and scientific discoveries do not 
walk the same pace with our sense of responsibility and care towards all living 
creatures, towards our own environment because too often we do not see or 
consider them as part of our everyday personal and professional lives. Hence, the 
problem is not only in our inadequate sense of empathy and responsibility, but  
also in our fragmented view on knowledge, science, economy, people, nature and 
life in general. Such a view has led us to biased behaviour and  actions, based on 
only a part of information that is needed for decision-making and action for more 
sustainable and resilient societies. Looking at nature, natural processes, patterns, 
cycles and flows that have endured millions of years of evolution, would help us 
return to our true, sustainable path of living. That also means more holistic, 
ecological view on human development and personal growth which are 
overarching aims of any level of education. 

2.2 The Concept and Definition of Sustainability 

As words carry meaning and meaning creates understanding and reality, it is worth 
while looking more closely also to different definitions of “sustainability” since the 
literature from last decades gives different approaches and understandings of 
sustainability where the concept itself can create confusion. Mebratu points out, 
that strengthening the logical coherency within the concept by overcoming the 
influence of institutional and group interest is a prerequisite for developing our 
understanding of the concept and achieving a sustainable world (1998, p. 518). The 
vagueness of the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) 
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definition of sustainable development has led to multiple definitions and 
interpretations which carry different values, according to some authors (Orr, 1992; 
Fien & Tilbury, 2002) and can be basically categorised into two major groups. One 
approach is called  „sustainable economic  growth“  and it emphasises the role of 
economic and technological means to move towards more sustainable economics 
as a key area of human societies. Natural environment is still regarded here as a 
source of resources, but to be managed with more care and responsibility, basically 
so that the resources for our consumption could last longer. The probably most 
well-known and frequently cited definition of this approach was stated by the 
Brundtland Report (World Commission on Environment and Development, 
WCED, 1987) as ‘development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’. The 
problem with this definition and hence the meaning is that it still focuses on needs, 
often equaling to our wishes, reinforcing the understanding that we have to find 
either new technologies or solutions to  satisfy our needs (for goods and services) 
in the framework of further development of our economies and societies. 
According to it we are expected to see an external change, that would preferrably 
be brought along by more technology or other means that could sustain the life we 
are used to. The „sustainable human development“ approach, a second one, 
demands more radical revision of our current systems. It questions our existing 
worldviews, that penetrate all human action and discusses our internal world, that 
needs to be changed or more likely, returned to. David Orr contrasts these two 
approaches stating that the first sees a solution to our sustainability crisis in more 
technology, more efficiency, more global technocracy, while the second looks at 
„rejuvenation of civic culture“  and emphasises the importance of ecological 
literacy and competency among people (Orr, 1992, p.1). It is closer to the term 
“renaissance”- a”re-birth” of humanity, which we can see as evolution not only 
development or change which the first approach refers to. Mebratu (1998) also 
divides different sustainability concepts into two categories and says that within the 
disciplinary framework of ecology they may be categorized broadly into two 
domains: shallow ecology and deep ecology (Mebratu 1998). Shallow ecology 
basically means the treatment of environmental problems without tackling the 
underlying causes and without confronting the philosophical assumptions that 
underlie our current political and economic thinking (Clarke 1993). On the other 
hand, we find the concept of deep ecology formulated by the Norwegian 
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philosopher, Arne Naess, in the early 1970s as a response to the limits of shallow 
ecology. His view was that, in the long run, environmental reforms of social and 
economic systems are not a viable solution to offset the accelerating destruction of 
the environment. Warning that the ecological crisis threatens the survival of 
humanity, Arne Naess identified the deeper roots of the crisis in Western culture 
and in particular in the cultural values legitimizing the domination of nature 
(Braidotti et al. 1994). Seeking to overturn the epistemological foundations of 
Western culture, deep ecologists propose to replace anthropocentric hierarchies 
with biocentric egalitarianism. This dictochomy between two approaches towards 
sustainability can also be seen as a clash between an instrumental, mechanical view 
versus holistic, ecological view on the world and sustainability, as Stephen Sterling 
(2011) has described it. Yet, sustainability has also been viewed as a bridging 
concept between existing, Western approach towards environment and 
development and a new, emerging ecological paradigm. Wals & Jickling (2002, pp. 
221-222) bring into the discussion  the limitations of the whole concept of 
„sustainability“, warning that  the idea of sustainability is conceptually flawed, as 
word-by-word it means going on continuously in the same way. As they see, it 
masks the whole epistemological layer and provides no clues how to mediate 
between incompatible value systems. Although there are different definitions and 
understandings of the term sustainability, we should not forget the core and the 
meaning of this notion and should not let ourselves be distracted into an 
everlasting debate over definitions while  the world is crumbling around us. 
According to Fien &Tilbury (2002) „…from this perspective those that argue that 
sustainable development is too ambiguous a concept upon which to base public 
and educational policy have missed the importance of sustainable development as a 
way of transcending conflicting worldviews“(p.4).  

    Naming the concept may make things clearer but at the same time dogmatic or, 
according to Wals &Jickling (2002), the ambivalent nature of the concept of 
sustainability can be a major conceptual impediment to those who like to work 
with crisp and clear, narrowly defined concepts: `Tell me what it is and I’ll teach 
it!’. It should also be realized, however, that this vagueness has an enormous 
canvassing and heuristic capacity if it is systematically and systemically used as a 
starting point or operational device to exchange views and ideas (p. 226-227). The 
vagueness and ambiguity of the definition is also discussed by Robert Engelmann 
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in Beyond Sustainababble (State of the World, 2013, p. 5). According to Engelmann, 
the overused and misunderstood adjective „sustainable“ should be approached 
with a deeper meaning. He is worried that during recent years the  meaning has 
morphed into something like “a little better for the environment than the 
alternative” (p. 5).  To alter critical and alarming trends in our environmental decay, 
larger changes are needed than we have seen so far, as he says, ‘We desperately 
need—and are running out of time— to learn how to shift direction toward safety 
for ourselves, our descendants, and the other species that are our only known 
companions in the universe. And while we take on these hard tasks, we also need 
to prepare the social sphere for a future that may well offer hardships and 
challenges unlike any that human beings have previously experienced.While it is a 
subset of the biosphere, the social sphere is shaped as well by human capacities 
with few known limits’ (p. 5).  

    Sustainability as a concept can carry also blurring meaning for different value 
systems. Although we can discuss sustainability as a bridging concept between 
different views on environment and society, we must be aware not to step into a 
simplification of different concepts. When comparing the sustaining of ecological 
processes with the sustaining of consumerism we immediately see inconsistencies 
and incompatibilities of values, yet many people, conditioned to think that 
sustainability is inherently good, will promote both at the same time (Wals & 
Jickling, 2002, p. 223). Wals & Jickling also draw an example from Orwell`s book 
1984, where antagonistic concepts can be conjoined in a single phrase (`war is 
peace’,`peace is war’) or concept (i.e. `sustainable growth’). 

    Therefore, it might be useful to look at the concept of sustainability as a frame 
of mind. Bonnet (2002) states that the idea of sustainability should become not 
only a policy but also a frame of mind, if we want to transform our societies 
towards more resilient and sustainable. He points out two main reasons for it. 
First, sustainable development as a policy is subject to severe epistemological 
difficulties. The second reason connects it to the core aim of education, which 
must include a frame of mind that involves an idea of a right relationship with 
nature. As he says, focusing on a „nature-orientated“ frame of mind offers the 
possibility of both contributing to the clarification of sustainable development as 
an idea and to the identification of something which is of great educational 
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importance in its own right, for in many ways our underlying relationship with 
nature defines both ourselves and our relationship with the world as a whole 
(Bonnet, 2002). He points out key features of sustainability as a frame of mind: 

a) A receptive-responsive openness to, and concern for, nature.  

b) A worldview that is neither purely anthropocentric nor bio-centric in essence; it 
recognizes that the non-human (as well as the human) only shows up in the 
context of human concerns and practices; nature is thus human-related but neither 
human-authored nor at human disposal.  

c) Sustainability as a frame of mind is not a bolt-on option but an integral element 
of authentic human awareness; clearly, this is quite a different sense of 
sustainability than that which seeks to sustain the use of resources that may be 
required for some further development (such as economic growth).  

d) The development of such a frame of mind will require,a radical re-evaluation 
and re-positioning of the calculative motives and understandings that dominate 
modern Western consciousness and society.  

    Bonnet (2002) even suggests that for the development of this new frame of 
mind, for a turn in our frame of mind, a different metaphysics is needed. Some 
authors see this Great Turning (Macy 2007, Macy et al, 2013) rooted in Eastern 
traditions that have influenced also the work of Norwegian philosopher, Arne 
Naess, the founder of deep ecology who coined the notion of ecological self.  

    Still, we should be careful in going into a deeper debate about the correct 
definition that would according to some authors result in „paralysis by analysis“  
and in delays in key changes essential for a more sustainable society (Fien & 
Tilbury, 2002, p. 3). For example, Bergmann et al. (2012) draw attention to the 
transdisciplinary nature of sustainability as a concept, thus resulting in different 
interpretations by scientists from different disciplines. Every scientist is 
„socialized“ into the terminology and conceptual framework of his or her 
discipline (Bergmann et al., 2012, p. 54), hence contributing to further challenge to 
find a common understanding of sustainability. Keeping in mind the general aim - 
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solving rapidly deepening problems humanity and our ecosystems are currently 
facing - would help to find the way through the maze of definitions and concepts. 
So, using the term „sustainability“ we could see it as a general approach to all 
human thinking, behaviour and action, that contributes to human existence in 
balance with nature, which in turn is in balance with our deeper, ecological, natural 
selves contributing to our own, personal well-being as well as to the collective well-
being of the entire planet. 

    Therefore, we should be careful in incorporating the term in our everyday 
activities in a way that we no longer see the forest behind trees and try to 
understand the evolution of the notion of ESD. In the context of the present 
dissertation a term Teacher Education for Sustainable Development is used due to 
its widespread use and also because the dissertation does not specifically address 
the debate over different definitions and terms. At the same time Wals’ and 
Jickling’s  argument is extremely valueable to remind us of the danger of 
articulating contradicting ideas and concepts. This debate should be addressed 
specifically in relevant discussions 

 

2.3 Education for Sustainability/Sustainable Development 

2.3.1 Mechanistic vs. Ecological, Holistic Worldview 

Education as a field itself is diverse and vast and is deeply rooted in different 
paradigms and different views on life. As previously discussed, the world is 
currently facing a sustainability crisis and the root problems lie in our value 
systems, coupled with a lack of imagination and creativity (Wals & Corcoran, 2012, 
p. 26) as well as in worldviews. In fact, we can say that all unsustainable systems 
have been created by well-educated people, who were definitely taught certain 
values. The problem with the contemporary educational establishment is not that 
values are being ignored. Education is surely teaching values both explicitly and 
implicitly. The problem is that it is teaching the worldview and values of the 
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scientific/technological society (Ireland, 2007, p. 18) and as such re-enforcing a 
radical mechanistic view of the world.  

    We might start unwinding the problem looking at different views that have 
influenced our human thought, behaviour and action, namely mechanistic and 
holistic, ecological views (Sterling, 2001) since they form the basis of our 
educational choices as well. Fragmented, mechanistic and industrial society 
furthered utilitarian thinking that viewed humans as superior to all other life forms. 
Industrialization broke tasks and jobs into bits and pieces for more 'efficient' 
production. 'Knowledge' became associated with separate disciplines. (Ireland, 
2007, p. 15). Specialization and technological advancement have been supported by 
the notion of relying on the experts who either come up with yet another 
'technological fix' that supports our unsustainable lifestyle (Orr, 1991) or who  
possess a particular specialized knowledge that give them the ability to act (Ireland, 
2007,p. 16). Such a mechanistic worldview (e.g. Capra 1982, Sterling 2001/2011, 
Harding 2013, Olsen et al, 2000) is usually  illustrated by the Cartesian example. In 
Fritjof Capra`s (1982) writings (see also Capra & Luisi, 2014), Descartes is 
discussed as one of the greatest minds of our age, but also the one who showed 
that the mind and matter were two different things. This separation, fragmentated 
and hierarchical worldview has had a major influence on our thinking and action, 
also in the field of science and education. Lifeless particles forming objects, which 
have more or less value according to human needs- this has been the dominating 
view of life and the Earth, that came along with Cartesian thinking. Capra also 
draws the difference between the Cartesian, mechanistic worldview and medieval 
science, which looked more into  meaning and significance of things, where the 
world was looked at as a living entity (Capra, 1982, p.38).  

    Historically, religions have taught us to perceive and act on non-human nature in 
terms of particular human interests, beliefs, and social structures. Through religious 
beliefs and laws we have socialized nature, framing it in human terms. To a great 
extent we have done so to satisfy human needs, abilities, and power relations. 
Spiritual teachings have celebrated and consecrated our ties with the non-human 
world, reminding us of our delicate and inescapable partnership with air, land, 
water, and other living beings (Mebratu, 1998, p. 497), which today are so much 
under-discussed in the the field of education, at schools for example.  Therefore, it 
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is no surprise that Orr states that the present sustainability crisis is first and 
foremost the crisis of spirit and spiritual resources. As he says, the (problem lies 
with) the rootlessness and alienation of the modern world as part of a larger system 
of values, technologies, culture and institutions which also produce acid rain, 
climate change, toxic wastes, terrorism and nuclear bombs (1992, p. 4).   

    Yet, living in balance with nature has always been there, throughout our history. 
Besides the dominant religions of East and West, most of indigenous beliefs and 
traditions have the core element which is the importance of living in harmony with 
nature (Mebratu, 1998, pp. 497-498). When we look further back in time, 
traditional cultures have usually looked at Earth as a living being, Mother Earth,    
who must be respected, appreciated and cared for. Most indigenious cultures have 
known Earth to be alive - a vast sentient presence honored as a nurturing and 
sometimes harsh mother or grandmother (Harding, 2013). Before 1500 the 
prevailing worldview in Europe was organic, where people lived in closer contact 
with and dependence of nature, in smaller communities and were very much 
influenced by spirituality. This organic, ecological worldview was scientifically 
underpinned by the works of Aristotle and the Church (Studley, 1998). Later, the 
theory of relativity and quantum theory led the way to the understanding that the 
Cartesian worldview could no longer be suitable to analyse this new reality (Studley, 
1998). 

    A growing number of scholars agree that-while there might be many situational 
and social barriers-the environmental, ecological worldview lies at the heart of what 
causes environmental behaviour (Boeve-de Pauw et al., 2011, p. 115). Sustainability 
issues are not fundamentally or exclusively about environment or ecology as we 
have sometimes come to understand. Rather, they are issues about cultural 
identities, social and environmental equity, respect, society-nature relationships and 
tensions between intrinsic and instrumental values (Wals & Jickling, 2002, p. 223) 
which clearly are educational issues. Therefore it might be necessary to clarify the 
term “ecology” and the meaning what is given to it in the present dissertation, in 
the context of ESD. I am relying on Jakob Saks (2005) here who states that the 
word “ecology” could be expanded with three additional meanings, which are 
discussed in research paper III of the present dissertation. Saks connects the 
meaning of the word “ecology” to the  initial, Greek meaning of the word (in 
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Greek oikos-household, home + logos-the study of) stating that integral ecology 
becomes an integral philosophy of how to preserve and protect our home, the 
Earth and its inhabitants as a united system (Saks, 2005, p. 2). Such a concept 
supports the new, yet ancient, meta-paradigm of Gaia, Earth as  living organism, a 
theory well known as Gaia Theory, developed by James Lovelock (1979). Stephen 
Sterling (2001) also uses the term “ecological” as synonymous to the term 
“holistic”, united, integrated, whole (Part I of the present dissertation).  

    These two contrasting worldviews can also be seen as two different approaches 
in education therefore the following chapter investigates mechanistic and holistic 
views on education. 

 

2.3.2 Mechanistic and Holistic views in Education 

The field of education is responsible for re-enforcing dominant worldviews, 
behaviour and action on coming generations. Stephan Harding (2013) draws 
attention to the fact that we cut off our children from the animistic, organic 
worldview. Psychologists involved in the study of child development recognise that 
children pass through an animistic phase in their early years, during which they 
relate to objects as if they had a character and as if they were alive. But tragically, 
these same psychologists hold that the same animistic phase is only appropriate for 
early childhood, and that one must help children to realise as quickly and painlessly 
as possible that they live in a dead world in which the only experiencing entities are 
other humans (Harding, 2013, p.27). Harding also discusses the work of other 
psychologists, like James Hillmann, who suggest that animism is not a projection of 
human feelings onto inanimate matter but vice versa, the world projects upon us 
its „ideas and demands“, i.e. matter is intrinsically sentient. Yet, this argumentation 
makes us also think whether we tend to forget that human beings are also animals 
by nature, i.e. subjects to laws of nature. Whatever is going on in natural world, has 
an effect on us and such on interactive connection may shape us more than we 
often acknowledge. 
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    The work of Stephen Sterling contributes significantly to the whole discussion 
of the ecological, holistic view on education. He argues that we do not need more 
education but a specific kind of education, a change in our view on education 
(Sterling, 2001, p. 22). According to Sterling, our present educational systems are 
oriented towards socialization of an individual, developing one’s professional skills 
and competences to be able to compete successfully on a labor market. Instead, 
Sterling says that we need a participatory, whole systems view on  education. Such 
a view integrates three dimensions of education- ethos, eidos and praxis. Sterling calls 
this view a holistic, ecological view on education and learning where the key words 
include collegial learning, whole systems, integrative, transformative learning, 
holistic etc. (2001, p. 24). 

Sterling points out that the current, mechanistic educational systems deal mainly 
with the cognitive domain of human development but holistic, ecological view on 
education sees a human being also as an emotional, spiritual, psychological, 
physical being. Sterling stresses that education also has an intrinsic value, the aim 
of education is not only instrumental, to provide means for success in the society 
but it contributes to a broader evolution, development of a moral human being. 
According to Sterling the ecological view on education requires transformative 
learning where we start seeing the world, as well as ourselves as connected 
(2001).This in turn requires the skills for whole systems thinking. Systems thinking 
addresses any problematic nexus such as this by increasing the level of abstraction 
or overview, rather than the conventional reductionist route of examining detail 
and dividing the issues into smaller parts (Sterling, 2004, p. 50). Sterling also draws 
our attention to the fact that  sustainability cannot just be added to the existing 
curricula, but it  involves a change in our educational thinking and practice at large, 
especially considering that the patterns of unsustainability influence our current 
and future prospects, the influence is so pressing that we risk being limited and 
adaptive in our response by just ‘intergrating sustainability’ into higher education. 
He argues that we should shift the emphasis from relationships based on 
fragmentation, control and manipulation towards those based on participation, 
appreciation and self-organisation (p.50), realizing our full human potential in a 
holistic manner. Sterling  (2001) assures that the key challenge is to create and 
articulate an educational ethos, eidos and praxis based on the ecological paradigm 
(p.51) This issue is more thorougly discussed in Part I of the present Dissertation. 
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    Taking into consideration the underlying shift in paradigms we need to revisit 
the fundamental question of the aim of education at large since the challenge of the 
current systems starts from those basic questions. For example, David Orr (1994)  
points out that education too often emphasizes theories and technical efficiency, 
not values and conscience. It is not education, but education of a certain kind, that 
will save us, as he says (p. 8). Orr (1994) draws attention to six myths in education 
which we have used to accept without questioning and which have their roots in 
Cartesian thinking and which I am trying to illustrate from the point of view of TE 
for ESD.   

Orr (1994) argues that we tend to believe that if we had enough knowledge and 
technology, we could solve any kinds of problems. Our education systems are 
largely underpinned by that same, mechanistic, instrumental understanding. For 
example when we believe that the more teaching and learning methods a teacher 
acquires, the better teacher s/he becomes. At the same time we seem to forget that 
a more efficient teacher does not necessarily mean a better teacher when we 
discuss values and worldviews that support sustainable development. On the 
contrary, becoming more efficient and productive in teaching fragmented subjects, 
re-enforcing mechanistic and instrumental values and worldviews the teacher  
him/herself becomes even a greater part of the problem. Orr (1994, p.9) assures us 
that our planet and its life systems are so complex that, looking back to our history, 
we are not able to safely and sustainably manage them. According to Orr (1994), it 
is much safer and makes more sense to shape ourselves to fit the finite planet than 
to attempt to reshape the planet to fit our infinite wants (p. 9). For teacher 
education is raises an important question of how to shape ourselves, what is this 
Self that we need to move towards to? Another myth Orr brings out is that with 
more knowledge we become better. Instead, we are flooded with information 
which we cannot analyze or make sense of, because we are flooded again with new 
information. Therefore, as Orr puts it, this explosion of information should not be 
mistaken as knowledge, or more importantly, as wisdom. By knowing so much, we 
seem to understand less. Instead, we tend to lose some fundamental knowledge, 
because it is being replaced by more „attractive“ or market-orientated knowledge 
e.g. genetic engineering. Remembering an ancient wisdom, our heritage that has 
lasted for thousands of years and has proven sustainable through time should 
therefore also play a certain part in teacher education. Discussing modern 
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curriculum, Orr (1994) refers to another myth, namely the myth that we can 
successfully restore what has been dismantled. In our instrumentalist, mechanistic 
thinking we have separated the world into fragments, different disciplines, bits and 
pieces. As a result, our students may be successful in certain operations in a narrow 
field, but they lack the broad, integrated sense of the unity of things (p. 11) which 
in turn sets limits also to much discussed inter-, trans- and multidisciplinary 
approaches in education. John Miller (2007) points out similar problems. So far, 
education has managed to sever the relationship between head and heart which has 
resulted in a situation where we live in our heads, denying our deeper knowing and 
intuitions. He refers to the fragmentation in our education system, where we divide 
knowledge into subjects, units and lessons, but students do not see the relationship 
between facts within a subject or the relevance of this subject to their own lives (p. 
4). We make decisions in one field, without understanding the consequences and 
effects of such decisions in a broader scale, which has brought along the current 
crisis in the world.  

    Another false understanding (myth) about the aim of education is, according to 
Orr (1994), that we must give students means to move upwards in a social ladder 
and become successful, economically on the first place. We also think that our 
culture is representing the top of human achievement, whereas in reality, we have 
replaced our ancestors’ knowledge from thousands of years and their experience of 
maintaining balance in the world with an ever-increasing rally for more things. We 
have replaced a modest, balanced life where we can survive with integrity with a 
huge discrepancy between social classes, different nations, even between different 
continents. The one, who has more stuff at the end of his/her life, is a winner 
seems to be the slogan we are all following. Education, especially teacher 
education, has a critical role to play in changing such misconception. 

    To overcome those myths, Orr suggests certain principles that should be 
followed in revisiting the aims of education. Education as such is an 
environmental, ecological phenomenon. We cannot look at any field of human 
activity, e.g. economics, without knowing the laws of ecology. The focus of 
education should not be on becoming a master in a certain subject, but a master of 
one`s own personality, one’s Self. This principle that Orr (1994) suggests comes 
from Greek concept of Paideia (p. 13). The focus on personal development, 
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cultivating oneself as a balanced, moral person becomes a pre-condition in 
foundation of any subject knowledge. This process does not take place without 
support and guidance, e.g. by a role model, a teacher, a guide. Giving a perfect tool, 
a perfect technology into the hands of immoral person will have  deadly results, as 
the Greeks saw it. Orr brings out the importance of responsibility, meaningfulness 
and  real practice as key elements in education.  

    Wals & Jickling (2002, pp. 224-225) view  instrumental and holistic, as they say 
emancipatory approach to education. They warn that education, higher education 
included, is one means or instrument that governments can use to create a 
sustainable world as they and the interest groups influencing governments, define 
it. To educate for sustainability is not necessarily educational when sustainbility is 
fixed, pre- and expert determined, i.e. academics and to be reproduced by novices 
(i.e. students). More emancipatory approaches to education could contribute to the 
creation of a more democratic and environmentally just world and in that case 
education is viewed as a means for people to become self-actualized members of 
society, looking for meaning, developing their own potential and jointly creating 
solutions (p. 225). In this discussion it is also interesting to follow the critical 
argumentation presented by Wals & Jickling (2002, pp. 221-222) that education for 
sustainability/sustainable development (ESD) runs counter to prevailing 
conceptions of education. They draw attention to linguistics, e.g. the prepositional 
use of „for“ prescribes that education must be in favour of some specific and 
undisputed objective, in this case sustainability. An emphasis on sustainability or 
sustainable development might hinder the inclusion of other emerging 
environmental thought such as deep ecology and ecofeminism (pp. 221-222) so 
ESD should not be seen as a separate subject or a rigid, fixed approach. Wals & 
Jickling (2002) warn that when ecological thinking will continue to evolve and we 
look at students as participants in that changing discourse, then we must look also 
to the variety of different, emerging ideas, not exclude them just to favour a formal 
sustainable development agenda. Our students should have the possibility to 
investigate, elaborate and create a diversity of ideas. In fact, Wals & Jickling (2002, 
p.222) remind us that  learning takes place in a situation where different 
worldviews meet, creating opportunities to „learn on the edge“. 

. 
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    To sum up, when addressing the problem of unsustainability in any field, 
especially in education, we should start by investigating our own, underlying 
worldviews and value-systems since they direct us from the very beginning - from 
identification of the problem, i.e. what we see as a problem, towards making 
decisions on the complexity, depth, means and ends of the solutions. Education 
should become the most powerful tool to make students to think differently about 
the world and one’s place in it.  Such new mind set might be seen as true 
innovation- innovation in our thinking. Meaningful learning should be informed 
not only by cognitive ways of knowing but also by intuitive and spiritual knowing 
that is informed by cultural, environmental and community values (Badjanova et al. 
2014). Whole systems, holistic view in ESD includes re-visiting ethos, eidos and praxis 
of education that could start from profound questioning of our being in the world 
and deep connection with all life on Earth. 

    For teacher education programmes it sets the challenge of looking at human and 
societal development in a more integrated way, using a more holistic approach 
which also contributes to inter-, multi- and transdisciplinarity in education. After 
all, a teacher-to-be will become a role model for his/her future students. Yet, we 
need to seek a balance in both understanding the parts, fragments, subjects as well 
as connections between those elements. Addressing the notion of Ecological Self 
in TE could serve as the aim and a tool here as well. 

2.3.3 Holistic Approach to Learning of Self 

Starting the process of such re-visiting from within brings into discussion the 
notion of self which seems central to all those challenges discussed by authors 
presented above, since mind-sets, values, worldviews are all dimensions of self. The 
main question in the present context is - how should we approach learning in TE 
for ESD? How to learn to expand one’s self? 

    William Pinar (1994, p. 203) states that a capitalist economy with its tendencies 
to commodify psycho-social processes, including personality constitution and 
identification, contributes to self-estrangement as well. He also points out that 
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within educational institutions the prospects of „authentic being“ and „authentic 
self-knowledge“ are few. That calls for a „return to things themselves“, to the 
discovery of “authentic voice“ which will have  political as well as epistemological 
and pedagogical content (p. 203). TE students should have the possibility to 
investigate, elaborate and create a diversity of ideas, also related to the meaning and 
acknowledging the sustainability crisis and its implications on self-development.  
Finding their authentic voice in that context would mean investigating their own 
selves, finding the connection to the natural world and incorporating this 
connection into their professional lives. 

    Trying to revisit the aims of learning and education in the context of 
sustainability, it is worth reminding ourselves where the latter word comes from. 
Educare (Educere) in Greek means to lead or draw something out, to reveal 
something that is inside and learning should aid that process. We can look at 
human development and learning from a point of view of moulding the person to 
satisfy the needs of society, a labor market for instance, or we can look at the 
process from the point of view, where we have to support the individual to bring 
out the potential, the best, the talents that characterize this specific individual, 
nurturing the sense of connectedness, deep empathy and systems view on life at 
the same time. These different views also shape the understanding of the overall 
educational goals but also methods and techniques used in education. Learning 
should address all those dimensions. This is especially important in the teaching 
profession since it is directly linked with supporting the development of others. 
For student teachers it is crucial to understand that the development of others is 
linked to their own development as teachers and as human being more generally. 
This pattern of behaviour is also familiar in nature. Biologist and educator Janine 
Benyus (2005) gives an example from the life of hummingbirds where they 
pollinate plants they need for their own existence: ”In the process of meeting their 
needs, organisms manage to fertilise the soil, clean the air, clean the water, and mix 
the right cocktail of atmospheric gases that life needs to live” . 

    Huckle (1993) discusses  also challanges related to a holistic approach, bringing 
into attention the importance of interdisciplinarity between social and natural 
sciences. A teacher in that case should not merely be a subject teacher but a 
practitioner of a more holistic, ecological approach to teaching and learning. The 
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aim of such teaching is the development of the whole person, seconded also by 
Stephen Sterling’s work on holistic, ecological view on the whole domain of 
education. The curriculum and the learner are not separate but connected. 
Strategies like creative problem solving, co-operative learning (including also 
setting goals for learning with students) are used in such a holistic, ecological 
approach to teaching and learning. Miller (2007, p. 13) says that the focus of 
holistic education and learning is on relationships: the relationship between linear 
thinking and intuition, the relationship between mind and body, the relationships 
among various domains of knowledge, the relationship between individual and 
community, the relationship to the Earth and our relationship to our souls, I might 
add, the relationship between a student and a teacher on so many levels. The  
essence of transformative learning in the context of ESD is further characterized 
also in PART II of the present dissertation. 

    Saks (2005, p.17) suggests that taking into consideration the cardinal differences 
between the existing, governing paradigms in the Western world and the new, 
evolving paradigmatic principles, the current crisis could be seen as a crisis of 
paradigms from one side, where the complex ecological crisis is one indicator of 
that process. From another side this crisis can be seen as a crisis of personal will 
and motivation, which forms an important dimension of self and affects the whole 
learning process of self development. Saks suggests that the problems are most 
related not to the fact that people, especially decision makers, do not know what is 
right or wrong, useful or damaging from an ecological point of view. Rather, Saks 
claims, the problems are due to humans not being able to reach consensus on how 
to live in harmony with nature, how to ‘make’ people do, what is right in that 
regard, how to motivate people to act together in harmony. The simple truth is, 
that a person can do anything if s/he wants to, but nobody  can make him or her 
want something that s/he does not want to do. The important understanding is 
that the state of individual consciousness, worldview and object of observance 
define what an individual regards as a crisis (Saks, 2005, p. 6) and this 
consciousness triggers the motivation and direction for learning as well. Saks draws 
some examples of a paradigm change at different levels and fields (2005, pp. 16-17) 
which raise important questions that could be discussed in the process of learning 
to become a teacher for sustainability, learning of the self (Table 1): 
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The old paradigm Principles of the new paradigm 

The general questions connected to Life are :” 
What do we need, wish, want from Life, how does 
it serve us?” 

The general questions connected to Life are “What 
does Life need, wish, want from us, how can we 
serve Life?” 

The carrier of the general role of the evolutionary 
cycle of humanity is the rational sense (the mind) 
of the human being and formal and logical 
thinking 

The carrier of the general role of the evolutionary 
cycle of humanity is intuition in co-operation with 
the brain, led by the heart and intuitive, probable 
and sense logic, synthesising and integral thinking 

The human being identifies itself with its physical 
body, thoughts and emotions, its roles and fates in 
the society etc. 

The human being is conscious of itself as a mental 
being, who is a soul, who has a physical body and 
other bodies in order to learn and be perfected on 
planet Earth in order to be re-united with Absolute 

Dominating values and priorities are: 

- to possess, to act, to be; 
- satisfying the needs and wants of the 

body, senses, ego; 
- high life quality, standard of living; 
- exterior; success in society, power, self-

actualization according to dominating 
values, wealth, riches 

Dominating values and priorities are: 

- to be, to act, to serve; 
- realising the will of the 

soul/consciousness, taking into 
consideration bodily needs; 

- high quality of being in the world, inner 
peace; 

- mindfulness, spiritual success, 
transcending from”lower self, lower ego”, 
self-guidance, self-awareness, self-
realization, perfection, virtue 

The main focus of attention is directed to combat 
with consequences, external notions, changing 
others (other people, nations etc), scientific-
technological progress 

The main focus of attention is directed to identify 
root causes of problems and solving them, positive 
future design, inner world of the person, changing 
oneself, virtuous behaviour in situations and to the 
progress of the mind and spirit 

The general objective in society is the creation of 
the system- the human being and nature are 
measures 

The general objective in the society is the human 
being and its harmony with nature- the system is a 
means for that 

 

Table 1. Examples of change in paradigms (Saks, 2006). 
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    If we take the principle of sustainability and diversity as a pre-condition here 
too, we should say that learning to expand one’s self  should involve a combination 
of different worldviews, different understandings. The endeavour therefore cannot 
carry the aim to reach for one, single truth. Since human understanding, 
viewpoints, theories, beliefs and morale can be very contradictory, the basis we 
might rely on, at this point, can be ecological principles, ecological thinking as it 
itself relies on the laws of nature that have been valid and functioning sustainably 
for millions of years. Deeper connection to nature, understanding this connection 
and meaning to our personal and collective well-being, personal and collective self 
and altering our destructive behaviour and action towards more sustainable ones 
can and should therefore be one of the main aims of learning and learning for 
teacher self in particular. 

 

2.4 Teacher Education for Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) 

Many authors and researchers (e.g. Bullough 1997, Schepens et al., 2009) have 
stressed, that teacher education should begin with addressing teacher identity 
issues, exploring the dimensions of teacher self so that future teachers, student 
teachers can question their own being, their own motivation, values and 
competencies related to the teaching profession. Babiuk &Falkenberg (2010) in the 
thorough report on TE for ESD in Manitoba, Canada, recommend that faculties of 
teacher education should make working with teacher candidates’ selves (living 
sustainably) and professional identitites (teaching and learning for sustainability) 
one of the central questions of their programmes. The same stand is supported by 
other authors (Beijaard et al, 2004; Olsen , 2008; Korthagen, 2004) since teacher 
identity, teacher self forms a certain lense through which subjects are taught and 
values are communicated. Stibbe proposes (2011) that instead of  taking on a fixed 
disciplinary or professional identity, student teachers should develop more fluid 
identities that allow them the flexibility to respond to the changing conditions of 
the 21st century (p. 88).   
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TE for ESD could be seen as an ecosystem within a larger ecosystem of education. 
Therefore is it equally important to reflect on the role of higher education and 
especially teacher education in terms of a whole systems re-design to challenge 
existing unsustainable concepts and approaches in the field of education 
(UNESCO, 2005). Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) itself is not a 
new approach. The Talloires Declaration (1990) was among the first statements 
that saw the need for environmental sustainability in higher education institutions 
(http://www.ulsf.org/programs_talloires.html). This declaration set a plan for 
including environmental literacy into university teaching, learning and research. 
Education for Sustainable Development was launched at the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in 1992 (United 
Nations, 1992), followed by the Decade for the Education for Sustainable 
Development (2005-2014) and Global Action Programme on  ESD. ESD has been 
declared by the UN as a priority in all fields of education, from primary to teacher 
education.  Therefore the problem with and for the field of teacher education is to 
critically analyze and ask whether education itself is contributing to the 
sustainability crisis or whether education could be (part of) the solution towards 
more sustainable future? What can teacher education for sustainable development 
do to contribute to such a future? What ‘kind’ of teacher self is emerging in the 
context of TE for ESD?  

    Teaching and learning is not merely a matter of a teacher’s competences and 
skills but, sometimes even more importantly, a matter of a teacher’s mission, 
beliefs and identity. By learning what and how to teach, a student teacher should be 
able to develop his/her personal and professional self as well. Education for 
sustainability can bear fruit only if there is a genuine change in the mindsets of 
students (Segovia, 2010, page 746) i.e. in their selves. This issue is discussed more 
thorougly in Part I, Part II and Part IV of the present dissertation. 

    Undoubtedly, the challenge of sustainability, transformation from old paradigm 
to the new one involves challenging ourselves as teachers and teacher educators in 
approaching the deeper questions related to concepts of development at large,  
societal development, teacher professional and personal development as well as 
finding the answer to the question what universal competencies, skills, approaches 
and understandings are necessary in the context of sustainability to be developed in 
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a person/a teacher. In the present context, the implication for teacher education, 
teacher personal and professional development means first and foremost regaining 
the consciousness of self, negotiating meaning of self-realization and addressing all 
aspects of personality potential. A teacher’s potential is an opportunity to gain 
competence and such competence is the result of realizing one’s potential. We may 
say that the self emerges, evolves in the process of opening one’s potential. A 
person can open his/her potential him/herself or with the support of another, e.g. 
a teacher/teacher educator. Being aware of such a process is a critical pre-condition 
in teacher education. Going through such a process, a journey, during TE can also 
be seen as a rehearsal for a teacher to support his/her future students in the same 
process. Sustainability competences as described by Wals (2010) can be specifically 
addressed during TE. These competences are discussed in Part III of the present 
dissertation. 

    As the aim of the process of educating and learning can be seen as drawing out 
the full potential of a human being, so can the aim of teacher education for 
sustainable development be seen as drawing out the potential for the emerging 
ecological self of a teacher. In conclusion, in the context of teacher education for 
sustainable development the central focus of teacher education programmes 
should be the development of teacher ecological self. 

 

2.5 Teacher Ecological Self 

We can see the emergence of a new self in these paramount times of identity  
transformations (Korostelina, 2013). Reconstructing new, more sustainable 
societies means reconstructing also our identities to more holistic, ecological, 
spiritual selves. The present dissertation not only focuses on the importance of  
supporting the  development of Teacher Self during TE, but it argues that for the 
purpose of our sustaining in the world, we should address a particular Self during 
teacher education programmes: a Teacher Ecological Self. Therefore I attempt to 
illuminate the road towards “ecologizing” the self or “greening” the self. 
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We could start unraveling the concept of ecological self by remembering different 
derivations of ecology. Besides coming from a well-known Greek word, oikos 
(household), e.g. Wimberley (2009) argues for a nested ecology approach. Personal 
ecology entails taking care of oneself, social ecology involves caring for one’s 
community, environmental ecology means caring for the planet, cosmic ecology 
includes caring for the universe and spiritual ecology involves honoring the divine 
(p. 14). All these domains can be seen as a nested model. Personal ecology would 
discuss matters of lifestyles, personal health, nutrition, it would promote living in 
balance with human and natural communities. Personal ecology is grounded in 
sustainable and healthy social ecology. A person’s social ecology involves 
relationships, attitudes, values etc. of a family, a community,a society s/he is 
situated in. As societies are nested in a surrounding environment, a social ecology is 
nested in the environmental ecology. A consideration of personal and social 
ecologies leads to consideration of natural environments and environmental 
ecology (Wimberley, 2009, p. 10). The next realm, that exceeds planetary ecologies, 
is the cosmic ecology where we see ourselves connected to the cosmic whole and 
spiritual ecology or reverential ecology (Kumar) connects us to the realms of faith, 
belief, respect, awe. Although the latter dimension can create confusion and 
questions in relations to religious beliefs etc., it yet remains a powerful construct, 
that can provide, as Wimberley (2009) states, a sense of identity, place and meaning 
in the lives of people and serve as a powerful motivator towards ecologically ethical 
thought, values and action (p. 13). 

    So, we can approach ecology not only as one more term connected with 
environment, but as a broad definition of every domain of human action and 
thought. As Wimberley adds, ecology is not just a way of life, it is Life itself (p.13, 
2009). Re-connecting to nature, in diversity of forms, flows, patters and meaning, is 
central in the discussion of ecological self, even in connection with many religious 
thoughts. Zhang Hua & Zhenyu Gao (2014, p. 126) state that following nature is 
the key idea of Taoism, while the main aim of education according to Confucius 
(p.126) is cultivating a moral person and being benevolent towards all in the 
universe, not only people but all creatures. They describe that nature`s rules do not 
need perfection, the universe works harmoniously according to these rules; it is 
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only when people exert their will against these rules that harmony is harmed (p. 
126). Hua & Gao explain further that as humanity is a living thing that is inherently 
unified with the whole of nature and contains the original will of the universe, so 
being natural is humanity`s most fundamental attribute. Thus, returning to nature 
is both the requisite for the development of the universe and for the realization of 
humanity. From educational perspective Tao suggests that we should respect the 
nature of our students and follow wu wei (nonaction), so teachers should support 
the natural development of students (Hua & Gao, 2014). Here, Bonnet’s stress for 
the need of different, non-Western, metaphysics comes to mind, as it was already 
discussed above. The need to  follow nature and deeper connection is discussed by 
many authors, e.g. Miller (2007), who argues that we need to re-connect to the 
Earth by listening to the voices of the Earth, seeing ourselves as the part of the 
web of life rather than being separate from it. The holistic curriculum lets us realize 
our deeper sense of self, our soul. We can look at two selves of human nature, 
where one self is our ego, our socialized sense of who we are involving roles like 
wife/husband etc. as well as our job identity, e.g. a teacher. Beyond this self, 
according to Miller (2007, p. 14), there is another self, what can be called our soul. 
The soul senses a deeper connection to others and all life and it opens to us when 
we are deeply involved in our work or simply being present in nature (Miller, 2007, 
p. 14). Ecological self of a teacher may be seen as a connection between this ego 
self and the deeper self, the soul. 

    Deriving from the holistic, ecological paradigm, a teacher’s self should also be 
consistent with such a paradigm.  The notion of ecological self can contribute to 
the understanding of the process of identification necessary for sustainable 
development. The notion was coined by Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess 
(discussed in Part I and Part II of the present dissertation), who in his concept of 
self-realization, was influenced by the philosophy of Mahatma Gandhi, emerging 
from Indian Vedanta philosophy (Haigh, 2006). He attempts to explain that our 
deep empathy for the living, our ecological self, is a consequence of identification 
with nature. Naess stresses that we feel empathy towards other living beings only if 
we identify with them first. By seeing similarities with oneself in another being 
causes the feeling of compassion and empathy and this is compared with 
maturation according to Naess (1987/1995). For a teacher to be, this does not only 
mean seeing similarities in nature, animals or insects, it also means seeing 
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similarities in another human being, one’s future students, still embracing the 
diversity of others. Reitan (1996, p. 414) compares such an identification process to 
what a growing child goes through, whom we need to teach to feel sympathy and 
empathy towards others and whom we expect to identify him/herself with others 
in the future to be a compassionate member of the society. Reitan also concludes 
that  the ecological self is one that is advocated both by Naess as well as Aristotle, 
since it shows that a person with realized ecological self is a person with virtue, 
striving for ecological and environmental justice and stewardship because of inner 
inclination, not just out of obligation (Reitan, 1996, p. 424). Besthorn (2002, p. 53) 
argues that ecological self suggests that nature constitutes both the beginning and 
the ongoing essence of full human development and potential. He says that the 
contemporary self is also identified with our personal or individual frame of 
reference, self being what represents unique individual qualities often associated 
with the one’s physical attributes or abilities (p. 56). He is more or less suggesting 
that our self is a representation of our body or our skills (p. 56). 

    Joanna Macy (2007), who is influenced by a Buddhist way of seeing the world, 
describes the process of identification with nature as greening of the self.  
According to her, it involves combining of the mystical with the pragmatic, 
transcending separateness, alienation and fragmentation (p.150). This is exactly 
what one student teacher expressed in the longitudinal study (Part I) when she 
explained how she feels as one with the forest, with the whole, while practicing a 
meditative exercise, sitting by the tree. According to Macy, we are living the time 
where we experience a different  level of expression of ecological selves, which are 
more thorougly presented in Part IV of the present dissertation. Philosophers, 
poets have been addressing it before, but the destruction of our environments, 
what we experience now has led people to express more courage and motivation to 
stand up against such a destruction. As Macy elaborates, such expanded sense of 
self leads to sustained and resilient action on behalf of life (p. 150) and such an 
effort cannot be linked to any single domain or field of human action. Macy 
suggests that the process of greening of our selves is happening now because of 
the three converging developments. First, the conventional small self, or ego-self as 
she calls it, is being psyhologically and spiritually challenged by confrontations with 
the dangers of mass annihilation.  The second contributor to the process is a way 
of seeing that has arisen out of science, e.g. from living systems theory and  
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systems cybernetics, that connect the view of the self to the web of relationships 
that sustain it. Emerging non-dualistic spiritualities  form the third force according 
to her (p. 151). According to Macy the greening of self involves also the  
reinhabiting time which means that the ecological self also widens our window on 
time.  We do not identify our goals and rewards solely in terms of our present 
lifetime (p. 157). 

    As one develops an ever-widening identification with other beings, with the 
whole, there is no need to sacrifice self in preference to nature, since the interests 
of those with whom we identify, nature included, may be seen as one’s own 
interests as well. Being with environment means realizing that humanity is part of a 
complex totality of interconnected relationships, and that these connections among 
both humans and non-humans are the very essence of existence (Besthorn, 2002, 
p. 61). When it comes to the notion of sacrifice and suffering it is worth asking 
what kind of information such feelings give us in the context of ecological self. The 
limits, which mark the broadening of the ecological self, might be felt by feelings of 
suffering, pain, empathy for others. Starting from our personal ecologies, more 
close environments were our empathy ‘works’, our ecological selves broaden 
gradually towards  including ‘further’ and ‘farther’ beings into our realm of 
identification. 

    Sean Esbjörn-Hargens & Michael E. Zimmerman (2009) have a more diverse 
understanding of the development of ecological self where they describe different 
levels of eco-selves (see also Part IV). They argue that a successful approach to 
exterior ecology is dependent in important ways on the interior development of 
individuals towards worldcentric and planetcentric identities. Just because two 
people share the same exterior landscape does not mean they must inhabit the 
same interior cognitive or moral landscape. Given the importance of the 
constructive-developmental structurialism for ecology, these authors remark that it 
has been ignored by most ecologists and ecotheorists, even those who explicitly 
talk about the value of expanded identities. We cannot simply talk ourselves into 
eco-awareness (p.217) as they say. Esbjörn-Hargens & Zimmerman note that 
although several authors describe the expanding of selves, e.g. from ego-self to 
eco-self, the explicit models of how to develop such higher, ecological minds are 
scarce. They draw on the work of many predecessors attempting to model the 
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ecological identity development e.g. Kellert, Kahn, Geselle, Cook-Greuter and 
many others. They developed the 8 ecological selves-model which describe how an 
individual at specific levels of ego development identify with the aspects of natural 
world. Each eco-self has a unique way of relating to itself, others and the natural 
world and integrally aware individuals are able to relate to all eight of these 
perspectives (p. 226). All these eco-selves are critically viewed as both potentially 
contributing and violating ecological balance. (Esbjörn-Hargens & Zimmerman, 
2009, p. 228). 

    In conclusion it can be said that central to the notion of teacher ecological self is 
a re-connection with and deep empathy for not only nature but also with higher, 
even spiritual dimensions of self, with a deep respect towards all Life and toward 
much that we still do not understand in the world. It reminds us of millions of 
threads of cause-and-effect that we are just learning to grasp in our messed up 
world and gives room to understanding that the meaning of life for us may yet 
encompass unimaginable horizons. Care, love and sustaining our own lives, 
dependent on the wellbeing of even our tiniest companions on this planet, are just 
a few components of our ecological selves. 

    In addition, we should not forget that individuals define themselves, construct 
and reconstruct their identities in relationship with others, with larger communities 
and society at large, motivated by the need of belonging (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). 
The evolving teacher ecological self is influenced by the collective and such a 
relationship deserves further investigation. 

 

 

2.6 Learning to Broaden Teacher Ecological Self 

The analysis of the re-emergence of an ancient ontology of ecological self raises 
important issues for the professionalism of teachers and teacher educators. It 
challenges us to ask, ‘Why is this important?’, ‘What is the potential impact on the 
profession?’, ’How to learn and teach it?’.  
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Working with teacher ecological self must be based on a new ontology of 
education with its implications to the constitution of moral subjectivity (Part II). 
The process of identification with nature and with other beings can be seen as a 
satisfying and rewarding journey towards self-realization of a student teacher.  This 
process should start from re-negotiating the aims of education, learning, becoming 
a teacher as well as from a wide array of ontological, epistemological and 
methodological questions in the context of ESD.   

    As discussed above, educare, as drawing out our full potential, can be seen as an 
ultimate goal for any person (individual sustainability), contributing to the 
realisation of the full potential of the society (collective sustainability). Realising 
such a full potential does not mean development or growth per se, but in the 
context of the present discussion it referrs to a whole systems’, integrated view on 
human development where we recognise that our self-actualization, our 
transcendence is directly connected to self-actualization of other beings. In 
becoming and being a teacher such recognition is especially critical. 

    According to Korthagen (2004, p. 77) there are two central questions 
determining the pedagogy of teacher education: (1) What are the essential qualities 
of a good teacher, and (2) How can we help people to become good teachers? 
Addressing the pedagogy of TE for ESD we may say that in setting the cultivation, 
development of a teacher ecological  self as the broader aim of teacher education 
for sustainability the question remains how to nurture the evolvement, the 
broadening of a ecological teacher self during  teacher education? What are the 
competences to be learned and methods to be used during such process? 

    We might well say that a teacher is not teaching a subject but teaching 
him/herself. As a teacher  s/he is influencing his/her students in so many explicit 
and implicit ways. A teacher serves as an example with the whole array of his/her 
personal values, attitudes, behaviour and action. Clarken (2008) argues that 
teachers need strength to overcome the resistance, self doubt and deficiencies of 
the characters that inhabit the inner and outer stories of their lives. This goes for 
teacher educators as well. As they help students to find their own gifts, talents and 
selves, they find their own. Authors referenced above have stated that we find self 
actualization through helping others to actualize their full potential. This self-
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actualization is not limited only to the human world, but non-human as well. 
Therefore the learning journey towards becoming a teacher for sustainability is a 
journey from inside out and outside in as well. Learning here means actively 
constructing one’s identity through manipulation of elements in their environments 
in a social context, in a process that takes place after the decision has been made 
for a certain self-definition (Hormuth, 1990, p. 58). Such of self-definitions needs 
adressing in teacher education. 

    With regards to TE curriculum in that context, William Pinar (1994) suggests 
that the curriculum is not comprised of subjects, but of Subjects, of subjectivity. 
The running of the course is the building of the self, the lived experience of 
subjectivity (pp. 219-220). Therefore it is equally important what kind of a person a 
teacher is, how s/he reflects on such evolving identity, in addition to methods and 
techniques s/he is using to teach a specific subject. Li (2004, p. 41) adds that the 
ultimate aim of (TE) curriculum ought to be the integration and harmony between 
human and nature. In fact, the importance and effect of teacher personality, 
teacher identity, in this case ecological identity, in shaping students’ lives has been 
discussed by many authors and also revealed during the longitudinal study among 
student teachers of a particular teacher education programme, conducted by the 
author of the present dissertation (see Part I and Part IV).  

    Illuminating the road to brodening the ecological self we can view the  self as a 
part of the ecological system, a conjunction of other people, environments and 
objects. These serve as the sources and settings, instruments and symbols of social 
experience (Hormuth,1990). The very process of gaining an identity consists of 
relating to one’s environment. The self-concept is conceived as a complex set of 
interconnected cognitions to which new knowledge is constantly added and the 
process favours maintenance of the self–concept rather than change. (Hormuth, 
1990, p. 36). Self-concept-related processes, which are long-term processes,  
require an increased degree of self-focused attention. This is due to the general 
stability of the network of self-related cognitions. Therefore, to raise an individual’s 
general level of self-focus, we need to find such instances that separate or 
distinguish a person from his or her familiar surroundings, physically and 
psychologically, one such instance in relocation. To relocate a person into a novel 
environment creates novelty. Novelty of persons, situations and environments 
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creates self-focused attention (Hormuth, 1990, p. 40) which can but not necessarily 
does contribute to the higher self-awareness and opportunities for an evolvement 
of self.  In the context of TE for ESD, sustainability can be seen as a novelty of 
situations as well since the realization of the crisis and the challenge related to that 
is not always fully acknowledged by teacher students. 

    Hormuth asks a very important question: Under which conditions do people 
come to perceive their own beliefs as incorrect and are thus ready for self-concept 
change? (1990, p. 42) He proposes an answer, that a person is more likely to locate 
the source of error in him or herself under the conditions that create focus on self 
(1990, p. 42), which means that focusing on evolving teacher self during teacher 
education programmes is essential. Hormuth refers to many studies and draws 
attention to the fact that  manipulations, as he uses the term for attempting the 
change in self, that focus on private aspects of self lead to adherence to personal 
standards (values, beliefs, ideals etc.) while those  who focus on public aspects of 
self, lead to adherence to social standards (values, beliefs etc.) (1990, p. 43). We 
might say that in the present case, sustainability can be seen both as a social and 
personal standard that creates an interrelated vision, a loop of a process where  
personal, individual self contributes to the social, collective self of human kind. It is 
clear that persons are motivated to maintain their identity stability therefore it is 
critical to create opportunities for transformational learning that involve all aspects 
of self. Self-definitions are at the core of self-completion theory, where self 
definition is defined as an orientation towards a goal that implies readiness to 
behave in certain ways. Self-definitions require a personal commitment (Hormuth, 
1990, p.58), which means that certain goals must be defined and the progress 
monitored by a person in a certain way. This includes setting certain practices as 
well, e.g. practicing a more ecological life-style (e.g. voluntary simplicity etc.) as a 
learning process for Self during teacher education. 

    In addition, Saks discusses self-awareness and self-development from an 
interesting point of view (2005, p.18) which might give valuable prospects for 
making changes in teacher education programmes. He sees the root cause of our 
ecological crisis in the consiousness and mind of the individual, the deficit in logics 
of the mind and feelings (empathy), greed, egocentrism, reluctance to do right 
things, with a right motivation, at the right time, in the right place and above all-
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doing it with right methods, in a right way. This process is characterized by a 
formula, as he says: 

IMPULSE – THOUGHT –EMOTION,FEELING – CHOICE – WORD – 
ACT –CONSEQUENCE  - FEEDBACK – NEW IMPULSE. 

In this formula, we can see that the choice forms a central part, that changes an 
intention into a decision and a decision into action, whereas all actions have 
consequences. Therefore the destiny and future of the human kind depends on 
individual and collective choices. Reitan (1996) supports that thought, drawing  out 
that identification with others, with nature etc. is a willful process, an act of will (p. 
414). As such it can be very much a matter of motivation and choice of a person, a 
future teacher to become a person with realized ecological, self. As we are facing 
now the global crisis of the whole human kind we might say, according to Saks, 
that our degradation is collective but our transcendence is individual (2005). In 
other words, a new culture is shaped by people, who want and can develop their 
new self- strength, motivation, awareness, logics of mind and  emotions, intuition- 
to realize the potential of their soul/spirit to move towards perfection (2005, p. 
18). Moving up the ladder, metaphorically speaking, can be exercised by whole 
communities, nations, if they decide so and  one means is crucial here- education, a 
new education and civilization, which Saks calls an integral education. He illustrates 
also two different approaches to education, where the old approach derives from 
an ego intention and the new approach from a soul intention, presented in Part IV 
of the present dissertation. The aim of human development is not conflicting these 
different guiding intentions but bridging, merging those, where the Ego merges 
with the Soul. By evolving, transcending to a broader, higher level of consiousness, 
destructive phenomena, including ecological destruction will start to decrease. 

    Still, even when authentic and learned, it is a self we cannot be confident in part 
by where it is not, when it is not , what it is not. The self, who welcomes the dawn 
is a self constantly expanding to incorporate what it fears and resists as well as what 
it desires. (Pinar, 1994, p. 220). Pinar states that we as teachers are always 
conceived by others, by expectations and fantasies of our students, parents, 
adminstrators etc. We are formed as well by their and our own internalized life 
histories. These various spheres or levels of self-constitution invite 
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autobiographical investigation (Pinar 2012, p. 39) which might be the aim of future 
studies for the author of this dissertation.  

    The work of Arjen Wals has remarkably contributed to the present challenge, 
how to work with evolving ecological identities, e.g. he has drawn the attention to 
the need for working with sustainability competence, i.e. different Gestalts,our 
mind-sets. He argues that sustainability competence is an ability to switch between 
five different mind-sets: trans-cultural, trans-disciplinary, trans-spatial, trans-
temporal and trans-human mind-sets. Sustainability competences are further 
discussed in Part II. 

    There is an array of learning and teaching methods to be used in education 
programmes that contribute to the evolvement of ecological self, e.g. the work of 
Joanna Macy, which can be incorporated in teacher education courses. Yet, the 
questions  “Who?” and “Why?” precede the questions “How?” and “What 
method?”  in the present discussion because a teacher truly contributes to the 
formation of the lens through which  students come to see and understand the 
world. 
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3 RESEARCH 

The present chapter gives a short summary of the research papers of the present 
dissertation. 

3.1 Research Paper I: The Journey towards a Teacher’s 
Ecological Self: A Case Study of a Student Teacher. (Raus, 
R., Falkenberg, T.) 

The first article focuses on a part of a longitudinal study of student teachers, their 
understanding of pedagogy and connectedness with nature in the context of 
reorienting teacher education towards sustainability. Sterling’s (2001) conceptual 
framework of ecological view on education was taken as a tool to analyse the 
collected data. The results indicated that deep connectedness to nature and 
empathy are framing the holistic view on learning, teaching and a teacher’s self. 

    The paper presents a case study as part of a broader, longitudinal study that 
investigated the student teacher’s emerging ecological self while enrolled in a 
teacher education programme. The critical case (Yin, 2009) allowed to understand 
what the emerging ecological self in a particular student teacher could look like. 
The aim contributed to the  understanding  of the educational endeavour of 
reorienting teacher education towards sustainability. 

    The aim of the broader, longitudinal study was to investigate what personal and 
professional identities/selves student teachers bring into teacher education by 
looking at students’ views towards teaching, learning and nature. 

    The data for the broader study consisted of written responses to open-ended 
questions and semi-structured group and individual interview data.  
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    After an initial analysis of the data, Marygold, a particular student teacher, stood 
out as a critical case for the study of the emerging ecological self in student 
teachers. 

    The case study contributed to the dissertation in two ways. First, the core layers 
of a student teacher’s ecological self- mission, identity and beliefs, as identified in 
by Korthagen (2013), were illustrated through the personal story of a particular 
student teacher. Such an illustration could  help sensitise teacher educators to the 
characteristics of the notion of an ecological self in terms of one’s mission, identity 
and beliefs.  

    Second, the study supports the reorienting of teacher education towards 
sustainability by providing a concrete example of the theoretical framework by 
deep ecologists for reorienting teacher education for sustainability. Marygold’s 
responses indicate what Naess’s (1987/1995) notion of the ecological self means in 
the context of teaching and include  Sterling’s (2001) ecological view on learning 
and pedagogy. 

3.2 Research Paper II: Teacher Ecological Self-an Ontological 
Journey towards Transformative Sustainability. (Raus, R., 
Värri, V.-M.) 

The second part of the dissertation focuses on ontological considerations of 
reorienting teacher education towards sustainable development. The main purpose 
of the work was to re-think the basis of educational aims with the critical re-
understanding of the conception of human subjectivity with its commitments to 
Nature. The work was conducted in a form of a book chapter, issued by 
Wageningen University Press. 

    The chapter discusses the dichotomy between Western, mechanistic worldview 
and holistic, ecological worldview (Capra 1983, 1996; Sterling, 2001; Harding, 
2013). At the level of ontology the authors attempted to re-interpret the 
relationship between human and non-human beings referring to deep ecological 
thought by Naess and Merleau-Ponty.  The notions of ecosophy and ecological self 
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are connected with an ancient understanding, a perennial philosophy of us being 
children of Mother Earth where the pre-condition of our own well-being and 
satisfaction is a more balanced and connected life with and in Nature.  Arne Naess’ 
construct of ecological self describes a self that identifies oneself with nature, with 
other beings through deep empathy but it also goes beyond the feeling of care or 
belonging. The authors add also the work of Abraham Maslow to the discussion 
where he pointed out that self-actualization can be gained through contributing to 
the self-actualization of others (Maslow 1973), including non-human beings (Naess 
1987/1995). 

    The practical implications of the turning to the notion of ecological self are 
discussed further in the sub-chapter dedicated to teacher education.  As Wals and 
Jickling (2002) argue,  teaching about sustainability requires the transformation of 
mental models also of those who teach (p. 227). While relying on several authors, 
e.g. Naess &Sessions (1984), Mezirow (2000), Korthagen (2004), Selby and Kagawa 
(2015), Wals (2010, 2015) etc., ways of learning, in particular transformative 
learning, are investigated and connections between deep ecology approach and 
sustainability competences are drawn. The authors point out constraints and 
challenges in attempting to take a whole systems approach to transformative 
learning in the context of TE for ESD, since it involves the renaissance of many 
dimensions and constructs in the educational landscape while challenging also 
teacher educators’ critical thinking about their own selves as agents of change. 

    Finally, an overview of a pilot study is given, that focused on the assessing the 
impact of a particular sustainability course for teachers, where deep ecology was 
integrated as one course theme. 107 teachers were involved in the study. The 
understanding of the concept of sustainability was discussed both in the beginning 
and at the end of the course to compare what impact the course had on the 
understanding of teachers. Open-ended questions were answered by the teachers, 
so that it was possible to compare, how they understood different aspects of 
sustainability in the beginning and at the end of the course. The result indicated 
that the number of teachers connecting  sustainable development to the need to 
change our value-systems and re-connecting to Nature nearly tripled when 
compared to the beginning of the course, from 11.2% to 33.7%. This showed the 
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need to discuss sustainability values and deeper, value-oriented issues related to 
sustainability during in-service training of teachers. 

    The authors’ aim was to illuminate the complex journey towards developing an 
ecological self and the complexity of this endeavour was also limiting the 
discussion, enabling to bring out only some critical aspects and dimensions that 

need to be considered when holistic approach towards TE for ESD is attempted. 

 

3.3 Research Paper III: Modelling a Learning Journey towards 
Teacher Ecological Self. (Raus, R.) 

The article argues for the concept of the ecological self and aims to question how 
to support the development of the self in a teacher education programme, by 
modelling the learning journey towards ecological self. Esbjörn-Hargens & 
Zimmerman’s (2009) model of eco-selves and Saks’ (2005) model of intention are 
used for that purpose. Some methodological aspects for supporting the 
development of an ecological self of a future teacher are also shared, for 
investigation and practical implementation in TE. 

    The article presents argumentation from authors, who discuss the sustainability 
crisis and connect it to the need to transform our mind-sets and action through 
rejuvenation of the field of education (e.g. Brown & Garver, 2009; Bowers, 1995; 
Drengson & Inoue, 1995; DuNann Winter, 2003; Hopkins, 2011; Kasemir et al., 
2003; Meadows et al., 1972; Tudge, 2007).  

    Ecological ontology for teacher education is addressed where human and non-
human worlds are seen as connected. The author relies on Naess (1973, 
1987/1995),  Lovelock (1979), Devall & Sessions (1985) and Saks (2005) in 
identifying the notions of ecology, ecological philosophy, deep ecology and 
ecological self.  Reconstructing sustainable societies means reconstructing our 
identities to more holistic, ecological, authentic selves, new selves as the author 
argues. For example, Besthorn (2002, p. 59) states that we are seeing the re-
emergence of a very old identity since many dimensions of this new, ecological self 
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have very ancient origins. 

    Further, philosophical considerations of teacher education are discussed, for 
example Gedzune (2015, p. 111), who says that educators should turn to 
philosophy for guidance on how to teach for and about sustainability and human 
inclusion in nature, and Mandolini (2007, p. 11) who highlights that good teacher 
education is not attainable without considering the moral and personal 
backgrounds of student teachers. 

    The main conceptualization of learning models for ecological self is based on 
the work of Esbjörn-Hargens & Zimmerman (2009) and Saks (2005). The model 
of 8 ecological selves is described which can be used in teacher education 
programmes to address different levels and aspects of ecological self. All these eco-
selves are critically viewed as both potentially contributing and violating ecological 
balance. Saks’ model of intention is presented to compare the ego intentions and 
soul intentions to different domains of human thinking and action that would 
contribute to the transformation for sustainability. 

    In addition, a list of competences, identified by Saks’ (2005) and Wals (2010) is 
presented, connected to the development of ecological self of a teacher which can 
in turn be seen as frameworks  and tools for adjusting TE programmes. 

    To sum up, the article contributes to the attempt to find practical models and 
tools, in addition to ontological considerations, to work with teacher education 
programmes addressing the crisis in the sustainability crisis of the world. 
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3.4 Research Paper IV: Student Teacher Ecological Self in the 
Context of Teacher Education for Sustainable Development- 
A Longitudinal Case Study. (Raus, R.) 

The article focuses on the 4-year longitudinal study of student teachers’ 
understanding of a teacher self and nature, through discussions of personal and 
professional settings. Perceived curriculum i.e. reflections on a formal curriculum 
of a particular TE programme were investigated to identify how the existing 
curriculum supports the development of an ecological, holistic self of a future 
teacher, according to student teachers’ understanding. The study involved 9 
student teachers and  illuminates the process of the development of their ecological 
self during the first 4 years of studies in a particular initial teacher education 
programme. 

    The theoretical framework, presented in the article, starts from discussing a 
holistic view on education, relying on several authors e.g. Tillbury (1995), Sterling 
(2001), Tirri (2011), Badjanova (2014). A holistic approach to teacher development 
involves also educating the whole person, educating the self. Teacher identity is 
discussed through the lens of Fred Korthagen’s onion model as well as Arne 
Naess’ notion of ecological self. Abraham Maslow’s levels of motivation add to the 
conceptual framework through focusing on higher, yet deeper, core motivations of 
human beings, e.g. altruistic motivation. 

    The aims of the research, presented in the article were to: 

a) investigate the need to transform teacher education to become the 
driver of transformation for sustainable development and the role of a 
teacher self thereof;  

b) identify dimensions of evolving student teachers’ ecological identities in 
the context of TE for ESD; 

c) make recommendations and provide discussion points for student 
teachers, practicing teachers, teacher educators and curriculum 
designers based on research findings. 

    The longitudinal, qualitative, collective case study (Baxter & Jack, 2008) was 
carried out during 4 years when the development of student teachers was studied. 
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The methodology of the research aimed at a holistic investigation of diverse 
influences of the environment as well as personal beliefs and understandings of 
particular student (Merriam, 1988). 

    The collection of rich research data was carried out as follows: 

a) I stage- collection of general data about the reasons for entry into TE 
programme, background information about student teachers, attitudes towards 
learning, teaching and being a teacher.  

1st year (2011/2012)- open ended questions when beginning studies and after the 
first practice. 

b) II stage- collection of data about fears, hopes and reasons to become a teacher, 
attitudes towards teaching, nature, global and social problems.  

2nd year (2012/2013)- narrative writing, in-depth interviews. 

c) III stage- collection of data about attitudes to nature and insights to spirituality. 
3rdyear (2013/2014)- group video-interview. 

d) IV stage- collection of data about worldviews, attitudes to nature, spirituality, 
teaching-learning  and becoming a teacher.  

4th year (2014/2015)- in-depth interviews. 

    Qualitative, inductive content analysis was applied to analyse the data, where the 
data was analyzed step by step, devising the material into content analytical units 
(Mayring, 2000). 

    Due to the longitudinal approach the data analysis also followed the 
chronological line.  Data analysis and data collection were conducted parallely. 
Data about each student teacher was gathered into one case (unit of analysis).  

    The research indicated that outer layers (2) of a Korthagen’s ‘onion model’ can 
influence inner layers (3) and vice versa. The results of the  research showed that as 
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study years passed, student teachers connected nature, environment protection and 
global problems to more personal and spiritual levels of connection between 
human beings and nature. This emerged due to the targeted interview questions 
and topics that were raised during the research discussions, as the student teacher 
repeatedly reported. 

    Sustainability topics emerged during research discussions with student teachers. 
From being an issue of personal values and beliefs these topics elevated to a matter 
of professional challenge for a teacher during the years but it was repeatedly 
mentioned that neither sustainability nor identity topics were present during formal 
TE studies.  

    The overall conclusion of the study revealed that even merely giving the 
possibility for students to articulate and discuss the notions related to self, nature, 
teacher’s mission and motivation open up their potential to change. If these 
discussions are missing in teacher education programmes, the development of 
ecological self and even the understanding of sustainability and teacher’s 
responsibility in addressing sustainability issues may be left to chance. 
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4 DISCUSSION 

According to the array of recent international initiatives, strategical documents, 
policies  and multitude of studies, sustainability crisis needs prompt and adequate 
solutions. Ensuring sustainable development not only for our human species but 
securing the flourishing of all ecosystems seems to have become one of the highest 
priorites for human societies. The present dissertation argues that the answer to the 
root cause of sustainability crisis is complex, yet familiar. The solution starts from 
ourselves. Yet, the emerging of the ecological self, in the context of teacher 
education for sustainable development, is not a construct to be taken lightly. It 
requires deep insights, targeted discussions and activities, that illuminate the 
fundamental levels and aims of us being human, us being teachers.  

    There is no particular, one ecological self as shown by several authors. Different 
ecological selves can be negotiated to address different dispositions and aspects of 
identity. The work of many distinguished authors can be used to conceptualize this 
journey of developing teacher ecological self, e.g. Maslow, Naess, Korthagen, Wals, 
Macy as referred to in the present discussion. Observed through years of my own 
studies, research and reflections, it might be said that The Teacher for 
Sustainability should start from questioning her/his own self, the one who seeks 
answers to the greatest questions  together with his/her students, questions that are 
vital for the teacher’s own development as well as for students’, which in my 
understanding cannot be separated in several aspects. Ensuring the interplay of 
trans-temporal, trans-human, trans-cultural, trans-disciplinary, trans-spatial  Gestalts, 
exercising these mind-sets in practice, both personal and professional,  The 
Teacher for Sustainability  cannot but come close to our spiritual, deep connection 
to the Earth, our home and all life. Violating the balance of Life becomes a 
violation of Self and such insights, I believe, direct us towards more ethical, 
empathic, empowering and what is even more important, transformational 
behaviour and actions.  

Such transformation can sometimes seen as something that requires significant 
restrictions or remarkable alterations of everyday lifestyles. This understanding can 
create resistance to needed change. Instead, by opening up our deepest motives, 
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profound potential and horizons to become a holistic person, mature human being, 
we might easily discover that the connection with all life lies there, in the core. This 
makes the journey towards ecological self more as the path of returning home, 
where the interconnection with others and self, with natural order of Nature brings 
the sense of purpose, peace of mind and righteousness to our lives. 

The field of education, teacher education and a teacher in particular carries the 
responsibility to bring such truly transformative change into practice because as a 
teacher we are not just teaching a concrete subject or a field, we are teaching 
everything through our own, individual lens, giving the subject a broader context, 
illuminating the topics with certain values and worldviews that we carry. Finally, we 
are teaching our Self. 
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Abstract

Transforming our educational systems to support sustainable development is a challenge
that involves all levels of education ñ policy, curriculum and pedagogical practice. One
critical dimension to look at is a teacherís identity as it influences a teacherís decision-
making, behaviour and action. The ecological self is the concept that is used in the
context of sustainability. This paper discusses the emerging ecological self of one student
teacher during her initial teacher education programme. The concepts of the teacherís
self and the ecological self form a lens through which the story of this student teacher is
examined. The paper focuses on one part of a broader, longitudinal study of student
teachers and their understanding of pedagogy and connectedness with nature in the
context of the need for reorienting teacher education towards sustainability. Sterlingís
(2001) conceptual framework of ecological view on education is taken as a tool to
analyse the collected data. The results indicate that deep connectedness to nature and
empathy are framing the holistic view on learning, teaching and a teacherís self.

Keywords: teacher education, student teacherís identity, ecological self, sustainability,
worldviews

The idea of sustainable development as a concern for creating and sustaining the
conditions for current and future generations to live well on the Earth was introduced
by Brown (1981) and was adopted by the United Nationís World Commission on Envi-
ronment and Development (WCED, 1987), ìSustainable development is development
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needsî (p. 43). According to Ospina (2000), sustainability is primarily
a ìmoral preceptî (p. 32), because the problem of ìsustainability is not a problem of
and for the Earth, but a human values problemî (Babiuk & Falkenberg, 2010, p. 9).
Accordingly, sustainable development requires changes in values and attitudes towards
the environment (WCED, 1987). Education ñ a particular formal education ñ has to
play a central role in achieving those changes in values and attitudes. Recognising that
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teacher education through its mandate of preparing teachers for their educational work
plays an important support role for this educational undertaking, the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) initiated in 1998 and has
been supporting effort for reorienting teacher education towards sustainability, which
was followed by the formation of an international network of teacher education institu-
tions (McKeown & Hopkins, 2007). The literature on reorienting teacher education
towards sustainability around the world highlights promising exemplars, but it also
paints a picture of very slow progress (Sims & Falkenberg, 2014). With a number of im-
portant institutional challenges to such a reorientation towards sustainability (Hopkins &
McKeown, 2005), there is also the fundamental challenge for teacher education. This
paper engages with this latter challenge through a case study of one student teacher and
the development of her ìecological selfî. The next section will outline the theoretical
framework for the case study, which will involve the notions of the self of a teacher
more generally and a teacherís ecological self, more specifically.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework that underlies the case study reported upon in this paper
has two components: the first one deals with the notion of a teacherís self and its role in
teacher education, but the second one concerns what has been called a personís ìecolo-
gical selfî (Naess, 1987/1995), a notion we want to expand to a ìteacherís ecological
selfî. We shall outline the two components of the framework in turn.

A Teacherís Self and Its Role in Teaching and Teacher Education

A teacherís identity and self have been identified as important constructs in teacher
education (Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004; Nias, 1993; Olsen, 2008). One particular
approach to a teacherís self that fits this perspective and that we like to draw upon as
part of our studyís theoretical framework is Korthagenís (2004, 2013) ìonion model,î
which he conceptualises as ìa model of levels of changeî (Korthagen, 2004, p. 80),
which we look at as a model of the different layers that make up a teacherís self. There
are five such layers that are ordered from ìoutsideî to ìinsideì, hence, the ìonionî
model: a teacherís behaviour; a teacherís competencies; a teacherís beliefs; a teacherís
identity and a teacherís mission. Thus, a teacherís self is characterised by his/her beha-
viour, competencies, beliefs, identity and mission. The image of the layers of an onion
make two central features of a teacherís self clear, features that we adopt as part of our
theoretical framework: that all layers are ìtouchingî each other, either directly or indi-
rectly; and that it is more difficult to get at the inner layers than the outer layers. A
teacherís ìbehaviour, his or her being is grounded in an awareness of self, mission and
core qualitiesî (Korthagen, Hoekstra, & Meijer, 2014, p. 80). There is a certain alignment
between the layers: for instance, oneís mission as a teacher should be aligned or in
harmony with oneís beliefs about teaching and learning, and those beliefs should be
aligned with oneís behaviour. The problems here is that the ìself concepts are quite
resistant to changeî (Korthagen, 2004, p. 83).

It is obvious what important role a teacherís self, as conceptualised in such a way,
plays for a teaching practice and also for professional development of a teacher. In
order to align the ìlayersî of a teacherís self, a teacherís behaviours, competency develop-
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ment and beliefs need to be aligned with his/her mission and identity as a teacher and a
person. This means that teaching cannot be seen as being solely a matter of a teacherís
behaviour and competency, but also as a matter of his/her beliefs, identity and mission.
This also makes clear the important role a student teacherís self plays for the design and
practice of a teacher education programme that wants to impact a student teacherís
teaching practice: the programme cannot only focus on the student teacherís teaching
behaviour and his/her teaching competencies, but must also give consideration to his/
her beliefs, identity and even mission (in life and teaching).

The Ecological Self and Its Role in Teaching and Teacher Education

Hedlund-de Witt (2013a, b) suggests that an understanding of worldviews ñ which
we can understand as a construct made up of the three inner layers of a personís self: a
mission, an identity and beliefs ñ has a major role in addressing our highly complex,
multifaceted, interwoven, planetary sustainability issues. She draws attention to the
understanding of several authors (Hulme, 2009; Vonk, 2011) that worldviews are a
ìroot-causeî of our sustainability challenges. Worldviews are clearly important in
searching for solutions to the problems our societies are facing.

This perspective gives rise to the notion of ìecological selfî, which is at the core of
the deep ecology movement (Dregenson & Inoue, 1995), which started with Naess
(1973). The ecological self is a deepened and widened self whose identity (the second
inner layer) is one that identifies with oneís natural ecology into which one is embedded
so that any destruction of that natural ecology is a destruction of oneís self (Naess,
1987/1995).

The role of the ecological self in teaching and teacher education becomes clear
when one draws on Sterlingís (2001) dichotomy between a mechanistic (instrumental)
and a holistic (ecological) view of the world, which, in turn, leads to a dichotomy in the
view of teaching and learning between a mechanistic (instrumental) and a holistic
(ecological) view of educational values (Table 1) and teaching and learning (Table 2).

Table 1
Mechanistic and Ecological/Holistic Educational Paradigms (Sterling, 2001)

Mechanistic View Ecological/Holistic View

Preparation for economic life Participation in all dimensions of the sustainability tran-
sition-social, economic, environmental

Selection or exclusion Inclusion and valuing of all people

Formal education Learning throughout life

Knowing as instrumental value Being/becoming (intrinsic/instrumental values)

Competition Co-operation, collaboration

Socialization, integrating to fit Autonomy-in-relation

Effective learning Transformative learning

Standardisation Diversity with coherence

Accountability Responsibility

Specialisation Integrative understanding

Faith in ìthe systemî Faith in people

Modernity Ecological sustainability
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Table 2
Mechanistic and Ecological/Holistic Views of Teaching and Learning (Sterling, 2001)

Mechanistic View Ecological View

Transmission Transformation

Product oriented Process, development, action oriented

Emphasis on teaching Integrative view: teachers also learners, learners also
teachers

Functional competence Functional, critical and creative competencies valued

View of learner

As a cognitive being As a whole person with full range of needs and capacities

Deficiency model Existing knowledge, beliefs and feelings valued

Learners largely undifferentiated Differentiated needs recognised

Valuing intellect Intellect, intuition and capability valued

Logical and linguistic intelligence Multiple intelligences

Teachers as technicians Teachers as reflective practitioners and change agents

Learners as individuals Groups, organisations and communities also learn

Table 1 and Table 2 illustrate how different the teaching behaviours and compe-
tencies, i.e. outer layers of a teacherís self, match the mechanistic inner self from those
that match the ecological, holistic inner self. The ecological self that addresses relevant
worldview requires quite different competencies and behaviours from teachers, and,
thus, also different approaches to teacher education.

The study that we report upon in this paper is a case study of the emerging ecological
self of one particular student teacher enrolled in a particular masterís degree teacher
education programme. The theoretical framework ñ the notion of a teacherís self and
the notion of the ecological self ñ was used as the framework for designing the case
study and as a lens through which the data were analysed.

Methodology

The case study reported upon in this paper is part of a broader, longitudinal study
investigating the student teachersí emerging ecological self while enrolled in a teacher
education programme. We consider the case we report upon in this paper a critical case
(Yin, 2009), which allows us to better understand what the emerging ecological self in
student teachers could look like. Such an understanding would be of great benefit to the
educational endeavour of reorienting teacher education towards sustainability.

The female student teacher presented in this case study, whom we gave the pseudo-
nym Marygold for the purpose of the study, attended a teacher education programme
at a Baltic university at the time the data for the study were collected. Marygold, as one
of the participants of the broader study, was selected to take part in the study. The aim
of the broader study was to investigate what personal and professional identities/selves
student teachers bring into teacher education by looking at studentsí views towards
teaching, learning and nature.

The data for the broader study consisted of written responses to open-ended ques-
tions and semi-structured group and individual interview data. The broader, longitudinal
study, from which the data for the case study were drawn, involved nine student teachers
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and collected data during a four-year-period, starting at the beginning of their studies
and ending with the final year of their studies, leaving out the final year of the masterís
thesis work. After an initial analysis of the data, during the third year of studies, Marygold
stood out as a critical case for the study of the emerging ecological self in student
teachers, so much so that we decided to report on her case separately in this paper as a
critical case study. The data for this case study were drawn from that part of the broader
study that investigated the student teachersí worldviews and attitudes related to pedagogy
and nature. For this part of the study, the written open-ended questions (OEQ) included
questions about the understanding of learning and teaching, description of a favorite or
ideal teacher, personal memories of school, motivation and mission to become a teacher.
The questions of the semi-structured interviews (INT) aimed at a deeper discussion of
the student teachersí understanding of learning and teaching, their views of the qualities
and competencies of good teachers and what they would consider their mission in
becoming a teacher is.

For the data analysis, first, the written text responses to open-ended questions and
the transcribed interview data were read several times to find emerging themes. Inductive
content analysis was used in order to categorise themes emerging from the text data,
which then were reduced to the main categories (Mayring, 2000). Using the theoretical
framework outlined above, categories concerning attitudes towards nature and pedagogy
were unified as aspects of a central category to be investigated.

Findings and Discussion

The findings section is divided into two parts, reflecting the two aspects of our
theoretical framework. The first section will describe and discuss the findings linked to
Marygoldís teacher self with a focus on the three inner layers of a teacherís self: a mis-
sion, an identity and beliefs. The second section will describe and discuss the findings
linked to Marygoldís ecological self.

A Teacherís Self: A Mission, an Identity and Beliefs

Marygold comes from a family of teachers (ìI was really proud of themî, she
says.), so her background has given a certain level of understanding of a teacherís work.
A mission of her life ñ what inspires her as a future teacher ñ is to be as good a teacher
as her favourite teacher, who makes students think, develops their worldviews and
guides their development. The quotation also suggests a number of beliefs that Marygold
holds about teaching: teaching is about making students think, developing their world-
views and guiding their development; being a teacher is like being a parent of oneís
students. Beliefs and mission seem to be well-aligned, as Korthagen (2013) has suggested
is the case for those teachers who ìteach from withinî.

When I was little, I thought that teaching was a very appreciated job, with a
mission, because some of my motherís students were practically like the mem-
bers of our family... My favourite teacher could make us think, contemplate
on things, she managed to develop our worldviews... (for me) teaching is
guiding, being an example, supporting childrenís development. I would like
to be as my favourite teacher was. The aim of that is to see good sides and
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potential in every student and helping them to develop this potential better...
A teacher is still like another mother for a child, not directly, but still indirectly...
She should be a well-educated person... I mean know her subject, but knowing
also about greater, worldly matters... I am actually really eager to see how I
manage with that. (Marygold, OEQ)

Marygoldís experience of her motherís students being like family members seems
to have shaped her belief that teachers should be like the parents of her students. Niasís
(1989) remark on Peztalozzi, who suggested that a teacher should live and work among
his/her pupils, seems to have been a reality in Marygoldís motherís case.

Marygold refers to her being abroad for a longer period, opening her eyes to what
teaching and learning should really be, comparing the experience to what she had at
school.

When I was in primary school and in secondary school, I thought that this is
how things should be [teachers teach and students learnby heart], but after
that ... my eyes opened. I saw that teaching can be approached differently.
... well... I am very demanding, and I never actually accuse anyone, but... I
think that a teacher should be always an example for students. And a student
should be striving to be exemplary... This makes teaching so much easier for
a teacher and, actually, for a student as well. I have had such teachers.
(Marygold, INT)

This quotation illustrates well how certain kinds of life experiences ñ in Marygoldís
case, experiences of teaching and learning abroad ñ can shape a student teacherís beliefs
about teaching and, as in Marygoldís case, her mission in life (to become a teacher who
is like her favourite teacher). Marygold is striving to be an example to her students.
Being demanding, as she says, shows that she is not ready to compromise on important
matters like learning; this also is part of her identity as a teacher, who she is in her work
as a teacher.

The few quotations illustrate our understanding of Marygoldís teacher self ñ her
mission, identity and beliefs about teaching and being a teacher. The next section will
use the data from Marygold to illustrate an emergent ecological self as outlined in the
theoretical framework.

A Teacherís Ecological Self

The following tables use data collected from Marygold to illustrate how Marygoldís
self fits well with the ecological/holistic educational paradigm identified by Sterling
(2001) and referenced above (Table 1) as well as with Sterlingís (2001) ecological view
of teaching and learning (Table 2). Accordingly, Marygoldís understanding is differen-
tiated into the categories (Table 3).
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Table 3
Marygold: Ecological/Holistic Educational Paradigm

Ecological/Holistic Values

Inclusion and valuing of all people
The aim of that is to see good sides and potential in every student and helping to develop this
potential better. (Marygold, OEQ)

Being/becoming (intrinsic/instrumental values)
I think educating means helping the student to find his/her path. (Marygold, OEQ)

Co-operation, collaboration
It (learning) could be like everything is... like worked through together (by a teacher and
students). (Marygold, OEQ)

Autonomy-in-relation
... it was not like that you got some real insights, a greater understanding... I didnít like it.
Maybe others want to study like that, but I donít. Referring to her decision about career
choice. (Marygold, INT)

Integrative understanding
I mean knowing her subject, but knowing also greater, worldly matters. (Marygold, INT)

Faith in people
When I wake up in the morning and think that all people are good and the sun is shining and
today is a wonderful morning... and I just go and take a walk. This worldview seems naive
and too young, but this is how I can manage with life. This thought actually scares me now-
if I would think ill thoughts about people. Iíll try to see good in everyone; if there is a bad-
behaving child, then there is a reason for that. No person is born bad. They grow to be like
that. This is what I think. (Marygold, INT)

Table 4 gives a summary of Marygoldís holistic understanding of what teaching
and learning is or should be.

Table 4
Marygold: Ecological/Holistic View of Teaching and Learning

Ecological View on Learning and Pedagogy

Transformation
I think educating means helping the student to find his path. ... what you are good at and
how to (benefit) from it in the future. (Marygold, OEQ)

As a whole person with full range of needs and capacities
The aim of that is to see good sides and potential in every student and helping to develop this
potential better. (Marygold, OEQ)

Differentiated needs are recognised.
For example, if a student likes to read, he/she can get knowledge and background
information, which is very important to ground the knowledge, by reading. Or when some
other student likes to put everything down in writing ... so ... how and in what way ... all this.
(Marygold, OEQ).

Teachers as reflective practitioners and change agents
My favourite teacher could make us think, contemplate on things, she managed to develop
our worldviews (for me) teaching is guiding, being an example, supporting a childís
development. (Marygold, OEQ)

Groups, organisations and communities also learn, and teachers are learners too.
(Learning) could be like everything is... like working through together. New alternatives are
seen, problems are solved, not created instead. (Marygold, OEQ)
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In exploring further Marygoldís ecological self, we focus on one particular aspect
of her ecological self, namely her relationship with nature, which is central to Naessís
(1987/1995) understanding of the ecological self. Marygoldís relationship with nature
as an integral component of her ecological self emerges in her stories when she discusses
everyday life and her attitude towards nature. Knowledge about nature comes from her
childhood, as her mother introduced her to different species during long walks in natural
environment. Marygold confesses that she is actually afraid of being in nature alone,
explaining that she is not used to it and that she has not had the chance to be alone in
nature so much. At the same time, she longs for a deeper experience and wants to spend
more time in nature, practicing this connectedness. Despite being afraid, she is aware of
the reasons for it, and she sees the value of connectedness, understands the need for
developing it.

Someday, I would like to live in connection with nature. I think the more we
consume, the worse and I am really in favour of everything [that protects
nature]... but I think that we have not yet come to the situation where people
and nature can unite. We just donít have... the world has to change for that.
I believe that these changes will occur; just a lot of time has to pass, maybe
200 or 300 years. I donít believe my eyes will actually see an ideal world.
(Marygold, INT)

Marygold sees the separation from nature as being something unnatural and con-
siders modern lifestyles a cause for this separation, but she also hopes that the situation
will change. The ideal world for her is when people feel connected with nature. This
reflects the core idea of Naessís (1987/1995) notion of the ecological self, which is even
more explicitly expressed in the following description.

I think that a human being and nature have been separated so much now,
that humans begin to change into something else. We shall evolve and develop
into something different than we would be if we lived in harmony with nature.
Well, you can see it, really, sure. Even our reflexes change and everything.
People cannot see things in depth, they cannot concentrate, just to be there...
I myself, I am not perfect at all. I think, today, being eco-friendly is a full-
time job, to be with nature in our times. There is a long way to go... but I
totally enjoy and value those moments when I can leave my phone or there is
no connection ñ this is a wonderful and comfortable reality then. (Marygold,
INT)

Looking at the separation of people from nature, she sees it as an unnatural process
that changes the very core of being a human. Despite worrying that she is not able to see
how the connection can be restored, she sees hopeful tendencies. When it comes to
other people, Marygold prefers to search for good qualities in them. There is always a
reason, a set of environmental factors that negatively influence peopleís actions and
behaviors.

When I wake up in the morning, I think that all people are good and the sun
is shining and today is a wonderful morning... and I just go and take a walk.
This worldview seems naive and too young, but this is how I can manage
with life. This thought actually scares me now ñ if I would think bad thoughts
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about people. Iíll try to see good in everyone; if there is a bad-behaving child,
then there is a reason for that. No person is born bad. They grow to be like
that. This is what I think. (Marygold, INT)

In the next quotation she talks about the inner beliefs of her ecological self; she sees
that the ìGreater Beingî is in every one of us, which is a view often found in the deep
ecology movement (Berry, 1988), as well as in the literature on the role of spirituality in
education (Miller, 2000). While not always explicitly linked to the literature on
spirituality, Marygoldís view is connected with whole systems thinking that is influencing
stewardship (Senge, 1990; Senge, Smith, Kruschwitz, Laur, & Schley, 2008).

I believe in myself. I believe there is something greater inside me. When some
people pray to God, I ask for those things for myself. I ask to be better, I ask
for more dignity, to be more pretty... whatever. This is with everything, it is
so special really, that we talk, communicate, are alive. This is so much bigger
than that. And it all is in us. It is also, in the same way, special, as we wake up
in the morning and use this incredible day, what has been given to us, what
we are supposed to be happy about. Either we talk about the neighbour all
day (referring to meaningless chat about other people), or we do what we
really like to do (referring to meaningful actions one should do). In a real
way... (Marygold, INT)

The feeling of oneness she expresses here, that all people share something that is
the same, reflects the altruistic self very well. Naess (1987/1995) speaks about as a core
aspect of the ecological self. The importance of an individualís effort for the greater
good is linked to the point that Makrakis and Kousoulas-Makrakis (2012) made about
teaching and creating a teacher education curricula. They stress that we should bear in
mind that the learners have to be able to transform themselves and society, which
makes it especially important to address the notion of self in the context of teacher
education for sustainability. Also, Marygold seems to understand that everything we
do or say may have a far broader influence on the world; again a view inherent in the
scholarship of whole systems.

Conclusion

As it has been stated, reorienting teacher education towards sustainability has been
recognised as an important approach to address the urgent need for sustainable develop-
ment, i.e., creating and sustaining the conditions for current and future generations to
live well on the Earth. The work by deep ecologists like Naess (1973) provides an under-
standing of the importance of our selves (particularly our mission in life, our identity
and our beliefs) for creating and sustaining those conditions. Thus, the concern for
developing our ecological selves, as conceptualised by deep ecologists like Naess, 1987/
1995, needs to become an important focus for reorienting teacher education for sustain-
ability. While Sterling (2001) provides a conceptual framework for a greater understanding
teachersí ecological selves, the question about what those ecological selves actually look
like in teachers, why and how they emerge remain unanswered. When analysing data
for the broader study mentioned above, Marygoldís responses stood out as what we
would consider a critical case for a deeper understanding what a developing ecological
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self in student teachers might look like. Our analysis and discussion on her response
data from the broader study, we hope, provides a helpful case study of a developing
teacherís ecological self for the purpose of addressing issues related to the development
of teacher education towards sustainability. We think that this case study can do so in
two important ways. First, the core layers of a student teacherís ecological self-mission,
identity and beliefs, as identified in the core refection approach to teacher education
(Korthagen, 2013), have been illustrated through the personal story of a particular
student teacher. This illustration, through a concrete case, can help sensitise teachersí
educators to the qualities that characterise an ecological self in terms of oneís mission,
identity and beliefs. It seems to us that being sensitised as a teachersí educator to those
qualities is a prerequisite for working with student teachers with the goal of reorienting
teacher education towards sustainability. Murray (2011) has made a strong argument
for the importance of ìthe sustainable selfî for education for sustainable development.
In his book ìSustainable Selfî, he provides pedagogical models and concrete methods
to approach the construction of sustainable self during the learning process.

Our case study can also support the design of further studies on evolving student
teachersí identities. Of course, one case study does not provide enough evidence to make
profound conclusions or suggestions, but it enables readers to consider different aspects
when we discuss more diverse studies in the field. A second way in which we think our
critical case study can support reorienting teacher education towards sustainability is
by providing a concrete illustration of the theoretical framework provided by deep
ecologists for reorienting teacher education for sustainability. Marygoldís responses
illustrate what Naessís (1987/1995) notion of the ecological self can look like in the
context of teaching, and they illustrate what Sterlingís (2001) ecological/holistic educa-
tional paradigm and ecological view on learning and pedagogy mean. We suggest that
these theoretical frameworks are of great importance to a systematic approach to
reorienting teacher education towards sustainability, thus having an illustrative example
for those theoretical constructs could be helpful ñ also for future studies on evolving
student teachersí identities.

Reorienting teacher education towards sustainability means that teacher education
programmes need to work ìfrom withinî (Korthagen, Kim, & Greene, 2013) with
student teachersí selves, and a clear understanding of what ecological selves ìlook likeî
can represent an important aspect of such work from within.
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Abstract

We argue that sustainability challenge is a question about our values, morality, 
our worldviews and disconnection from nature which is sometimes radically 
noted as ‘castrating’ us from Nature. We question and revisit the very foundations 
of our knowing of and about Nature, ourselves and the World. Basically, we 
turn to deep ecological thought and its implications to ESE. One of the most 
prominent questions in our turn concerns the sense of educational aims based on 
the fundamental commitments of anthropocentric and dualistic conceptions of 
human-non-human relation in the Western metaphysics. At the level of ontology 
our turn to deep ecological thought requires that the relation between human 
and non-human beings must be re-interpreted. We will argue for the new sense 
of ontology as the basis for re-thinking educational aims in a sphere of ecological 
responsibility. Arne Naess’s philosophy of deep ecology and Maurice Merleau-
Ponty´s late ontology of flesh (chair) will be utilized as one of the main sources 
in our re-interpretation of human and non-human-relation and its implications 
to education. Our purpose to re-think the basis of educational aims requires 
the critical re-understanding of the conception of human subjectivity with its 
commitments to temporality. At the end of the chapter transformative learning 
approach in the context of teacher education for ESE are addressed.

Keywords: environmental and sustainability education, deep ecology, education 
philosophy, teacher ecological self

Introduction

We are too often seduced or manipulated to generalize or simplify the attempt to 
transform education by mechanistic, instrumental means e.g. more complicated 
standardization, more use of educational technology or a long array of diverse 
learning methods. We are in a constant process of transformation, our inventions 
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and ideas evolve and spiral sometimes in radical terms which makes us wonder, 
where should the heart and core of such a change lie. If our human inventions and 
systems often prove to be faulty after certain periods of time, if some approaches 
and values, we have prioritized earlier prove as misleading, what is this ‘something’ 
that we and our children need to know and learn? Even the language we are 
using to learn and to communicate with each other contains certain coding 
that is rooted in specific metaphors, repeating those patterns that contribute to 
degrading of the Earth’s natural systems and an anthropocentric view of human/
nature relationships (Bowers 2002, p. 1). As Bowers adds many educators have 
acquired their primary body of knowledge in one of the sciences or are dependent 
upon curriculum materials based on scientific studies, so they unconsciously base 
their thinking (and the curriculum) on the same root metaphors that are taken-
for-granted within different segments of the scientific community. They reproduce 
in their teaching not only the root metaphors but also the silences and reductionist 
thinking of their parent field (p.5).

All such considerations become ever more challenging and critical as we face 
the fact that we seem to have no time to enter into decades-long debates over 
precise terminology, conceptual clarity and factual knowledge-building in 
separate disciplines. As Gladwin et al. (1995) second, ‘we as scholars dealing with 
sustainability must accept the interpenetration of observable fact and humanly 
assigned value, the hazy lines between description and prescription and the twin 
filters of scientific viability and policy usefulness inherent in this value laden topic. 
Sustainability may lie beyond and after the fact’ (p. 878). Gladwin et al. (1995) 
note that it is impossible to achieve ecological sustainability under conditions 
of social and economic unsustainability (p. 888), seeking balance between those 
dimensions is a task by itself. Our argumentation relies on the understanding that 
by connecting to our ecological identities our decisions, our behaviour, our actions 
start gradually transforming towards more balanced, sustainable ones in every 
field of human activity. Deeper empathy and consideration of nature, recalling to 
our organic (Maslow 1973), natural, ecological Self (Naess 2008), understanding 
and practicing this connection may lead us to the very transformation of our 
worldviews, values, behaviour and action needed today in every sphere of human 
life. It is not only the question how well we are able to recognize and describe 
nature, see benefit in usage or understand the need of environment protection 
but it is the awareness of our own dependence on nature, how our well-being, 
our health, our mentality, our sanity and functioning is dependent on diverse and 
flourishing ecosystems. Sensing and appreciating this dependence may lead us 
to realization that by defending nature, we defend ourselves. This is the mind-
set we would carefully question and reconsider. We would like to investigate the 
process of identification with nature and with other beings as contributing to self-
realization of all, since this brings into focus not despair, fear of destruction or 
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death- and a need to protect nature because of that- but a satisfying and rewarding 
journey towards self-realization. Beside Arne Naess’s philosophy of deep ecology 
we utilize Maurice Merleau-Ponty´s late ontology of flesh (chair) as one of the 
main sources in our re-interpretation of human and non-human-relation and its 
implications to education. Our purpose to re-think the basis of educational aims 
requires the critical re-understanding of the conception of human subjectivity 
with its commitments to Nature. We address the ecological identification process 
as a transformational learning journey for a Teacher and try to find trails for 
ontological, epistemological and methodological modelling in the context of 
ESD/ESE. We are not separating the terms ‘identity’ and ‘self ’ or personal and 
professional identity in the present discussion since the aim here is not to bring 
more confusion to the terms which are addressed in relation to teacher identity 
by many other authors e.g. Beijaard et al. (2004).

Ontological considerations

Sustainability challenge, at its core, is a question related to our identity dimensions- 
values, morality, our worldviews and disconnection from Nature as agreed by 
myriad of authors (e.g. Bowers 1995, Harding 2013, Jones et al. 2010, Kasemir et 
al. 2003, Macy 2007, Naess 1987/1995, Orr 1994, Parker 2012). Paul Shrivastava, 
in his article about greening organizational studies (1994) takes even more radical 
stand, stating that our modern thinking and lifestyles have led us being ‘castrated’ 
from nature which forms also the source of the quality of our lives. People and their 
mission, aims in life are sometimes under-estimated, yet fundamental components 
in every process of change, where education is a way for constructing ‘moral 
subjectivity’. David Orr (1994) criticises our existing educational systems saying 
that toward the natural world it emphasises theories, not values, abstraction rather 
than consciousness, neat answers instead of questions and technical efficiency 
over conscience (p. 8). The vicious circle of the fragmented, mechanistic mind-
set is evident in education because its ‘double essence’ both as socialization 
and individualization education. As socialization education it is a means for 
reproducing the existing conceptions as ‘pre-given’ into our daily life. Therefore 
it constitutes an essential reproducing of Western metaphysics engaged with the 
anthropocentric conceptions of subjectivity. As such, education forms a wicked 
problem in itself. Particular kind of education, striving towards decency and human 
survival may save us, according to Orr (1994). Critical questioning here is not only 
about our position in natural environment but remembering nature in us which 
leads towards the discussion of a particular self, more ecological, holistic teacher 
self. Such a task seems overwhelming and complex, raising multitude of questions. 
One of the most prominent answers to those questions concerns the sense of 
educational aims based on the fundamental commitments of anthropocentric and 
dualistic conceptions of human-non-human relation in the Western metaphysics. 
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The problem of unsustainability is often connected to the Western, mechanistic 
worldview, discussed by many authors (e.g. Capra 1983, 1996, Harding 2013, 
Sterling 2001). The self-realization of a teacher ecological self must be based on 
a new ontology of education with its implications to the constitution of moral 
subjectivity. In fact, the basis of Western metaphysics, hence the basis of education 
must be re-interpreted. This endeavour requires the critical re-understanding of 
our being in the world. At the level of ontology our turn to deep ecological thought 
requires that the relation between human and non-human beings must be re-
interpreted. In his posthumously published work ‘The Visible and the Invisible’ 
Merleau-Ponty has intended to go beyond the traditional philosophical concepts 
with their dualistic connotations. He introduces his fundamental ontological 
concept ‘Flesh’ which is both a metaphor of the whole being and, at the same time, 
the concrete description of the visible and tangible world. We find in his notion of 
Flesh the ontological possibility of the ‘self ’, the ‘world’ and the relations between 
them (Coles 1992, p. 112). Merleau-Ponty describes the body as an element of 
‘Flesh’. It is as ‘Flesh’ that it perceives the world and itself. But the Flesh of the body 
is also the Flesh of the world. Merleau-Ponty indicates a ‘kinship’ between them. 
In Merleau-Ponty’s ontology ‘Flesh’ is ‘an element, concrete emblem of a general 
manner of being’ (Dillon 1988, p. 150). This makes possible that the sensible world 
emerges through their communion. Indeed, the communication between the self 
and the world is possible only because, in a general sense, they are of the same 
Flesh. In our pre-objective relation to the world we have a direct and immediate 
experience of nature. As carnal beings we are intertwined with nature which is our 
source of being and the origin of our all experiences. Primordially our thoughts 
come forth from nature (pre-objective world) and nature expresses itself through 
our thoughts remaining always ultimately transcendent for us. To reconsider the 
being of nature is also to reconsider our own being, and the moment where the 
being of nature and of the human cross (Toadvine 2009, p. 20, p. 108, p. 109).

In describing body’s original intertwining with the world Merleau-Ponty utilizes 
Edmund Husserl’s term Ineinander (Merleau-Ponty 2003), in English intertwining. 
This term refers to the core of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of nature. Merleau-
Ponty defines Ineinander as the inference of the self in the world and of the 
world in the self, of the self in the other and the other in the self (Merleau-Ponty 
2003). Animality and human being are given together, within a whole of Being. 
Approaching both the animal and the human by way of ‘natural being’ allows him 
to recognize an irreducible Ineinander, an intertwining of animality and humanity 
(Merleau-Ponty 2003, Toadvine 2009). It is not possible to set the strict ontological 
and hierarchical distinctions between the human beings and the non-human 
beings. So, the relation of the human and animality is not hierarchical, but lateral 
relation, an overcoming that does not abolish a strange kinship between the human 
and non-human in their common intertwining with Flesh (Merleau-Ponty 2003, 
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Toadvine 2009). Arne Naess’ work adds to such ontology. Naess is known for his 
personal philosophy, Ecosophy T (indicating Tvergastein, a Norwegian mountain 
where he found connection and inspiration for his life and work) and the notion of 
ecological self. According to Naess, everyone should strive towards own, personal 
philosophy for greater connection with nature. His work reminds us of an ancient 
understanding, a perennial philosophy, that we are children of Mother Earth and 
the source of our constant dissatisfaction, depression and restless search in life 
is not a hunger for more consumer goods or a more influential position but a 
yearning for more balanced and connected life with and in nature, with all other 
fellow beings. Self-actualization can be gained only when we understand that it can 
be fully achieved through contributing to the self-actualization of others (Maslow 
1973), including non-human beings (Naess 1987/1995). The individual who sees 
the world in a holistic, ecological perspective will have potentials to transcendence 
her/his ego-centric individuality toward the ecological self. We clarify the usage of 
the terms ‘ecological’ and ‘holistic’ here. In our understanding, supported e.g. also 
by the work of Stephen Sterling (2011) the terms ‘ecological’ and ‘holistic’ form 
synonyms in the present discussion, where we see ‘ecological’ as a intertwined 
with the principle of connectedness, whole systems approach. Kathia Laszlo 
uses the term ‘Systems Being’, as referring to a person who practices lived whole 
systems thinking and describes it as an embodiment of a new consciousness, an 
understanding that we cannot survive alone but only when we work for other 
species and the planet as well. Empathy, love, indigenous wisdom, our forgotten 
heritage becomes more and more eminent in this discourse. ‘The expression of 
systems being is an integration of our full human capacities. It involves rationality 
with reverence to the mystery of life, listening beyond words, sensing with our 
whole being, and expressing our authentic self in every moment of our life. The 
journey from systems thinking to systems being is a transformative learning 
process of expansion of consciousness – from awareness to embodiment.’ (Laszlo 
2011). Attending to other beings, to nature with utmost care and respect lies also 
in the centre of the notion of an ecological self where our evolving ecological 
selves do not make us sacrifice something important but instead lead us towards 
more fulfilling, happy life in balance with nature (Naess 2005). An ecological self 
is a deepened self of a person who feels and understands that any destruction 
of that natural ecology is a destruction of one’s self (Naess 1987/1995). Naess is 
comparing a metaphysical dimension of this process to Gandhian ethics where 
respecting the right for self-realization of all beings forms an internal relation 
between self-realization, and bio-spherical egalitarianism. He compares it to the 
striving for ‘becoming somebody’ in the quest for a competitive job or successful 
position in the society driven by consumerist, economic thought. He says ‘To 
identify self-realization with the ego trip manifests a vast underestimation of 
the human self ’ (p. 91). The notion of ecological self lies beyond being empathic 
towards other life-forms, according to Naess. He describes the difference between 
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feeling compassionate towards somebody or something to ‘identifying’ oneself 
with the other. In fact, he somewhat distances himself from precise definitions of 
the Self to the whole ‘process of identification’. In our view, this approach helps 
to understand and conceptualize the construction and re-construction of teacher 
ecological self as a learning journey.

We are addressing the self-realization and identity construction of a teacher 
through the argumentation presented above which is rooted in the understanding 
that the current global crisis derives from our disconnectedness from Nature, 
separation from other beings, non-human and human, sentient and non-sentient, 
and as such narrows the understanding of self-realization, self-development 
into the borders of our narrow selves (jiva). We are arguing that the notion of 
an ecological self, coined by Arne Naess, can be viewed as compared to Atman, 
a supreme self, where our self-realization is deeply connected to nature and to 
the self-realization of other beings, human and non-human. The new sense of 
ontology forms the basis for re-thinking educational aims in a sphere of ecological 
responsibility. For example, we cannot expect to gain more sustainable futures if 
we continue our massive consumption by merely turning it into massive organic 
consumption. In fact, we can even accelerate the destruction by such a shallow 
approach because we continue being trapped in consumerist thinking. As Laszlo 
(2011) once more reminds us it does not matter how many green products we 
consume or how many solar panels we will install, we cannot live better if we do 
not transform ourselves, our choices, our values.

Teacher education and teacher ecological self

The critical figure carrying the seed of transformation is a person, a teacher, his/
her worldviews, values, beliefs form a lens through which different subjects e.g. 
physics, chemistry, mathematics, languages are interpreted and merged into 
transdisciplinary approach. Teachers are examples, carrying a message, a code 
in every text, written or oral, they produce. A teacher’s identity and mission 
contributes considerably to how a teacher interprets the world, gives meaning and 
purpose to his/her professional aims (Korthagen 2004), adds value and a certain 
angle to his/her teaching as well as signifies if s/he becomes a learner and also a 
teacher for sustainability transformation. Wals and Jickling (2002) second to that 
stating that teaching about sustainability requires the transformation of mental 
models also of those who teach (p. 227), e.g. also teacher educators should see 
themselves as learners on the road to transformation of self. This understanding is 
critical especially for re-orienting teacher education for sustainable development, 
which is some cases seems to be a too slow process (Sims and Falkenberg 2013), 
yet Korthagen et al. (2013) assure that teacher education should start with working 
‘from within’ with teacher identities so this task should not be taken lightly. We 
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argue that the notion of teacher ecological self could have a special place in teacher 
education curriculum in the context of ESE/ESD but this argument also includes 
the challenge to model an epistemological and methodological approach to such 
a learning journey. Re-connecting to our ecological selves asks for transformative 
turn in our learning. This is a question for transformation in teacher education in 
particular. Transformative learning in the context of ESE involves, among others, 
also our deep immersion in nature, especially intrinsic valuing of nature and more 
spiritual, intimate dimensions (Selby and Kagawa 2015). The work of Arjen Wals 
contributes to the understanding of teacher transformative learning process. Wals 
(2015) describes the development of sustainability competence, which he sees as 
Gestaltswitching, a switch between different mind-sets (gestalts): trans-cultural, 
trans-spatial, trans-disciplinary, trans-temporal and trans-human mind-sets. Our 
deeper understanding and relating to other beings means also understanding and 
relating to e.g. their contexts and situationality. We might add here that knowledge 
is remembered and transferred using social, spatial, temporal, ecological memory 
which means that all these dimensions and their connections, even beyond, 
should be present on the learning journey we are headed. Teacher ecological self 
is therefore an especially valuable construct since it connects one’s inner being, 
beliefs, mission and motivation to act towards a particular goal, e.g. sustainability 
with different gestalts. Korthagen’s well-known ‘onion model’ of levels of change 
(2004) of a teacher contributes to such an conceptualization, indicating the inter-
relatedness of a teacher’s behaviour, action, his/her deeper mission, identity 
and beliefs. Our mind-sets, our worldviews form an integral part of our identity 
construction and re-construction for that purpose and become one of critical 
questions ESE should aim at. Particular kind of mission connected with personal 
philosophy, particular kind of identity, particular sustainability competencies need 
negotiation, space and time during such transformative learning. Transformative 
learning recognizes also the role of feelings, other ways of knowing (intuition, 
somatic), and the role of relationships with others in the process (Taylor 2008, p. 
11). We continue the journey of transformative learning for ecological identity 
reconstruction and attempt to put this journey into the context of deep ecological 
thought. Mezirow (2000, p. 22) has identified 10 critical phases that characterize 
transformative learning, we may illustrate these phases with notions drawn from 
Deep Ecology Platform (Naess and Sessions 1984) and sustainability competences 
that could be linked to these phases, described by Arjen Wals (2010, 2015). This 
illustration (Table 1) illuminates the possibilities to develop an epistemological and 
methodological model for construction of teacher ecological self in the context 
of ESE, seeking connections between different learning phases, mind-sets and 
competencies.

This attempt indicates the constraints of entering into transformative and disruptive 
discourses. As we set the goal for the integrated ontological, epistemological and 
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Table 1. Transformative learning phases in the context of deep ecological mind-set 
and developing sustainability competence.

Mezirow’s phases of 
transformative learning

Context (Deep Ecology Platform) Sustainability 
competencies

A disorienting dilemma Seeing the world from the non-human 
perspective

trans-human 
competence

Self-examination with 
feelings of fear, anger, guilt 
or shame

Humans have no right to reduce the diversity 
of nature and human interference with the 
nonhuman world is excessive, causing the 
feelings of shame, guilt and anger

trans-cultural 
competence, trans-
human competence, 
trans-temporal 
competence

A critical assessment of 
assumptions

Change of existing policies and ideologies for 
appreciating life quality rather than higher 
standard of living

trans-cultural 
competence

Recognition that one’s 
discontent and the process 
of transformation are 
shared

Sharing the responsibility to act and 
participate in the attempt to implement 
necessary changes

trans-cultural 
competence

Exploration of options for 
new roles, relationships and 
actions

Sharing the responsibility to act and 
participate in the attempt to implement 
necessary changes. 

trans-cultural 
competence

Planning a course of action Policies must be changed according to 
ideological change

all sustainability 
competences

Acquiring knowledge and 
skills for implementing 
one’s plans

Diversity of lifeforms and appreciation of 
non –human life. The flourishing of human 
life and cultures is compatible with the 
flourishing of nonhuman life and requires a 
decrease in human population.

all sustainability 
competences

Provisional trying of new 
roles

Obligation to implement necessary changes all sustainability 
competences

Building competence and 
self-confidence in new roles 
and relationships

Obligation to implement necessary changes all sustainability 
competences

A re-integration into 
one’s life on basis of the 
conditions dictated by one’s 
new perspective

Seeing the world from the perspective of 
the planet and other beings, contributing to 
change by setting limits to human growth, 
appreciating life quality over standard of 
living

trans-human 
competence, trans-
cultural competence
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methodological modelling for ESE, focusing on the ecological self, we should 
continue our journey and include Sterling’s conceptualization of levels of learning 
as first order, second order and third order learning (Sterling 2010-2011, p. 25). 
Here, learning involves many levels of consciousness, where different levels interact 
(p. 23). Sterling refers to third level learning thinking as epistemic learning, that 
seeks a transformative paradigm change. Seeing our worldview rather than seeing 
with our worldview so that we can be more open to and draw upon other views 
and possibilities. Such a change should be aimed and attempted in every one of 
us, including the authors of the present chapter.

Paradigm change, change in consciousness is considered to be a transformative 
change, needed for sustainable futures. Sterling reminds us that transformative 
learning is challenging for the individual so we should appreciate the effort 
towards that direction rather than finding one answer for modelling that journey. 
It is also clear that designing models and approaches that provide opportunities 
for transformational learning is complex, both in the immediate learning situation 
but also in the context of dominant educational paradigms and structures that 
essentially are not themselves transformed or sufficiently critically reflexive. It 
also challenges predominant norms in teaching and learning policies and practices 
(Sterling 2010-2011, p. 29). We stand still on this journey, in this process now and 
try to gain insights of the value of such an attempt, designing an opportunity of 
collegial and co-operative learning of deep ecology discussion which was included 
into a particular teacher’s in-service training programme, the short illustrative 
insight of which we are sharing next.

Piloting deep-ecological learning journey

As an indication of practicality of deep ecological discussions we give some 
insights to a relevant research. We first discuss pilot study results from an in-
service training programme for teachers and then add the thoughts of one student 
teacher who participated in a longitudinal, 4 year study of a particular initial 
teacher education programme.

This very brief insight into the studies is synthesized from research findings 
and personal experience as a teacher, a project leader and facilitator. A two-
year in-service training programme for teachers and non-formal environment 
education specialists was introduced in 2013, supported by European Social Fund 
and Estonian Environmental Board. Primary, secondary and vocational school 
teachers of different subjects and headmasters participated in the programme 
which was designed based on four pillars of education- Learning to know, 
Learning to do, Learning to live together and Learning to be (UNESCO 1996) and 
the competences for educators in ESD (UNECE 2012). The training programme 
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consisted of 4 modules, with the volume of total 3 EAP and one module of the 
programme was specifically designed to include the topics of values, morality and 
deep ecology in the context of ESD. The study was conducted through 2013-2015 
to assess if and how such topics had an impact on teachers’ understanding of 
sustainable development (SD). 107 teachers answered the open-ended questions 
in the beginning of the course and 77 teachers at the end of the course. Answering 
the prior-course question about the understanding of the concept and term 
‘sustainable development’, 88.8% of the respondents expressed anthropocentric 
views, connecting sustainable development mainly to issues e.g. of more efficient 
resource use, environment protection or decreased consumption. Only 11.2% 
connected sustainability crisis to a problem of human values and disconnection 
from nature (Kesküll 2015). 77 people answered the same, a post-course open-
ended question. 33.7% described sustainable development as a concept related 
to values, sustaining all life on earth, whole systems. This result indicates that the 
number of teachers connecting sustainable development to the need to change 
our value-systems and re-connecting to nature nearly tripled when compared to 
the beginning of the course. This may have been due to the specific topics of 
sustainability values and deep ecology that was included in the programme as well 
as to specific deep ecological methods of reconnection, borrowed from Joanna 
Macy (2007, 2013). Of course, the overall design of the programme contributed to 
the outcome but during oral reflections with participants of the programme, they 
repeatedly stated that especially deep ecology and values’ discussions contributed 
to a broader, holistic understanding of sustainability and personal connectedness 
e.g. to ’everything is connected’ as was repeatedly mentioned.

More profound understanding of our being in the world was expressed by a young 
student teacher, Marygold, during in-depth interviews conducted during 4-year 
longitudinal study on initial teacher education programme (Raus and Falkenberg 
2015). Her reflections form a suitable ending to the present section:

‘I think that a human being and nature have been separated so much by now, that 
humans begin to change into something else. We shall evolve and develop into 
something different than we would be if we lived in harmony with nature. Even 
our reflexes change and everything. People cannot see things in depth, they cannot 
concentrate, just to be there…’

The quest for the self- becoming the teacher

A teacher contributes to the creation of an appropriate learning space and time for 
his/her students to address root causes of our sustainability crisis, since a teacher 
is often the interpreter of facts, carrier of values and mind-sets, serving as an 
example for students. Teacher education should start from reflections on evolving 

ht
tp

://
w

w
w

.w
ag

en
in

ge
na

ca
de

m
ic

.c
om

/d
oi

/p
df

/1
0.

39
20

/9
78

-9
0-

86
86

-8
46

-9
_6

 -
 M

ik
e 

Ja
co

bs
 <

ja
co

bs
@

w
ag

en
in

ge
na

ca
de

m
ic

.c
om

>
 -

 W
ed

ne
sd

ay
, F

eb
ru

ar
y 

21
, 2

01
8 

5:
03

:1
6 

A
M

 -
 W

ag
en

in
ge

n 
A

ca
de

m
ic

 P
ub

lis
he

rs
 I

P 
A

dd
re

ss
:3

7.
15

3.
22

2.
15

2 



Envisioning futures for environmental and sustainability education 113

 Chapter 6: Teacher ecological self – an ontological journey

a teacher ecological self since it is a teacher who conveys particular messages 
students implicitly and explicitly learn from. Metaphorically, we can say that a 
teacher is not teaching the subject but in many cases s/he teaches her/his self, 
where teacher identity becomes a bigger influence of the learning environment, 
than any tool or method. We cannot consider the teacher as a ‘teaching machine’ 
but a teacher him/herself forms a critical part of our societies and communities that 
need transformation. For us, the answer to the questions we asked above, derives 
from nature as well as our selves that sustain life on Earth. Replacing consumption 
as a source of satisfaction with another, even more satisfying and enlightening, 
is a key question for the field of education at large since students may question 
what we have to give up, sacrifice for such a Great Turning (Macy 2007) when 
becoming fully aware of the situation. This is not the case when we are discussing 
the returning home, returning to nature in our deeper re-considerations about 
the meaning and success of and in life, purpose of our work or striving towards 
physical, mental, psychological, emotional health. This is not going back to the 
caves but spiralling higher onto new, transformational levels of development for 
the future. Joanna Macy (1995) worries that ‘as a society we are caught between a 
sense of impending apocalypse and the fear of acknowledging it. In this ‘caught’ 
place, our responses are blocked and confused. The result is three widespread 
psychological strategies: disbelief, denial, and double life’ (p. 1), which do not help 
us in finding new solutions. Digging deeper and facing our true, ecological selves 
might. Sterling (2001) sees teachers as learners in a whole systems’ view so let’s 
continue this ontological, epistemological and methodological quest for more 
unity and cohesion instead of dissection and separation.

In the present chapter we attempted to illuminate the complex journey towards 
finding our ecological selves, we as teachers and educationalists. In our fragmented 
world, we are trying to contribute to the holistic approach of constructing our 
new identities as individuals, communities, as a global learning community 
for transformation. This journey is full of misunderstanding, confusion, 
misinterpretations, conflicts in concepts and structures, for such a limitation in 
our attempt we ask for your patience. Yet, for us, this journey is also a journey of 
love and such a privilege we are grateful, for having the opportunity to share it 
with You.
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