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Abstract
In both the school environment and teacher education, sustainable development is usually 
linked to the natural and social sciences and is rarely incorporated into language education or 
encouraged as part of language teacher education. As more research is needed on the practical 
implementation of sustainable development in language teaching and language teacher education, 
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this study elucidates Finnish pre-service language teachers’ perceptions of sustainability dimensions 
(i.e. ecological, economic, social, and cultural) and their role in language teaching. We used a 
questionnaire comprising open-ended and Likert-scale questions to examine pre-service language 
teachers’ perceptions of and attitudes towards themes under all sustainability dimensions, and 
their feeling about their ability to integrate them into their teaching. Pre-service teachers (n = 26) 
recognized the importance of the social and cultural dimensions in language teaching and felt 
more capable of addressing personal environmental actions than global problems in the language 
classroom. Some pre-service teachers produced concrete practices linking sustainability issues 
with language teaching, but they were mostly teacher-centred. The pre-service teachers did 
not link equality as tightly to the cultural and social aspects of language teaching as they did in 
their personal lives. These findings help in developing language teaching and teacher education 
programmes toward the educational sustainable development goals. Moreover, the questionnaire 
can be used to analyse the consideration of sustainability themes in language teaching and language 
teacher education.

Keywords
education for sustainable development, language teaching, language teacher education, pre-
service language teachers, sustainability

I Introduction

Sustainability, which entails actions towards a balance between human impact and the 
Earth’s environmental carrying capacity, plays an important role in changing the present 
and shaping the future. Ecological sustainability lays the foundation for human well-
being in all the other sustainability dimensions (social, cultural, and economic), which 
together form the basis for sustainable development as described in the United Nations 
Agenda 2030 (United Nations, 2015). Global topics in sustainability, including techno-
logical issues, have become a major challenge for teaching and teacher education (e.g. 
Evans et al., 2017). The need for sustainability education is widely recognized in many 
school subjects as a cross-curricular topic (Howard-Jones et al., 2021; Sund et al., 2020), 
except in the field of language education. However, language teaching has substantial 
potential for education for sustainable development because integrating sustainability 
education into language learning can provide language learners with a wide range of 
transferable skills (de la Fuente, 2022). Modern views of language emphasize its depend-
ence on reciprocal interaction and underline the communicative nature of language in its 
teaching and learning (Dufva et al., 2014; van Lier, 2008). Hence, several integrative and 
learner-oriented methods actively used in teaching languages are readily available for the 
effective integration of sustainability education, especially for fostering important sus-
tainability competencies.

Nowadays, becoming a language teacher requires a multitude of skills, including 
knowing how to prepare learners to face global issues, such as climate change and subse-
quent immigration. Therefore, it is important for future teachers to learn how to work in a 
multicultural and multilingual society while respecting the values of democracy and toler-
ance (e.g. Norberg, 2000; Scarino, 2022). UNESCO (Didham, 2018) named eight crucial 
sustainability competencies that learners should acquire through education: anticipatory, 
normative, strategic and collaboration competence, self-awareness, integrated problem-
solving, systems thinking, and critical thinking. In their research on transformative action 
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in sustainability education, Frisk and Larson (2011) formulated four key competencies to 
focus on: (1) systems thinking and an understanding of interconnectedness, (2) long-term, 
foresighted reasoning and strategizing, (3) stakeholder engagement and group collabora-
tion, and (4) action-orientation and change-agent skills. Language education has the tools 
to support the development of these types of sustainability competencies, but there is a 
need for more research to raise awareness of the possibilities for sustainability education 
and its development in language teaching.

In recent decades, a discussion has emerged on the growing importance of the role of 
language in education (e.g. Lwin & Silver, 2014). However, the role of language teach-
ing in creating a democratic and equal society (see, for example, Wagner et al., 2018) is 
often overlooked. Accordingly, in language teacher education programmes, more atten-
tion could be paid to the roles of language teachers, which are no longer restricted solely 
to language content but focus more on ‘educating responsive meaning makers in the 
world’ (Kubanyiova, 2020, p. 50). As teachers are viewed as being ‘agents of change’ 
(Bürgener & Barth, 2018; Weinberg et al., 2020), teacher education can offer solutions to 
such challenges. The teachers’ role in promoting the understanding of sustainability 
issues is of utmost importance because their choices in the classroom influence the stu-
dent’s experience (Öhman & Sund, 2021). While the role of teacher educators is to invite 
students to face and question their perceptions, beliefs, and values, this can be demand-
ing for teacher educators, who may have difficulty linking the teaching of values with 
education. Training future teachers as agents of change who prefer to support agency for 
children as one of the key skills of the future (Council of Europe [CoE], 2018; OECD, 
2022) can also be challenging.

As sustainable development in education has been highlighted by the United Nations in 
recent decades (United Nations, 2015), the number of studies concerning sustainability in 
teaching and teacher education has grown rapidly (see Evans et al., 2017). For instance, 
studies dealing with the role of sustainability issues in teacher education in Australia (Evans 
et al., 2017; Tomas et al., 2017) are numerous due to the magnitude of the local climate 
crisis (e.g. deforestation, loss of biodiversity, and increased fires). This area of study has 
also been receiving increasing attention in the European context (e.g. Gericke et al., 2020). 
Internationally, previous studies on the implementation of sustainability have so far mostly 
been conducted among mainstream pre-service (Evans et al., 2012; Tomas et al., 2017) and 
in-service subject teachers (Uitto & Saloranta, 2017; Sund & Gericke, 2020; Howard-
Jones et al., 2021; for a review, see Evans et al., 2017). However, few studies have exam-
ined pre-service and in-service language teachers’ knowledge and the implementation of 
sustainability in language teaching. Therefore, this study aims to fill that gap in the litera-
ture by elucidating Finnish pre-service language teachers’ perceptions of sustainability 
dimensions (i.e. ecological, economic, social, and cultural) and their role in language 
teaching. Moreover, we aim to identify how the pre-service teachers evaluate both the 
importance of sustainability in their personal lives and their abilities to integrate sustaina-
bility issues into their future profession as language teachers. The participants in this study 
(N = 32, of which a sample of n = 26 could be analysed in this study) were students majoring 
in eight languages in total, who will be qualified to teach their respective language at all 
educational levels after completing their master’s degree and completing a one-year (60 
credits) teacher education programme. In the following section, we focus on the role of 
sustainability education within education in general and discuss the implementation of 
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sustainable language teaching in language teacher education. In Section III we introduce 
our research questions, and in Section IV we discuss the methodology, data collection 
tools, and our data analysis. In Section V we present our data analysis and findings, and 
discuss their meaning and implications for language education.

II Literature review

1 Previous research on the implementation of sustainability education

The importance of sustainability competencies (Didham, 2018) lies in the assumption that 
they will enable learners to make decisions and take actions towards a more sustainable 
future. While some studies have examined these sustainability competencies and how they 
can be fostered (e.g. Frisk & Larson, 2011) or measured their efficacy (e.g. Boeve-de Pauw 
et al., 2015), many others have focused more on the sustainable content of teaching materi-
als (Mohammadnia & Moghadam, 2019). Because of the critical research debate concern-
ing whether development can be called sustainable (e.g. Sumner, 2008), Sund et al. (2020) 
used the concept of environmental and sustainability education, which merges environ-
mental education and education for sustainable development; by doing so, they take into 
consideration both sides of the debate without siding with one or the other.

At present, environmental citizenship, including sustainability issues, has been widely 
thematized in many countries in the national school curricula (e.g. Gericke et al., 2020), 
in higher education (e.g. Shephard, 2008; Shephard & Dulgar, 2015; Sterling, 2021; 
Weiss et al., 2021), and in teacher education (e.g. Evans et al., 2017). However, despite 
wide recognition of the need for sustainability education, its practical implementation 
still encounters various problems, such as a lack of expertise among teachers (see Monroe 
et al., 2013), and the distribution of time in the curriculum to discuss these issues. For 
instance, Howard-Jones et al. (2021) noted that, in general, there seems to be a lack of 
emphasis on engaging activities in curricula, even though topics relating to climate 
change, for example, have been found to be beneficial when teaching because they offer 
opportunities to link learning to personal experiences.

Teachers play a central role in the practical implementation of sustainability educa-
tion. When teaching sustainability, subject teachers work within the teaching traditions 
of their subject (for a review, see Sund & Gericke, 2021), and educators in different 
fields have reported avoiding issues related to climate change (see, for example, Bowers 
et al., 2016) because of their concerns about parents’ responses (Wise, 2010) or because 
they lack the required knowledge about climate change (Monroe et  al., 2013). It is 
thought that climate change can create concerns among learners, which might eventually 
lead to avoidance of the topic in the classroom. However, visual presentations (cartoons, 
films, drawings, etc.), role-plays, simulations, discussions, and inquiry-based activities 
that engage the learner have been found to be beneficial in the teaching of sustainability 
(e.g. Karpudewan et al., 2015; Porter et al., 2012; for a review, see Monroe et al., 2019). 
Notably, subject teachers implement curricular content in different ways, even when 
dealing with the same topic (Gericke et al., 2018). According to recent studies among 
Finnish and Swedish subject teachers (Borg et al., 2012; Sund & Gericke, 2020; Uitto & 
Saloranta, 2017), language teachers thematize sustainable issues less in their teaching 
than other subject teachers. One reason for this is that they do not consider these topics 
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relevant in teaching their own subject. In contrast with other subject teachers, language 
teachers tend to foster sustainability education by stressing communication, conveying 
procedural knowledge, offering complementary media materials, and using teaching 
methods that enhance problem-solving skills (Borg et al., 2012; Sund & Gericke, 2020; 
Uitto & Saloranta, 2017).

In the Finnish context, a large-scale survey study by Uitto and Saloranta (2017) exam-
ined Finnish lower secondary school subject teachers (N = 442) as educators of sustaina-
bility. Their findings showed that the most striking factor explaining the differences 
between teacher groups was that among subject teachers, language teachers incorporated 
sustainability issues the least and used a less holistic approach1 in their teaching than other 
teacher groups. Language teachers dealt mostly with sociocultural dimensions (i.e. cul-
tural heritage, cultural identity, and multiculturalism) in their teaching and seldom 
included ecological and economic issues. Because language teaching by default includes 
educating about different cultures and cultural differences related to the communities 
using the target language, it seems logical that cultural sustainability themes would be the 
easiest to incorporate into language teaching. In addition, as the core of language teaching 
is in communication and in the relationships between different language communities (see 
Cowley, 2011), it readily accommodates aspects of social sustainability, such as the lin-
guistic equity of minority language groups (e.g. Phillipson, 2000). However, themes 
related to the economy and the environment might be the most difficult to include, which 
is reflected in the responses given in Uitto and Saloranta’s (2017) study, where language 
teachers rated their knowledge of the cross-curricular theme ‘Responsibility for the envi-
ronment, wellbeing, and sustainable future’ lower than, for instance, biology and geogra-
phy teachers (Uitto & Saloranta, 2017; see also Borg et al., 2012).

A recent study by Howard-Jones et al. (2021) examined the views of primary and sec-
ondary teachers (N = 626) concerning climate change education in England. Although cli-
mate change is mentioned directly only in the National Curriculum for Science and 
Geography, the results showed that other subject teacher groups also used a cross-curricular 
approach to sustainability teaching. Furthermore, teachers in all subjects preferred the cross-
curricular approach. The consideration of climate change education is correlated with avail-
able resources. Although it was not clear how teachers in this study interpreted the term 
‘resources’, the researchers assumed that these might have included teaching materials, time 
for planning and cross-curricular collaboration, and professional development. The survey 
also examined the teachers’ views on which subject areas should be involved in climate 
change education. The findings showed that science and geography were the two subjects 
that teachers connected directly to climate change. The percentage of teachers favouring the 
inclusion of climate change education was 96% for science and 95.2% for geography, 
whereas only 23.2% of the teachers mentioned including climate change education in for-
eign language teaching, compared to 62.6% in English (i.e. their mother tongue).

In teacher training, sustainability education can easily be disregarded because it is not 
currently a compulsory component of teacher education programmes (Evans et al., 2017; 
Ferreira et al., 2007). Previous studies have indicated that the thematization of sustaina-
bility issues during teacher education programmes positively influences their implemen-
tation in teaching. For instance, in a study by Tomas et  al. (2017), the attitudes of 
Australian pre-service teachers towards education for sustainability were examined 
using a Likert scale questionnaire (N = 100) at the beginning and the end of the practicum 
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and through interviews with three pre-service teachers one semester after finishing the 
practicum. The results indicated that the thematization of sustainability issues during the 
practicum had a positive influence on perceived self-efficacy regarding sustainability 
issues. In addition, familiarity with and interest in these topics were higher than before 
the practicum (Tomas et al., 2017).

In summary, sustainability is acknowledged especially as a cross-curricular topic at 
the curricular level in many countries such as Sweden, Finland, the UK, and Australia. 
However, differences in disciplinary traditions influence how subject teachers imple-
ment sustainability education (Sund & Gericke, 2021). Disciplinary traditions should be 
acknowledged in teacher education because they can influence the content of teacher 
education programmes, and because neglecting them may hinder the consideration of 
sustainability issues during practicums.

2 The role of sustainability in language teacher education

Language teaching involves both linguistic knowledge and knowledge about the target 
culture as well as pedagogical skills in integrating these issues into classroom practice. 
The special feature of language teaching is that language is both the medium and the 
content of instruction (Halliday, 1980). In many countries, linguistic content (e.g. gram-
mar, vocabulary) is traditionally emphasized in language teaching (for an overview of 
the history of language teaching methodology, see, for example, Celce-Murcia et  al., 
1997) and language teacher education (see, for example, Johnson, 2009). To the best of 
our knowledge, the implementation of sustainability education in language teaching and 
in language teacher education programmes has not been addressed to a great extent. In 
language teaching, sustainability has so far been mostly connected to linguistic equity 
and multilingualism, which teachers see as valuable, but they often lack the pedagogical 
skills to implement it (Alisaari et al., 2019; Heikkola et al., 2022; Obondo et al., 2016). 
Skills to support the learning of linguistically diverse students also take a long time to 
develop (Tarnanen & Palviainen, 2018). Sustainability can also be linked to equality in 
the availability and use of technological equipment (Blin et al., 2016).

As sustainability is mostly integrated as a cross-cutting theme in curricula (Sund 
et al., 2020), it can easily be omitted from the selection of topics in language teaching. 
However, linking sustainability themes in all subjects, including languages, enables 
students to form a more integrated perception of sustainability that connects with all 
areas of life. One possibility is to incorporate texts about sustainability issues into lan-
guage teaching (Sund & Gericke, 2020). In the classroom, its ecology, participants, 
activities, structures (e.g. curriculum), and artefacts (e.g. textbooks) create the educa-
tional environment (Guerrettaz et al., 2018); even if the present teaching approach is 
learner-centred, teachers and artefacts are at the centre of classroom education. Teaching 
materials have a significant effect on which topics language teachers raise in their 
teaching (e.g. Guerrettaz & Johnston, 2013). The content of language textbooks, be they 
digital or not, is therefore of the utmost importance because language teachers mostly 
deal with the topics presented in textbooks (e.g. Tomlinson, 2012). Accordingly, we can 
assume that if sustainability issues are not thematized in language textbooks and other 
teaching materials, not to mention teacher education programmes, they are not dis-
cussed in classrooms either.



Maijala et al.	 7

As mentioned, language teachers are less likely than other subject teachers to imple-
ment sustainability education into their teaching (Sund & Gericke, 2020; Uitto & 
Saloranta, 2017), which may be due to different teaching traditions (Sund et al., 2020). 
Language teacher education programmes play a key role in changing current teaching 
traditions. In teacher education, teaching can be influenced by the methods and tools 
used and how curricula are implemented in practice in schools. Therefore, there is an 
incentive to more closely study the abilities and needs of pre-service language teachers 
concerning sustainability education.

III Research questions

This study examines pre-service language teachers’ perceptions of sustainability themes 
by asking the following research questions:

•• Research question 1: How do pre-service language teachers evaluate different 
sustainability themes in relation to (a) their personal lives, (b) integrating them in 
language teaching and language teacher education, and (c) their ability to inte-
grate them into their language classes?

•• Research question 2: How do pre-service language teachers understand sustaina-
bility in language teaching and how are they able to verbalize ways of implement-
ing sustainability in their teaching?

IV Methodology

1 Participants

We administered an online survey among Finnish university pre-service teachers attend-
ing a master’s-level course dealing with language teaching issues (N = 32). The respond-
ents represented eight different language majors: English (26.9%), Finnish (23.1%), 
French (7.7%), German (11.5%), Italian (3.8%), Russian (3.8%), Scandinavian lan-
guages (11.5%), and Spanish (11.5%). All pre-service teachers in the course completed 
the survey, and all but one student agreed on the further use of their answers for research 
purposes. For the final analysis, we excluded those who were studying to become class 
teachers (n = 5) so that our data would reflect the views of future language subject teach-
ers. Of these participants, 20 answered to the open-ended questions. Hence, the quantita-
tive and qualitative data consist of answers from 26 and 20 pre-service language teachers, 
respectively. The ages of the pre-service teachers ranged from 21 to 54 years (M = 26.42, 
SD = 6,819). The original questionnaire and answers were in Finnish, which was the 
course’s language of instruction.

In the Finnish context, subject teachers’ subject matter knowledge is acquired from 
the respective university departments. Usually, pre-service language teachers apply to a 
one-year teacher education programme at the Department of Teacher Education after 
receiving their bachelor’s degree in their major subject from corresponding university 
departments. Pedagogical content knowledge is built during the teacher education pro-
gramme year at both the Department of Teacher Education and the Teacher Training 
School associated with the Faculty of Education. In Finland, the role of teacher training 
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schools is noteworthy because pre-service teachers learn practical skills and underlying 
pedagogical backgrounds by working in real classrooms under the supervision of men-
toring teachers (see Pollari et al., 2018). Together with a master’s degree in any lan-
guage, the teacher education programme qualifies students to teach at all educational 
levels. Many language students complete studies in additional minor languages and are 
able to teach them as well, but Finnish L1 teachers often have only one language to 
teach. In the Finnish context, all L1 teachers have the qualifications to teach Finnish as 
a second language (L2), and due to the growing number of children with migrant back-
grounds, additional pre- and in-service training is offered to Finnish L1 teachers in 
Finnish L2 teaching.

Of the participants, 50% had completed their teacher education programme, which is 
needed to qualify as a teacher in Finland, and the rest advised that they were going to 
conclude it during their major studies. Therefore, we have reason to assume that all the 
pre-service teachers were considering a career as language teachers and could answer 
questions about their ability to integrate sustainability themes into language teaching. In 
addition, none of them had participated in prior sustainability studies, and only one stu-
dent had taken some courses related to sustainability. Hence, we assumed the current 
knowledge of sustainability to be at a relatively similar level among the participants.

2 Data collection

This research is part of a larger four-year project whose aim is to investigate how the 
principles of ethics and sustainability can be promoted in language teaching and pre-ser-
vice language teacher education. To study pre-service language teachers’ perceptions of 
the role of sustainability in language teaching, data were collected in a pilot study of the 
project through an online questionnaire that included five-point Likert scale questions and 
two open-ended questions. In the questionnaire, four dimensions of sustainability –eco-
logical, economic, social, and cultural – were used as a framework for sustainable devel-
opment (Didham, 2018; Finnish National Board of Education, 2020; OKKA Foundation, 
2021). We also used previous research of teachers’ views on sustainability as a guideline 
and reference to acquire new, more detailed information on the views related to language 
teachers and teaching (especially Uitto & Saloranta, 2017; Sund et al., 2020), and as a 
basis for elaborating the questions and items when designing the questionnaire. The 
Likert-scale questions addressed various themes and their importance within all sustain-
ability dimensions, considering the aspects of language teaching, teacher education, and 
the personal life of the pre-service teachers (for further details, see Appendix 1).

In the first part of the questionnaire, the pre-service teachers evaluated 35 themes 
pertaining to sustainability on the following scale: 1 = not at all important, 2 = not very 
important, 3 = somewhat important, 4 = important, and 5 = very important. The scale for 
the last question was as follows: 1 = poor, 2 = rather poor, 3 = satisfactory, 4 = good, and 
5 = very good. Table 1 lists the sustainability themes. We analysed the responses to one 
open-ended question in which the participants were asked to share their thoughts about 
the importance and possibilities of considering different sustainable development themes 
in language teaching (see Appendix 1). The translated questionnaire can be viewed in 
detail in Appendix 1.
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3 Data analysis

First, a pre-analysis was conducted using a descriptive method to obtain an idea of the 
pre-service language teachers’ views of the sustainability themes in relation to their per-
sonal lives and when considering them in the language teaching context. We then used a 
mixed-methods approach (Bryman, 2007), using principal component analysis (PCA) to 
investigate the pre-service teachers’ responses to the Likert scale questions quantitatively 
and using theory-driven content analysis (Ward & Delamont, 2020) to analyse the open-
ended question qualitatively. The PCA examined how the pre-service teacher’s evalua-
tions of the themes of sustainability differed when they considered them in relation to 
different backgrounds: their personal life, language teaching and teacher education, and 
their ability to integrate the themes into language teaching. The Likert scale answers 
were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 26. We used KMO and Bartlett’s initial 
solution for descriptive tests and the Varimax option with Kaiser normalization for the 
rotations. Small coefficients whose absolute value was below 0.4 were excluded from 
the analysis. Due to a high overall intercorrelation of the variables in all questions we did 
not analyse any causal relationships with social background variables (gender, age, 
education).

The groupings of the sustainability themes in each of the Likert scale questions were 
examined in the same way. A PCA analysis was conducted to identify the relevant sus-
tainability themes for creating the summed variables. If a theme received values lower 
than 0.5 communality, it was excluded, and the remaining variables were used in the 
following PCA run. According to the PCA results, summed variables were created to 
reflect the sustainability theme groupings drawn from the data. Communalities, (i.e. 
sums of the squared component loadings representing the amount of variance in a vari-
able accounted for by all the components), were used for grouping the variables. 
Communality values show how much of the variance in each variable is explained by all 
the other variables. All three questions yielded similar but different groups of variables 
(explained in more detail in Section V). We used the summed means of the Likert scale 
results to form new variables, using the themes grouped in each component. To analyse 
the degree of interrelationship among the variables that were used to make the summed 
variables, we used Cronbach’s alpha as a measure of reliability. The reliability values 
were interpreted according to George and Mallery (2006), where 0.9 is excellent and 0.8 
is good. We compared the summed variables visually for all questions using boxplot 
charts. We also visually compared the pre-service teachers’ responses based on whether 
they had finished their teacher education programme.

The qualitative data for this study consisted of the responses of 20 pre-service lan-
guage teachers to an optional, open-ended question about their opinions on the four 
dimensions of sustainability and their link to and importance in language teaching. All 
responses were initially categorized by P.L., after which three other authors (M.M., 
K.M., and L.M.H.) analysed the data independently using the same method. First, the 
responses were categorized based on the sustainability dimensions (i.e. ecological, eco-
nomic, social, and cultural) they reflected (see examples in Table 2). As elucidated by 
these examples, each response could reflect more than one dimension. The interrater 
reliability values were high: ecological dimension (ICC = 0.90), economic dimension 
(ICC = 0.84), social dimension (ICC = 0.77), and cultural dimension (ICC = 0.91).
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Table 3.  Four-step scale for categorizing the linkage between language educational aspects 
(language/culture) and pedagogical practices in the open-ended responses.

0. Language and/or culture is mentioned but not linked to the pedagogical practices: 
. . . internationality through connections. Is important. Important for the future. (No. 15)

1. Language and/or culture is mentioned at a general level, but no concrete 
pedagogical practices are mentioned: e.g. recycling, culture, internationality can easily be 
incorporated into language teaching as important and contemporary topics. It is important to 
cover sustainable development themes also in language teaching. (No. 19)

2. Language and/or culture is linked to at least one concrete pedagogical practice: 
One can recycle and print less. Tell about sustainable travel, because there are probably many 
who are inspired about traveling to the target country of their study language. It is important, 
so that the youth can learn about these already at school. (No. 24)

3. Language and/or culture is linked to several concrete pedagogical practices: 
Linguistic and cultural diversity fit very naturally into the content of language classes and 
as a theme of its own. One can for example introduce the plurilingualism of some country 
(e.g. Switzerland) and then compare it to Finland, directing attention in this way also to the 
plurilingualism of our own country. Textbooks often have themes relating to nature conservation, 
equality etc., which makes it easy to consider them even more widely during language classes and 
at the same time, e.g. practice for instance debating in a foreign language. (No. 23)

Second, the same responses were categorized based on whether language and/or cul-
ture were linked to pedagogical practices. These aspects of the cultural sustainability 
dimension were chosen because they were the ones that the pre-service teachers noticed 
and linked with pedagogical practices in their responses. These practices were analysed 
based on an ordinal four-step scale (see Table 3) denoting how much or little language 
and/or culture issues were linked to the pedagogical practices mentioned in the responses. 
The interrater reliability for the second categorization was also high (ICC = 0.87). The 
authors reached a consensus for the categorizations, the dimensions of sustainability, and 
the pedagogical practices by discussion. Using multiple sources and a mixed-methods 
approach, our aim was to avoid the weaknesses of single data collection and analysis 
methods (Bailey, 2006; Bryman, 2007) and thus increase the reliability and validity of 
the research.

V Results

1 Pre-analysis of sustainability themes

An initial examination of the data for response frequencies showed that of the sustaina-
bility themes given in the questionnaire, most of the pre-service language teachers evalu-
ated preventing bullying and internationality as being of the highest importance in 
language education (80.8% and 73.1%, respectively). Gender equality (61.5%), lifelong 
learning possibilities (53.8%), cultural environment and cultural heritage (61.5%), and 
both cultural (61.5%) and linguistic diversity (65.4%) were also seen as highly impor-
tant. Because of the relatively small sample size for each category, the pre-analysis was 
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conducted merely to view the most popular responses connected to language teaching 
and teacher education.

2 Grouping of sustainability themes

The main quantitative analysis focused on the different groupings formed based on the 
pre-service language teachers’ responses regarding the sustainability themes in relation 
to three components: (1) their personal lives; (2) their views on integrating them into 
language teaching and language teacher education; and (3) their feelings about their abil-
ity to teach them.

a  Sustainability themes in personal life.  First, we examined how sustainability themes 
were grouped when pre-service language teachers evaluated them from the aspect of 
personal importance. After the first PCA run, 7 out of 35 variables (i.e. the sustaina-
bility themes; see Table 1) received lower than 0.5 communality values and were 
excluded (societal involvement, recycling, sustainable industries and innovations, 
nearby nature and its wellbeing, responsible and sustainable consumer habits, inter-
nationality, personal financial situation). The remaining 28 variables were used in the 
PCA run for the three components. These extracted components explained 57.8% of 
the variance in the remaining variables (see Table 4; cumulative percentage). Cron-
bach’s alpha values for each respective component were (1) 0.927, (2) 0.868, and (3) 
0.861. Table 5 presents the summed variables and the sustainability themes that were 
most strongly explained by that component (communality loading over 0.650). These 
summed variables did not seem to have observable differences based on age, gender 
or teacher education programme.

Table 4.  Total variance explained by three components in the PCA (principal component 
analysis) analysis for pre-service language teachers’ evaluations of the importance of 
sustainability in their lives: Initial eigenvalues.

Component Total Percentage of variance Cumulative percentage

1 11.516 35.988 35.988
2 3.787 11.833 47.821
3 3.199 9.997 57.817

When considering their personal lives, the pre-service teachers linked personal health 
and safety issues as a major aspect, and large global environmental problems were cate-
gorized as a second group. Aspects of equality were linked together with societal, cul-
tural, and linguistic issues forming a third group.

b  Sustainability themes in language teaching.  Next, we investigated the grouping of sus-
tainability themes when pre-service language teachers evaluated them based on their 



14	 Language Teaching Research 00(0)

relevance to language teaching. After the first PCA run, 4 out of 35 variables (i.e. sustain-
ability themes, see Table 1) received lower than 0.5 communality values and were 
excluded (healthy diet, sorting waste, preserving biodiversity, adverse effects of traffic 
on the environment). The remaining 31 variables were used in the PCA run for three 
components. These extracted components explained 60.1% of the variance in the remain-
ing variables (see Table 6; cumulative percentage). Cronbach’s alpha values for each 
respective component were (1) 0.925, (2) 0.886, and (3) 0.953. Table 7 lists the summed 
variables and the sustainability themes that were most strongly explained by that compo-
nent (communality loading over 0.650). No observable differences were found among 
these summed variables based on age, gender or teacher education programme.

For this aspect, sustainable development and environmental values were grouped 
together, including many themes from both the economic and environmental dimensions 
of sustainability. However, linguistic diversity, cultural diversity and heritage, and 

Table 5.  The summed variables and the grouping of sustainability themes when pre-service 
teachers evaluated them in relation to language teaching.

Factor Loadings

1. Society, health and safety:
Peace and justice in the society .944
Preventing and intervening bullying .815
Human rights and equality .768
Safe neighbourhood .730
Tolerance .719
Democratic society .707
Ensuring healthy life and wellbeing for everyone .706
Equal education and lifelong learning possibilities for everyone .692
Personal social health and wellbeing .671
Personal physical health and wellbeing .671
2. Sustainable development and environmental values:
Sustainable economic growth .832
Sustainable industries and innovations .826
Adverse industrial effects to the environment .782
Adverse agricultural effects to the environment .754
Securing renewable energy for everyone .745
Personal financial habits .710
Securing renewable energy to everyone .707
Responsible and sustainable consumption .679
3. Cultural and linguistic values:
Cultural diversity in Finland .906
Cultural environment and heritage .898
Linguistic diversity in Finland .889
Internationality .799

Notes. PCA factor loadings (Rotated Component Matrix) are shown after each variable. Loadings under .650 
are not displayed.
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internationality formed a well-defined group. A third group consisted of themes related 
to society, health, and safety, which also included aspects of equality.

c  Ability to integrate sustainability themes.  Finally, we investigated the grouping of sus-
tainability themes in relation to the pre-service language teachers’ evaluations of their 

Table 6.  Total variance explained by three components in the PCA (principal component 
analysis) analysis for pre-service language teachers’ perceptions of their ability to integrate 
sustainability into their teaching: Initial eigenvalues.

Component Total Percentage of variance Cumulative percentage

1 9.661 30.190 30.190
2 5.849 18.279 48.470
3 3.731 11.660 60.130

Table 7.  The summed variables and grouping of sustainability themes when pre-service 
teachers evaluated their importance in their personal lives.

Factor Loadings

1. Health and safety:
Personal social health and wellbeing .907
Personal mental health and wellbeing .884
Personal physical health and wellbeing .828
Healthy diet .789
Preventing and intervening bullying .773
Ensuring healthy life and wellbeing for everyone .763
Responsible travel .709
Safe environment .696
Sorting Waste .693
2. Environmental values:
Adverse industrial effects to the environment .831
Actions to prevent climate change .813
Securing renewable energy to everyone .787
Preserving biodiversity .744
Adverse environmental effects due to use of natural resources .743
3. Societal, cultural and linguistic equality:
Gender equality .881
Human rights and equality .854
Equal education and lifelong learning possibilities for everyone .753
Cultural diversity in Finland .704
Tolerance .703

Notes. PCA factor loadings (Rotated Component Matrix) are shown after each variable. Loadings under .650 
are not displayed.
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ability to integrate them in language teaching. After the first PCA analysis run, 10 out of 
35 variables (i.e. sustainability themes, see Table 1) received lower than 0.5 communal-
ity values and were excluded (preserving biodiversity, healthy diet, safe neighbourhood, 
ensuring a healthy life and wellbeing for everyone, adverse environmental effects due to 
use of natural resources, democratic society, societal involvement, personal physical 
health and well-being, personal mental health and well-being, and personal social health 
and well-being). The remaining 25 variables were used in the PCA analysis run for four 
components. These extracted components explained 70.4% of the variance in the remain-
ing variables (see Table 8; cumulative percentage). Cronbach’s alpha values for each 
respective component were (1) 0.888, (2) 0.876, (3) 0.861, and (4) 0.861. Summed vari-
ables and the sustainability themes that were most strongly explained by that component 
(communality loading over 0.650) are listed in Table 9.

The most visible difference in terms of the teachers’ abilities was that global-level 
themes related to environmental problems and sustainable development were classified 
into a different group from concrete environmental actions. Consequently, unlike the 
other groupings, four groups were created instead of three. Human rights and equality 
formed a third group, and linguistic and cultural aspects fell into the fourth group. The 
visual inspection of these groupings showed that global environmental problems had a 
lower summed mean value than the other groups (see Figure 1). This trend was similar 
between pre-service teachers who had concluded their teacher education programme and 
those who had not. However, all sustainability aspects overlap and there is much vari-
ance; hence, these results should be interpreted with caution.

Notably, in the grouping of sustainability themes in relation to the pre-service lan-
guage teachers’ evaluation of their ability to integrate them into language teaching, 
the cultural and linguistic values variable was formed from only four themes whose 
communality loadings were all very high (between 0.8–0.91), making it the clearest 
grouping.

3 Pre-service language teachers’ recognition of sustainability dimensions

In this subsection, we examine which dimensions of sustainability were reflected in the 
pre-service teachers’ responses. Most participants named the social (16/20) and cultural 
dimensions (15/20) of sustainability. Half of them (10/20) named the ecological 

Table 8.  Total variance explained by three components in the PCA (principal component 
analysis) analysis for pre-service language teachers’ attitudes towards including sustainability 
dimensions in language teaching: Initial eigenvalues.

Component Total Percentage of variance Cumulative percentage

1 10.328 39.724 39.724
2 3.202 12.317 52.040
3 2.517 9.682 61.722
4 2.268 8.724 70.446
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Table 9.  The summed variables and grouping of sustainability themes when pre-service 
teachers evaluated them in relation to their ability to integrate them into language teaching.

Factor Loadings

1. Sustainable development:
Sustainable industries and innovations .890
Sustainable economic growth .872
Securing renewable energy for everyone .817
Adverse agricultural effects on the environment .764
2. Human rights and equality:
Human rights and equality .889
Tolerance .830
Justice and peace in the society .787
Gender equality .696
Preventing and intervening bullying .684
Equal education and lifelong learning possibilities for everyone .689
3. Environmental actions (personal level):
Recycling .892
Sorting waste .874
Responsible travel .732
4. Cultural and linguistic values:  
Cultural diversity in Finland .885
Linguistic diversity in Finland .858
Cultural environment and heritage .851
Internationality .714

Notes. PCA factor loadings (Rotated Component Matrix) are shown after each variable. Loadings under .650 
are not displayed.

Figure 1.  Variation in the summed variables investigating pre-service language teachers’ 
perceptions of their ability to integrate sustainability in their teaching for pre-service teachers 
who had / had not completed their teacher education programme.
Notes. The vertical line inside the box indicates the median, and the y-axis represents the Likert scale 
answer mean values in each variable.
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dimension in their responses, whereas only a few (4/20) mentioned the economic dimen-
sion (see Sass et al., 2021).

Over half of the pre-service teachers (11/20) combined language teaching with the 
social and cultural dimensions of sustainability (see Example 1). When discussing the 
social dimension, 16 participants mentioned items such as human rights, equality, par-
ticipation and empowerment, and basic issues like health and education (see Example 2). 
Within the cultural dimensions, 15 pre-service teachers pointed out the importance of 
protecting cultural diversity. The economic dimension was considered by only four 
respondents, whereas ecological sustainability was mentioned in 10 answers; in this 
case, they suggested, for instance, that climate change could also be discussed in foreign 
language classrooms (see Example 3). In some responses, three dimensions (ecological, 
social, and cultural) were mentioned (see Table 3, No. 23). This last example illustrates 
a case in which the pre-service teacher had included all other dimensions in their answer 
except the economical dimension.

Example 1. Linguistic and cultural diversity is part of Finnish society. In teaching languages, it 
is important to talk about everything that can be found in Finland. (No. 7)

Example 2. The themes of sustainable development are universal, things that improve quality 
of life, so it would be good to include them [in teaching]. (No. 6)

Example 3. [—] taking care of the [—] holistic welfare of people [—] and the environment [—] 
at a large scale is a topic that is particularly well suited to language teaching. (No. 9)

4 Pre-service teachers’ views on their ability to implement sustainability in 
language teaching

Next, we investigated whether the pre-service teachers were able to name any concrete 
pedagogical practices linking sustainability to language teaching. Half of the respond-
ents (11/20) mentioned sustainability on a general level, but they were unable to name 
any pedagogical concrete practice to combine sustainability issues with language and 
culture teaching. Only a few pre-service teachers mentioned one concrete practice (4/20) 
or several concrete practices (3/20) combining sustainability with language and/or cul-
ture issues. Two respondents did not mention sustainability or practices at all in their 
responses. Example 4 shows examples of pre-service teachers’ responses from the four 
different categories.

Example 4:

•• Level 0 answers: Tolerance. Because it brings peace. (No. 20)
•• Level 1 answers: Diversity of languages and cultures as a part of Finnish society. 

It is important for the teaching of many languages to highlight what all Finland 
has to offer. (No. 7)

•• Level 2 answers: I think that cultural and linguistic diversity in Finland is impor-
tant for language teaching, because it is good for students to identify themselves 
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as language users and to show that students in one classroom can be very multi-
cultural, which is a richness. (No. 8)

•• Level 3 answers: Sustainable development should be addressed in education, as 
everyone does not have sufficient knowledge of the small but important actions 
that can be taken at the individual level to ensure sustainable development. It 
would be useful to talk about practical actions, such as recycling and waste sort-
ing, but on a broader level, it would be good to share information on issues such 
as climate change and its concrete effects on us. It would also be important to be 
able to discuss important social issues in other languages, so it would be good to 
integrate these topics into the curriculum. (No. 28)

The level 3 answer illustrates an ideal case and offers several practical methods and tools 
for integrating sustainability issues into language classrooms.

In the open responses, pre-service teachers (N = 20) referred to the implementation of 
sustainability in language teaching by using general verbs, such as deal with, present, 
bring out, describe, and consider. These verbs point to teacher-led activities in the class-
room where it is implied that the teacher presents or raises these topics. Only a few par-
ticipants mentioned learner-centred engaging activities, such as discussions (4/20), 
comparisons (1/20), and debates (1/20), as ways that sustainable topics could be taught. 
In general, pre-service teachers brought up topics that were linked to the social and cul-
tural dimensions, such as linguistic and cultural diversity, internationalism, and cultural 
traditions. The attributes they mentioned were important (10/20), difficult (2/12), good 
(2/20), and topical (1/20). Expressions such as can be, could be, and it would be good 
were used by 11 out of 20 participants to express how possible or desirable they thought 
something was. For instance, one respondent stated that ‘it would be good to talk about 
linguistic diversity in language lesson’ (No. 13), which implies that the respondent con-
sidered it desirable to talk about linguistic diversity in the classroom, but they did not 
indicate whether this actually happened. The ecological dimension was often related to 
tourism, as the following example illustrates:

Example 5. One can recycle and print less. Talk about sustainable travel, because many people 
are surely interested in travelling to the country of origin of a language. It’s important so that 
the youth can learn about them already at school. (No. 24)

In summary, the pre-service teachers’ responses often included very general comments 
that could not be interpreted as pertaining to sustainability per se. They seemed to 
acknowledge the social and cultural dimensions but lacked the ability or means to inte-
grate them in their teaching. Although some participants were able to produce concrete, 
sustainable practices for language teaching, these were mostly teacher-centred.

VI Discussion

As expected, the sustainability themes that pre-service teachers evaluated as the most 
important in the language education context were related to either the cultural or social 
dimensions. These themes are already prominent in language education by way 
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of teaching about culture and using communicative methods (e.g. debates, pair/group 
discussions, peer reviews, project work, group presentations). In addition, social issues 
might seem more relevant to the school context than issues related to the environment or 
economy because they tend to be highlighted in many language curricula.

Similar to earlier studies (see Sass et al., 2021), the economic dimension was men-
tioned less explicitly and less often in the open-ended responses of pre-service teachers. 
As one respondent mentioned, it is easier to integrate economic and ecological issues 
into other contexts but integrating these issues into language teaching is difficult and too 
time-consuming. Although some pre-service teachers suggested some concrete sustain-
able practices for language teaching, these were mostly teacher-centred, as opposed to 
student-engaging practices that have been found beneficial in teaching sustainability 
(Öhman & Öhman, 2013; Monroe et al., 2019). As such, there is a need for language 
teacher education to provide information about the most efficient and recommended 
methods for sustainability education, such as project-based methods (e.g. Ferry, 2021).

The groupings of sustainability themes appeared different between the personal and 
professional viewpoints: when evaluating sustainability themes in relation to language 
teaching, the pre-service language teachers’ evaluations tilted towards societal wellbeing 
and safety, including, for example, global themes related to peace, justice, tolerance, 
democracy, and equality. Hence, themes related to different aspects of equality were not 
linked to the same category as when the evaluation was done from a personal life per-
spective. Based on our results, equality was not considered an issue concerning language 
teaching but rather an overall societal issue, which would explain why it was not linked 
so closely with aspects of language teaching in the responses. The reason for this cannot 
be derived from our results, but it would be interesting to examine this aspect in future 
studies with a larger sample size. One possible reason equality was not considered an 
issue for language teaching could be that the pre-service teachers prioritized themes of 
sustainability that they were used to encountering in language textbooks and other mate-
rials, which they may therefore consider the most important. This theory is consistent 
with studies showing the importance of textbook materials in the content of teaching 
(Guerrettaz & Johnston, 2013).

The visual inspection of the groupings indicated that when the pre-service teachers 
evaluate their capabilities concerning environmental sustainability themes, they may feel 
more comfortable with teaching about tangible and visible individual actions, such as 
recycling, as opposed to global problems and climate change. The reasons behind this 
preference might lie in the lack of content knowledge about environmental problems or 
a feeling of uncertainty in teaching such complex issues. Language education does not 
traditionally include much environmental content, and providers of language teacher 
education have only recently started considering environmental issues, which has left 
language teachers often without sufficient knowhow to teach about global environmental 
problems. In addition, environmental issues are often thought to belong solely to natural 
science lessons, and more holistic ways of teaching sustainability have only recently 
begun to emerge.

On the other hand, cultural and linguistic sustainability themes were linked very 
closely when the pre-service language teachers evaluated their capabilities in sustaina-
bility teaching. This may indicate, quite expectedly, that the connections between 
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sustainability and language education are easier to find and understand because these 
aspects are already present in language lessons. This result is consistent with an earlier 
study among lower secondary school language teachers, who mainly incorporated socio-
cultural aspects in the classroom (Uitto & Saloranta, 2017).

In the Finnish context, all Finnish L1 teachers are also qualified to teach Finnish as an 
L2, and they should have language teaching skills similar to those of teachers of other 
languages. However, some differences might exist in how both pre- and in-service 
Finnish L1 teachers consider sustainability issues compared to teachers of other lan-
guages. The difference is most likely to be in favour of L1 language teachers: Howard-
Jones et al. (2021) observed that teachers of English L1 included much more climate 
change education in their teaching than foreign language teachers. In this study, we could 
not address this question further, but it would be an interesting topic for further research.

VII Conclusions

In this study, we investigated which dimensions of sustainability pre-service language 
teachers value in their lives, how they see their competencies at bringing sustainability 
into their language teaching in the future and what perspectives they have about integrat-
ing sustainability dimensions into language teaching. For this purpose, we developed a 
questionnaire to assess pre-service language teachers’ perceptions and views of different 
sustainability dimensions, and how they felt about integrating them in their future teach-
ing professions.

Above all, the findings indicate that pre-service language teachers especially recog-
nize the social and cultural dimensions of sustainability and their importance in language 
teaching but that they do not necessarily feel sufficiently competent to implement them 
in their teaching. In addition, pre-service language teachers did not link equality as 
closely with the cultural and social aspects of language teaching as they did in their per-
sonal lives. If this were to be confirmed in further research, it would be important to 
investigate the reasons for this phenomenon.

Despite the relatively small total sample size, preventing wider generalizations, these 
results still indicate that there is a need for development and further research of sustain-
able language teaching pedagogy and pedagogical tools to aid teachers in integrating 
themes of sustainable development in their language classes. We can further conclude 
that in teacher education programmes, more attention should be given to how we can 
support teachers ‘to look beyond the core content of their subject syllabi so as to also 
address more general goals related to environment, sustainability and citizenship’ 
(Gericke et al., 2020, p. 194). In the future, subject teachers from different disciplines 
should be able to work together to foster sustainability education. Gericke et al. (2020) 
suggested two ways to implement cross-curricular work and collaboration: multidiscipli-
nary cooperation and interdisciplinary collaboration.

Language teachers can play a crucial role in bringing social and cultural aspects into 
multidisciplinary cooperation and in promoting a more sustainable language-teaching 
culture. Many of the sustainability themes are already present in language classes, but it 
is important to give language teachers the means to recognize them and make them vis-
ible to learners. It seems that education about the methods best suitable for integrating 
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sustainability issues in language teaching would also benefit language teachers. Our 
results will directly aid the design of sustainability-related courses for pre- and in-service 
teachers, carrying implications in developing teacher education, teaching materials, lan-
guage policies, and curriculum planning. Furthermore, this study increases awareness of 
sustainable features in language teaching and enables international comparisons.
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empowering individual transformation (societal transformation), promoting critical and 
systemic thinking, collaboration, and taking responsibility (learning outcomes) (UNESCO, 
2010).

References

Alisaari, J., Heikkola, L.M., Commins, N., & Acquah, E.O. (2019). Monolingual ideologies con-
fronting multilingual realities. Finnish teachers’ beliefs about linguistic diversity. Teaching 
and Teacher Education, 80, 48–58.

Bailey, K.M. (2006). Language teacher supervision: A case-based approach. Cambridge 
University Press.

Blin, F., Jalkanen, J., & Taalas, P. (2016). Sustainable CALL development. In Farr, F., & L. 
Murray (Eds.), The Routledge handbook of language learning and technology (pp. 223–238). 
Routledge.

Boeve-de Pauw, J., Gericke, N., Olsson, D., & Berglund, T. (2015). The effectiveness of education 
for sustainable development. Sustainability, 7(11), 15693–15717.

Borg, C., Gericke, N., Höglund, H.-O., & Bergman, E. (2012). The barriers encountered by teach-
ers implementing education for sustainable development: Discipline bound differences and 
teaching traditions. Research in Science and Technological Education, 30, 185–207.

Bowers, A.W., Monroe, M.C., & Adams, D.C. (2016). Climate change communication insights 
from cooperative extension professionals in the US Southern states: Finding common ground. 
Environmental Communication, 10, 656–670.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3532-9813
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1795-7656
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6265-5166


Maijala et al.	 23

Bryman, A. (2007). Barriers to integrating quantitative and qualitative research. Journal of Mixed 
Methods Research, 1, 8–22.

Bürgener, L., & Barth, M. (2018). Sustainability competencies in teacher education: Making 
teacher education count in everyday school practice. Journal of Cleaner Production, 174, 
821–826.

Celce-Murcia, M., Dörnyei, Z., & Thurrell, S. (1997). Direct approaches in L2 instruction: A turn-
ing point in communicative language teaching? TESOL Quarterly, 31, 141–152.

Council of Europe (CoE). (2018). Reference framework of competences for democratic culture 
1–3. Council of Europe Publishing.

Cowley, S.J. (2011). Distributed language. In Cowley, S.J. (Ed.), Distributed language (pp. 1–14). 
John Benjamins.

de la Fuente, M.J. (2022). Problem-based pedagogy for the advanced college language curriculum: 
Becoming a multicompetent language user through sustainability education. In de la Fuente, 
M.J. (Ed.), Education for sustainable development in foreign language learning: Content-
based instruction in college-level curricula (pp. 65–84). Routledge.

Didham, R.J. (2018). Programme on education for sustainable development. Education for sus-
tainable development and the SDGs. Policy brief: Advancing ESD policy [white paper]. 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization.

Dufva, H., Aro, M., & Suni, M. (2014). Language learning as appropriation: How linguistic 
resources are recycled and regenerated. AFinLA-e: Soveltavan Kielitieteen Tutkimuksia, 6, 
20–31.

Evans, N. (Snowy), Stevenson, R.B., Lasen, M., Ferreira, J.-A., & Davis, J. (2017). Approaches 
to embedding sustainability in teacher education: A synthesis of the literature. Teaching and 
Teacher Education, 63, 405–417.

Evans, N., Whitehouse, H., & Hickey, R. (2012). Pre-service teachers’ conceptions of education 
for sustainability. Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 37(7).

Ferreira, J.A., Ryan, L., & Tilbury, D. (2007). Mainstreaming education for sustainable develop-
ment in initial teacher education in Australia: A review of existing professional development 
models. Journal of Education for Teaching, 33, 225–239.

Ferry, M.M. (2021). Project-based language learning: Addressing cultural and linguistic diversity 
issues in climate action. In de la Fuente, M.J. (Ed.), Education for sustainable development in 
foreign language learning: Content-based instruction in college-level curricula (pp. 50–64). 
Routledge.

Finnish National Board of Education. (2020). Opettajat ja rehtorit Suomessa 2019: Esi- ja peru-
sopetuksen opettajat [Teachers and Headmasters in Finland 2019]. Raportit ja selvitykset 
2020, 11. Finnish National Board of Education. Available at: https://www.oph.fi/fi/tilastot-
ja-julkaisut/julkaisut/opettajat-ja-rehtorit-suomessa-2019-esi-ja-perusopetuksen (accessed 
April 2023).

Frisk, E., & Larson, K. L. (2011). Educating for Sustainability: Competencies & Practices for 
Transformative Action. Journal of Sustainability Education, 2, 1–20.

George, D., & Mallery, P. (2006). SPSS for windows step-by-step: A simple guide and reference, 
14.0 update. 7th edition. Allyn & Bacon.

Gericke, N., Huang, L., Knippels, M.-C., Christodoulou, A., Van Dam, F., & Gasparovic, S. 
(2020). Environmental citizenship in secondary formal education: The importance of cur-
riculum and subject teachers. In Hadjichambis, A.Ch., Reis, P., Paraskeva-Hadjichambi, D., 
et al. (Eds.), Conceptualizing environmental citizenship for 21st century education: Volume 
4 (pp. 193–212). Springer.

https://www.oph.fi/fi/tilastot-ja-julkaisut/julkaisut/opettajat-ja-rehtorit-suomessa-2019-esi-ja-perusopetuksen
https://www.oph.fi/fi/tilastot-ja-julkaisut/julkaisut/opettajat-ja-rehtorit-suomessa-2019-esi-ja-perusopetuksen


24	 Language Teaching Research 00(0)

Gericke, N., Hudson, B.J., Olin-Scheller, C., & Stolare, M. (2018). Powerful knowledge, trans-
formations and the need for empirical studies across school subjects. London Review of 
Education, 16, 428–444.

Guerrettaz, A.M., Grandon, M., Lee, S., et al. (2018). Materials use and development: Synergetic 
processes and research prospects. Folio, 18, 37–44.

Guerrettaz, A.M., & Johnston, B. (2013). Materials in the classroom ecology. The Modern 
Language Journal, 97, 779–796.

Halliday, M.A.K. (1980). Three aspects of children’s development: Learning language, learning 
through language and learning about language. In Goodman, Y.M., Haussler, M.M., & D. 
Strickland (Eds.), Oral and written language development: Impact on schools (pp. 7–19). 
International Reading Association.

Heikkola, L.M., Alisaari, J., Vigren, H., & Commins, N. (2022). Requirements meet reality – 
Finnish teachers’ practices in linguistically diverse classrooms. Journal of Language, Identity 
and Education. Epub ahead of print 24 January 2022. DOI: 10.1080/15348458.2021.1991801

Howard-Jones, P., Sands, D., Dillon, J., & Fenton-Jones, F. (2021). The views of teachers in 
England on an action-oriented climate change curriculum. Environmental Education 
Research, 27, 1660–1680.

Johnson, K.E. (2009). Trends in second language teacher education. In Burns, A., & J.C. Richards 
(Eds.), The Cambridge guide to second language teacher education (pp. 20–29). Cambridge 
University Press.

Karpudewan, M., Roth, W.M., & Abdullah, M.N.S.B. (2015). Enhancing primary school students’ 
knowledge about global warming and environmental attitude using climate change activities. 
International Journal of Science Education, 37, 31–54.

Kubanyiova, M. (2020). Language teacher education in the age of ambiguity: Educating respon-
sive meaning makers in the world. Language Teaching Research, 24, 49–59.

Lwin, S.M., & Silver, R.E. (2014). What is the role of language in education? In Silver, R.E., 
& S.M. Lwin (Eds.), Language in education: Social implications (pp. 1–18). Bloomsbury 
Academic.

Mohammadnia, Z., & Moghadam, F.D. (2019). Textbooks as resources for education for sustain-
able development: A content analysis. Journal of Teacher Education for Sustainability, 21, 
103–114.

Monroe, M.C., Plate, R.R., Oxarart, A., Bowers, A., & Chaves, W.A. (2019). Identifying effec-
tive climate change education strategies: A systematic review of the research. Environmental 
Education Research, 25, 791–812.

Monroe, M.C., Oxarart, A., & Plate, R.R. (2013). A Role for environmental education in cli-
mate change for secondary science educators. Applied Environmental Education and 
Communication, 12, 4–18.

Norberg, K. (2000). Intercultural education and teacher education in Sweden. Teaching and 
Teacher Education, 16, 511–519.

Obondo, M.A., Lahdenperä, P., & Sandevärn, P. (2016). Educating the old and newcomers: 
Perspectives of teachers on teaching in multicultural schools in Sweden. Multicultural 
Education Review, 8, 176–194.

OECD. (2022). Education at a Glance 2022: OECD Indicators. OECD Publishing, Paris. https://
doi.org/10.1787/3197152b-en

Öhman, J., & Öhman, M. (2013). Participatory approach in practice: An analysis of student discus-
sions about climate change. Environmental Education Research, 19, 324–341.

Öhman, J., & Sund, L. (2021). A didactic model of sustainability commitment. Sustainability, 13, 
3083.

https://doi.org/10.1787/3197152b-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/3197152b-en


Maijala et al.	 25

OKKA Foundation. (2021, November 9). Sustainable development certification of educational 
establishments [white paper]. OKKA Foundation. Available at: https://koulujaymparisto.fi/
in-english/alasivu-in-english (accessed April 2023).

Phillipson, R. (Ed.). (2000). Rights to language: Equity, power, and education: Celebrating the 
60th birthday of Tove Skutnabb-Kangas. Lawrence Erlbaum.

Pollari, P., Salo, O.-P., & Koski, K. (2018). In teachers we trust: The Finnish way to teach and 
learn. Inquiry in Education, 10, 4.

Porter, D., Weaver, A.J., & Raptis, H. (2012). Assessing students’ learning about fundamental con-
cepts of climate change under two different conditions. Environmental Education Research, 
18, 665–686.

Sass, W., Quintelier, A., Boeve-de Pauw, J., De Maeyer, S., Gericke, N., & Van Petegem, P. 
(2021). Actions for sustainable development through young students’ eyes. Environmental 
Education Research, 27, 234–253.

Scarino, A. (2022). Language teacher education in diversity: A consideration of the mediating role 
of languages and cultures in student learning, Language and Education, 36, 152–169.

Shephard, K. (2008). Higher education for sustainability: Seeking affective learning outcomes. 
International Journal of Sustainability in higher education, 9(1), 87–98. https://doi.org/ 
10.1108/14676370810842201

Shephard, K., & Dulgar, P. (2015). Why it matters how we frame “education” in education for sus-
tainable development, Applied Environmental Education & Communication, 14(3), 137–148. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1533015X.2015.106757

Sterling, S. (2021). Concern, conception, and consequence: Re-thinking the paradigm of higher 
education in dangerous times, Frontiers in Sustainability, 2, 743806.

Sumner, J. (2008). From academic imperialism to the civil commons: Institutional possibili-
ties for responding to the United Nations decade of education for sustainable development. 
Interchange, 39(1), 77–94. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10780-008-9045-4

Sund, P.J., & Gericke, N. (2020). Teaching contributions from secondary school subject areas to 
education for sustainable development – A comparative study of science, social science and 
language teachers. Environmental Education Research, 26, 772–794.

Sund, P.J., & Gericke, N. (2021). More than two decades of research on selective traditions in 
environmental and sustainability education: Seven functions of the concept. Sustainability, 
13, 6524.

Sund, P.J., Gericke, N., & Bladh, G. (2020). Educational content in cross-curricular ESE teaching 
and a model to discern teacher’s teaching traditions. Journal of Education for Sustainable 
Development, 14, 78–97.

Tarnanen, M., & Palviainen, Å. (2018). Finnish teachers as policy agents in a changing society. 
Language and Education, 32, 428–443.

Tomas, L., Girgenti, S., & Jackson, C. (2017). Pre-service teachers’ attitudes toward education 
for sustainability and its relevance to their learning: Implications for pedagogical practice. 
Environmental Education Research, 23, 324–347.

Tomlinson, B. (2012). Materials development for foreign language learning and teaching. 
Language Teaching, 45, 143–179.

Uitto, A., & Saloranta, S. (2017). Subject teachers as educators for sustainability: A survey study. 
Education Sciences, 7, 8.

UNESCO. (2010). Education for sustainable development lens: A policy and practice review tool: 
UNESCO Digital Library [white paper]. UNESCO. Available at: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/
ark:/48223/pf0000190898 (accessed April 2023).

United Nations. (2015). Transforming our world: The 2030 Agenda for sustainable development. 
Available at: https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/publications/21252030%20Agenda%20for%20
Sustainable%20Development%20web.pdf

https://koulujaymparisto.fi/in-english/alasivu-in-english
https://koulujaymparisto.fi/in-english/alasivu-in-english
https://doi.org/10.1108/14676370810842201
https://doi.org/10.1108/14676370810842201
https://doi.org/10.1080/1533015X.2015.106757
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10780-008-9045-4
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000190898
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000190898
https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/publications/21252030%20Agenda%20for%20Sustainable%20Development%20web.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/publications/21252030%20Agenda%20for%20Sustainable%20Development%20web.pdf


26	 Language Teaching Research 00(0)

van Lier, L. (2008). Ecological-semiotic perspectives on educational linguistics. In Spolsky, 
B. & F.M. Hult (Eds.), The handbook of educational linguistics (pp. 597–605). Blackwell 
Publishing.

Wagner, M., Cardetti, F., & Byram, M. (2018). The humble linguist: Interdisciplinary perspec-
tives on teaching intercultural citizenship. In Luef, E.M., & M. Marin (Eds.), The talking 
species: Perspectives on the evolutionary, neuronal and cultural foundations of language 
(pp. 423–447). Uni-Press Graz.

Ward, M., & Delamont, S. (2020). Handbook of qualitative research in education. Edward Elgar 
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788977159

Ward, J.R., & McCotter, S.S. (2004). Reflection as a visible outcome for preservice teachers. 
Teaching and Teacher Education, 20, 243–257.

Weinberg, A.E., Trott, C.D., Wakefield, W., Merritt, E.G., & Archambault, L. (2020). Looking 
inward, outward, and forward: Exploring the process of transformative learning in teacher 
education for a sustainable future. Sustainability Science, 15, 1767–1787.

Weiss, M., Barth, M., & Von Wehrden, H. (2021). The patterns of curriculum change processes 
that embed sustainability in higher education institutions. Sustainability Science, 16(5), 
1579–1593. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-021-00984-1

Wise, S.B. (2010). Climate change in the classroom: Patterns, motivations, and barriers to instruc-
tion among Colorado science teachers. Journal of Geoscience Education, 58, 297–309.

Appendix 1

The questionnaire

Source. This document has been translated into English from the original questionnaire, 
which was written in Finnish.

Sustainable development in language teaching

The dimensions of sustainable development have been written in the UN goals of sus-
tainable development. For more information, see United Nations Agenda 2030. We are 
studying how ethicality and sustainable development relate to language teaching. 
Therefore, we are collecting data from students of languages and language teaching. This 
survey will take approximately 15–20 minutes to complete.

Research is needed to develop research-based teacher education. We follow ethical 
guidelines for researchers in handling, storing and reporting data. The results will be 
reported in a manner in which individual students will not be recognizable. This research 
follows the requirements of the EU’s common data protection regulations.

(Obligatory questions marked with *)

  1.	 Age*
  2.	 Gender*: female / male / other
  3.	 First language / language*: Finnish / Swedish / Other(s), which?
  4.	 What is your place of origin/birth?*
  5.	 Have you lived abroad (outside Finland) for long periods of time? If so, please 

tell us where, when (year) and for how long?*

https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788977159
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  6.	 Have you attended school or studied in some other language apart from your first 
language? If so, please tell us where, which language, how long and when (year).

  7.	 What is your major subject or degree programme?*
  8.	 Starting year of your major studies*: 2018 / 2017 / 2016 / 2015 / 2014 / 2013 / if 

other year, please specify
  9.	� For what purpose are you attending the course?* As part of the degree programme 

in language learning and teaching / as part of the minor subject of language learn-
ing and teaching / as part of specialization studies in your minor subject / none of 
these (a possibility to write an open answer)

10.	 Have you completed any studies related to sustainable development?*
•	 I have completed basic studies in sustainable development (25 credits)
•	 I have completed some study modules in sustainable development at some 

university
•	 I have completed sustainable development studies at a vocational school, or 

equivalent
•	 I have not completed any sustainable development studies

11. 	� Have you completed the pedagogical studies for subject teachers?* Yes / No / 
I’m studying to become a class teacher

12.	� During which academic year are you going to complete / have completed the 
pedagogical studies for subject teachers?*
•  I have not completed the pedagogical studies
•  I will not complete the pedagogical studies
• � 2022–2023 / 2021–2022 / 2020–2021 / 2019–2020 / 2018–2019 / 2017–2018 

/ if other year, please specify

Four dimensions of sustainable development

It has been proposed that sustainable development consists of four dimensions. Please 
read the following short descriptions of these dimensions.

•• �Ecological sustainability means recognizing the Earth’s carrying capacity and act-
ing within those limits. This entails, among other things, actions to prevent and 
adapt to climate change and to nurture biodiversity.

•• �Social sustainability means securing health, wellbeing and their prerequisites 
from one generation to the next. This includes justice and fairness on a global 
scale. Social sustainability goals are human rights, equality, possibilities for par-
ticipation and involvement and basic needs, such as food, housing, education and 
health care.

•• �Economic sustainability pursues a situation where the environmental effects of 
products are reflected in their price. Circular economy and economic instruments 
are concepts used in economic sustainability.

•• �Cultural sustainability refers to a community’s ability to renew and maintain its 
existing strengths. This means, for example, openness to new ideas and agents. 
Central procedures include treasuring cultural diversity and strengthening the 
community’s resilience.
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13.	� What following themes are important to you in your personal life?* (1 = not at all 
important, 2 = not very important, 3 = somewhat important, 4 = important, 5 = very 
important)
•  adverse industrial effects on the environment
•  adverse environmental effects due to the use of natural resources
•  nearby nature and its wellbeing
•  actions to prevent climate change
•  adverse agricultural effects on the environment
•  responsible travel
•  recycling
•  sorting waste
•  securing renewable energy for everyone
•  saving energy/water
•  adverse environmental effects of traffic
•  preserving biodiversity
•  safe neighbourhood
•  peace and justice in society
•  democratic society
•  preventing and intervening in bullying
•  human rights and equality
•  tolerance
•  ensuring healthy life and wellbeing for everyone
•  personal physical health and wellbeing
•  personal mental health and wellbeing
•  personal social health and wellbeing
•  a healthy diet
•  increasing vegetarian food in diet
•  equal education and possibilities for lifelong learning
•  gender equality
•  societal involvement
•  internationality
•  cultural environment and heritage
•  cultural diversity in Finland
•  linguistic diversity in Finland
•  sustainable industries and innovations
•  responsible and sustainable consumer habits
•  personal financial situation
•  consumer habits based on personal lifestyle
•  Other / others, what / which? (Open question)

14.	� Please give a short explanation about which of the abovementioned themes is 
especially important in your personal life and why.

15.	� Which of the following themes are, in your opinion, important in language teach-
ing and language teacher education?* (1 = not at all important, 2 = not very impor-
tant, 3 = somewhat important, 4 = important, 5 = very important)
•  adverse industrial effects on the environment
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•  adverse environmental effects due to use of natural resources
•  nearby nature and its wellbeing
•  actions to prevent climate change
•  adverse agricultural effects on the environment
•  responsible travel
•  recycling
•  sorting waste
•  securing renewable energy for everyone
•  saving energy/water
•  adverse environmental effects of traffic
•  preserving biodiversity
•  safe neighbourhood
•  peace and justice in society
•  democratic society
•  preventing and intervening in bullying
•  human rights and equality
•  tolerance
•  ensuring healthy life and wellbeing for everyone
•  personal physical health and wellbeing
•  personal mental health and wellbeing
•  personal social health and wellbeing
•  healthy diet
•  increasing vegetables in diet
•  equal education and possibilities for lifelong learning
•  gender equality
•  societal involvement
•  internationality
•  cultural environment and heritage
•  cultural diversity in Finland
•  linguistic diversity in Finland
•  sustainable industries and innovations
•  responsible and sustainable consumer habits
•  personal financial situation
•  consumer habits based on personal lifestyle
•  Other / others, what / which? (Open question)

16.	� Describe in writing, which sustainable development themes you think can be 
considered in language teaching and how? Why would it or why would it not be 
important to consider sustainable development themes in language teaching?

17.	� Evaluate your own capability to include the following themes in teaching.* 
(1 = poor, 2 = rather poor, 3 = satisfactory, 4 = good, 5 = very good)
•  adverse industrial effects on the environment
•  adverse environmental effects of the use of natural resources
•  nearby nature and its wellbeing
•  actions to prevent climate change
•  adverse agricultural effects on the environment
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•  responsible travel
•  recycling of items
•  sorting waste
•  securing renewable energy for everyone
•  saving energy/water
•  adverse environmental effects of traffic
•  preserving biodiversity
•  safe neighbourhood
•  peace and justice in the society
•  democratic society
•  preventing and intervening in bullying
•  human rights and equality
•  tolerance
•  ensuring healthy life and wellbeing for everyone
•  personal physical health and wellbeing
•  personal mental health and wellbeing
•  personal social health and wellbeing
•  a healthy diet
•  increasing vegetarian food in diet
•  equal education and possibilities for lifelong learning
•  gender equality
•  societal involvement
•  internationality
•  cultural environment and heritage
•  cultural diversity in Finland
•  linguistic diversity in Finland
•  sustainable industries and innovations
•  responsible and sustainable consumer habits
•  personal financial situation
•  consumer habits based on personal lifestyle
•  Other / others, what / which? (Open question)

18.	� Imagine yourself as a teacher in the future. How will the learning content and 
teaching methods have changed by 2040?

19.	� My answers*: may be used for research purposes / may not be used for research 
purposes


