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Challenges and tensions in collaborative 
planning of a student-led course on 
sustainability education

Abstract
Student-led courses have been described as a promising approach to improve sustainability education. 
However, there is a lack of systematic studies about the benefits and challenges of such courses. This qua-
litative case study examines the challenges and tensions that arose in the planning of a student-led higher 
education course on sustainability education. The challenges were identified from the student course de-
signers’ conversations and interviews using discourse analysis, focusing on their disagreements during 
planning. The identified challenges concerned sustainability and sustainability education, the course de-
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signers’ roles, and collaborative decision-making. To relate the challenges to wider discourses on these 
topics, five underlying tensions were recognized. These include the tension between participatory action 
and critical discussion approaches for sustainability education, and the tension between drive towards 
unanimity and agreeing to disagree in collaborative educational planning. Finally, it is discussed how, and 
to what degree, the challenges and tensions can and should be mitigated.

INTRODUCTION
The world is facing many challenges, which cannot be solved by doing things the same way as before. 
These challenges, such as climate change, are often referred to as wicked problems (see Rittel & Web-
ber, 1973) because they are difficult to solve and require solutions that may be contradicting, incom-
plete and constantly changing. Furthermore, though wicked problems are urgent and require action, 
exact consequences of actions are often not known and trying to solve one aspect of a wicked problem 
may create new, unexpected problems. What is clear is that education plays a central role in trying 
to solve these problems (e.g. UNESCO, 2016). However, sustainability presents numerous new chal-
lenges for education as well (e.g. Blum, Nazir, Breiting, Goh, & Pedretti, 2013; UNESCO, 2005; Tolp-
panen & Aksela, 2018). Thus, also improving sustainability education1 can be referred to as a wicked 
problem with challenges that are hard to define and even harder to solve (see Cantell, Tolppanen, 
Aarnio-Linnanvuori, & Lehtonen, 2017; Tolppanen, Aarnio-Linnanvuori, Lehtonen, & Cantell, 2019). 
The challenges include inadequate knowledge about sustainability education, lack of resources, sup-
port and rewards, as well as lack of climate supporting creativity, innovation, and risk-taking for 
transformative efforts to reorient education (UNESCO, 2005). Although the challenges seem numer-
ous, it is also clear that the wicked problems of sustainability are so urgent that ‘education as usual’ 
will no longer suffice and new approaches are directly needed (UNESCO, 2016).

One of the central challenges of sustainability education has been defining its primary goal (e.g. Blum 
et al., 2013). Some educators have argued that sustainability education should focus on teaching 
awareness and understanding, which should lead to change in values and eventually also in behaviour 
(Sterling, 2010). This view, called the ‘ESD 1’ (Vare & Scott, 2007) or the ‘instrumental view’ (Sterling, 
2010), focuses on the urgency of sustainability issues and therefore, tends to provide ready thought-
out ideas and solutions on how individuals and societies should deal with sustainability issues. How-
ever, the challenge with this approach is that it tries to show the direction towards a sustainable future 
even though nobody knows what a sustainable future looks like (Gough & Scott, 2008). Another view 
for sustainability education is called the ‘ESD 2’ (Vare & Scott, 2007) or ‘intrinsic view’ (Sterling, 
2010). According to this view, sustainability education should focus on developing the students’ abil-
ity to think critically and make choices in uncertain and complex situations. This view nurtures reflec-
tive learning and informed decision-making but may undermine the urgency of sustainability issues 
(Sterling, 2010; Vare & Scott, 2007).

To overcome the lack of urgency of ESD 2 and the lack of critical thinking of ESD 1, educators have 
called for transformative learning (e.g. Sterling, 2010). Transformative learning refers to deeply en-
gaging education, which touches, and changes people’s values and beliefs, recognizes the need for 
change, and emphasizes both relational sensibility and ethical responsibility (Mezirow, 2000; Ster-
ling, 2010). Both the proponents of transformative learning (e.g. Barth, Godemann, Rieckmann, & 
Stoltenberg, 2007; McNaughton, 2012; Sterling, 2010), as well as UNESCO (2004) have pointed out, 
that to really involve people in acting for sustainability, participatory decision-making is required. 
These participatory processes should emphasize social learning in the community, preferably involv-
ing several stakeholders (Disterheft, Azeiteiro, Filho, & Caeiro, 2015).

The most important group of stakeholders needed for participatory process in sustainability educa-
tion are the students. Thus, numerous different approaches have been adopted in which students set 

1 Researchers sometimes use other terms, such as education for sustainability and/or education for sustainable development 
(ESD), to emphasise how they define the role of sustainability and development in education.
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goals for their learning and are actively involved in what and how they learn. This study focuses on 
one of them—student-led2 sustainability education—which has been mainly utilized in higher educa-
tion (e.g. Almlöv & Moberg, 2008; Herranen, Vesterinen, & Aksela, 2018; Stoddard, 2017). The ap-
proach is based on peer teaching, which has been shown to improve students’ ability to ‘‘acquire new 
knowledge, practice action skills, shift their environmental behaviour and attitudes, and deepen 
their ecological values’’ (de Vreede, Warner, & Pitter, 2014). In student-led sustainability education, 
students are responsible for most of the decisions concerning about what and how to learn. On most 
student-led courses, a group of students is usually provided with the freedom and the accompanying 
responsibility to design and implement the course for other students. Usually these student course 
designers do not assume the role of a traditional teacher, but rather facilitate and coordinate collabo-
ration and discussion between the students and other stakeholders such as the faculty and various 
experts (see Almlöv & Moberg, 2008; Grandin, 2011; Hällström, 2011). In most previous descriptions 
of student-led courses, the students’ responsibility has been limited in some ways. For example, the 
students have planned and implemented the course in partnership with researchers and teachers, 
who provide the students with regular guidance (e.g. Stoddard, 2017) or the students have been re-
sponsible for only some parts of the course (e.g. Vesterinen & Aksela, 2013). There seems to be very 
few descriptions or studies about entire courses planned and carried out by students with minimal 
guidance, and without pre-determined goals or approaches to sustainability issues. Studies focusing 
on such student-led courses could provide insight on how the students involved in planning and car-
rying out the course about sustainability and its education in practice.

Although there is a need for change on all levels of education, the challenges of sustainability educa-
tion are especially crucial in teacher education (Firth & Winter, 2007; UNESCO, 2014). According to 
UNESCO (2014), teaching and learning environment should be interactive and learner-centred to en-
able exploratory, action-orientated and transformative learning. Participatory approaches—such as 
student-led education—in which pre-service teachers take actively part in educational planning, have 
been seen to have the potential to narrow the theory-practice gap in teacher education (see Struyven, 
Dochy, & Janssens, 2010). As the student-led courses are usually planned in groups, involvement in 
the planning of such courses provides students the opportunity to practice collaborative planning (cf. 
Soini, Pietarinen, Toom, & Pyhältö, 2016). Because most of the sustainability issues demand inter- or 
transdisciplinary approaches (e.g. UNESCO, 2004), planning of student-led sustainability education 
courses can also provide the students the opportunity to practice collaboration as part of an interdis-
ciplinary team.

However, there are also some recognized challenges, disagreements and concerns over the use of 
student-led sustainability education (e.g. Grandin, Gunnarsson, & Andersson, 2017; Pálsdóttir, 
2017). One of the central challenges is the scarcity of research on the topic as well as on the tools; 
materials and frameworks suited for student-led sustainability education (see Læssøe, 2010; Parker, 
2010; de Vreede, Warner, & Pitter, 2014). The collaborative planning and decision-making can also 
lead to disagreements. For instance, students may have varying views on pedagogy, such as student-
centeredness (see Lea, Stephenson, & Troy, 2003). However, debating over issues can be seen as an 
integral part of collaborative learning (e.g. Hamnett, McKie, & Morrison, 2018). Although some chal-
lenges and concerns have been recognized, there seems to be a lack of studies systematically charting 
the challenges of student-led sustainability education.
     

RATIONALE AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS
One of the approaches for increasing student participation in sustainability education is the use of 
student-led education (e.g. Almlöv & Moberg, 2008; Herranen et al., 2018; Hällström, 2011). How-
ever, as described above, both sustainability education as well as the use of a student-led approach 

2 Student-led education is education led by the students instead of the teachers. In this study, the course designers were a 
group of students. As the course designers had full autonomy to plan the course, they could also choose whether the 
course was also student-centred, meaning that participants are taken into consideration, being in the centre of learn-
ing (Herranen et al., 2018).

Herranen et al.
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present several challenges (e.g. Blum et al., 2013; Grandin et al., 2017). Thus, there is a need for stud-
ies describing the use of student-led approaches on various levels of sustainability education, as well 
as charting the challenges of such approaches and possible causes of those challenges. Although there 
are some descriptions of experiences in planning and managing student-led courses on sustainability 
education (e.g. Almlöv & Moberg, 2008; Grandin, 2011; Heiskanen, Käyhkö, & Virtanen, 2017), these 
accounts have not systematically charted the challenges of such courses.

This qualitative case study utilises discourse analysis to identify the challenges that arose when higher 
education students planned a student-led course on sustainability education. Five student course de-
signers took part in the collaborative planning of the course. The challenges were identified by exam-
ining the disagreements that these course designers had during the process of course planning. To 
understand the challenges more deeply, the course designers were also interviewed about the process 
and the challenges they faced during planning. Finally, to relate the results of this analysis to a wider 
discussion on the topic, underlying tensions were recognised comparing the identified challenges to 
the theoretical frameworks and results from previous studies.
The research questions guiding the analysis were: 

1. What are the challenges the course designers face when they plan a student-led course on sus-
tainability education?

2. Which underlying tensions related to student-led sustainability education can explain the chal-
lenges the course designers face when they plan the course?

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Background
The course Sustainable Development in Education was developed as a pilot course in project Act-
SHEN — Action for Sustainability in Higher Education in the Nordic region (see Vesterinen, Gollifer, 
& Macdonald, 2017). Two previous models inspired the student-led approach used on the course. The 
first was a collaborative peer teaching model for chemistry teacher education, in which instructors 
assume a consulting and facilitating role giving the pre-service teachers responsibility and freedom to 
practice course and lesson planning (see Aksela, 2010; Vesterinen & Aksela, 2013). The other was the 
student-led model of instruction developed at the Centre for Environment and Development Studies 
(CEMUS), in which students develop and run student-initiated courses in dialogue with the faculty 
(see Grandin, 2011; Hällström, 2011). 

Figure 1. The course design.

Five master students were selected as course designers to plan and run the course (see Figure 1). Al-
though the course designers were majoring in different subjects, all of them had some previous teach-
ing experience and showed a personal interest towards sustainability education (see Appendix 1). 
However, none of them had prior experience in planning a new course. The master and bachelor stu-
dents who participated in the course ran by the course designers are referred to as the participants. 
The course designers received a fixed amount of credits (5 ECTS) for planning and implementing the 
course. The participants received 3 ECTS credits for the course.

Challenges and tensions in collaborative planning of a student-led course
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The course designers were given almost full autonomy over the design and implementation of a 
course. The authors of this study were teacher educators currently or previously employed by the 
unit of chemistry teacher education. They selected the course designers, informed them about the 
restrictions3 for the course planning and provided support in administrative tasks, such as reserving 
classroom spaces and adding the course to students’ academic records.     

The course designers planned the course for three months. For research purposes, course designers 
were asked to record all of their conversations, both face-to-face and online, regarding the design 
of the course. The course designers gave the researchers permission to use this data for research. 
The course itself included nine six-hour sessions, as well as individual and group work between the 
sessions. According to the course designers’ plans, the first week of the course concentrated on the 
concept of sustainable development. The second week had more of a pedagogical focus and it concen-
trated more on sustainability education (see Herranen et al., 2018).

Research method
The aim of this qualitative case study (see e.g. Denscombe, 2014) was to identify the challenges the 
course designers had in the design of a course on sustainability education, as well as to recognise the 
tensions underlying these challenges. The challenges and the tensions were identified and recognised 
through discourse analysis. Discourse analysis is a descriptive, pragmatic tradition in which the texts 
are analysed in their contexts to interpret the use of language in social situations, and described as a 
narrative (e.g. Remes, 2006). 

The analysis was carried out in two phases. In the first phase, the challenges in course planning were 
identified from empirical data utilizing inductive reasoning, because there seems to be no previous 
research on challenges during the planning of student-led courses on sustainability education. At the 
beginning of this phase, such discussion sequences in which the course designers seemed to disagree 
on something related to course design were recognized from the data by the first and second author. 
Based on the transcriptions of the disagreements during planning as well as on the descriptions of 
disagreements and challenges the course designers provided during the interview, altogether five 
overarching challenges were identified.

The empirical data for the study included recordings of the fourteen conversations (1–4 hours each) 
that the course designers had while planning the course, email communications from the course de-
signers, as well as two semi-structured group interviews of the course designers conducted by the first 
and second author. The first group interview was carried out after the design phase, and the second 
after the completion of the course. The interviews focused on the learning process of the course de-
signers, and the challenges the course designers faced during the design and implementation of the 
course (see Appendix 2). Relevant parts of the interviews and discussions were transcribed verbatim 
by the first author. 
 
In the second phase, the underlying tensions were recognized by connecting challenges to previous 
literature on sustainability education and collaborative educational planning using abductive reason-
ing. Although the use of abductive reasoning has been more widely used and discussed as a part of 
grounded theory methodology (e.g. Dey, 2004), the approach was used here as part of the discourse 
analysis to relate the results of the analysis to a wider discourses on the topic (see Remes, 2006).

To ensure that data was not taken out of context, as well as to increase the validity of the analysis, 
the researchers examined and discussed the selected data together. Validity was increased further by 
involving the third author in the identification of the challenges and the recognition of the tensions. 

3 The only restrictions given to the course designers were that (i) the course needs to be aimed at bachelor and master 
teacher students; (ii) the course needs to focus on education for sustainability and (iii) the course should run during 
the two weeks intense study period, a period during which other bachelor and master courses of the semester have 
already ended.

Herranen et al.
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Interpretations were discussed until the researchers reached consensus. To provide readers with con-
text and to support the interpretations made, direct quotes from the transcriptions are provided when 
presenting the results. As the discussions were carried out in Finnish, direct quotes were translated 
from Finnish into English.

As with any other case study, it should be recognized that there are limitations to how far the results 
can be generalized (see Denscombe, 2014). Although each of the tensions recognized is based on 
previous studies, it is probable that there are several other possible explanations for these challenges. 
Thus, to make the reasoning used in recognition of the tensions visible, a brief discussion on the previ-
ous research on the issue is provided as part of the description of the tension. 

RESULTS  
The challenges and underlying tensions are summarized in table 1. The results are presented by first 
describing each challenge and then briefly discussing the tension underlying that specific challenge 
(see Appendix 3). Even though challenges are presented in a certain order, the design process did not 
progress in a linear way from defining the concept of sustainability and goals for the course to choos-
ing teaching and learning methods and assigning responsibilities. In fact, in each meeting the course 
designers usually had disagreements about more than one challenge.
 
    
Table 1. Summary of the identified challenges as well as the tensions underlying each identified 
challenge
     

Identified challenge Recognised tension

How to define sustainability? Human development vs. Environmen-
tal conservation

What should be the focus of sustainability educa-
tion?

Affective vs. Cognitive focus

How to implement sustainability education? Participatory action vs.                              
Critical discussion approaches

What is the role the course designers should as-
sume?

Peer role vs. Expert role

How to make decisions during collaborative 
educational planning?

Drive towards unanimity vs. Agreeing 
to disagree

 
    

Challenge of defining sustainability
On several occasions, the course designers discussed and debated on how they perceive sustainability 
and sustainable development. For instance, in the first interview, they talked about how the complex-
ity of the concept is a challenge. Karo was critical to the traditional view of sustainable development, 
in which sustainable development has three pillars, because it over-emphasises social and economic 
sustainability. In Karo’s opinion, ecological sustainability was the true foundation of a sustainable 
future.

Not everyone agreed with Karo’s claims of over emphasis. During the planning phase, Valo tried to 
highlight the significance of other dimensions as well:

I agree that out of those, ecology is the most important. However, when talking about sus-
tainable actions, talking about the economy is inevitable… economic sustainability is criticism 

Challenges and tensions in collaborative planning of a student-led course



[24] 16(1), 2020

towards companies. Social sustainability is how inequality etc. are taken care of. Ecological 
responsibility is, as you know, ecological sustainability, but the economy aspect is extremely 
important, because all actions are done with money and what people do now, they do it with 
money. But these things do not counter each other, but what is true is that there is a lot of ten-
sion between them.

The course designers could not come to an agreement on what the emphasis of sustainable develop-
ment should be, or more precisely, how strong the focus on environmental aspects should be. Espe-
cially when talking about the ‘three pillars’ of sustainability resulted in debates about how the dimen-
sions should be emphasised. The course designers also had a hard time deciding whether to use the 
term ‘sustainability’ or ‘sustainable development’ but decided to use ‘sustainable development’ to be 
in line with the Finnish national frame curricula.

Tension between human development and environmental conservation
Underlying the challenge of defining sustainability was the tension between human development 
and environmental conservation. Much like the course designers, researchers have emphasised the 
dimensions of sustainable development in different ways (e.g. Scott & Gough, 2003). For example, 
researchers have debated on how to use the word ‘development’ and used terms ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ 
sustainability, drawing focus from human development to environmental conservation (Callicott & 
Mumford, 1998; Hopwood, Mellor, & O’Brien, 2005). Proponents of placing the focus on environ-
mental conservation argue that economy is a subset of society and society is completely dependent 
upon the environment (Scott & Gough, 2003). They often call their view ‘strong sustainability’, and 
the view that focuses more on human development as ‘weak sustainability’. However, both approach-
es have their shortcomings (see Neumayer, 2003). As humans are integrally a part of the social and 
economic institutions of society, it might be sensible to try to seek viable solutions to sustainability 
assuming that our fundamental problems are social, economic and political, which then produce en-
vironmental symptoms (Scott & Gough, 2003). Although economic development, human culture and 
environmental conservation are intertwined and ultimately interdependent, balancing the goals of 
human development and environmental conservation seems to be one of those wicked problems, 
where simple solutions just do not exist (Neumayer, 2003; McShane et al., 2011). Thus, there are 
discussions on whether such a division is relevant at all (Giddings, Hopwood, & O’Brien, 2002; Hop-
wood et al., 2005).

Challenge of deciding the focus of sustainability education
During planning, the course designers had several discussions and disagreements about the goals of 
sustainability education. Though the course designers themselves did not explicitly identify this as 
a challenge, the issue was brought up on several occasions. The disagreements rose because some 
group members wanted to emphasise values, while others wanted to focus more on building the par-
ticipants knowledge on what sustainability is. For example, Paju saw that values play a key role in 
sustainability actions, and therefore, argued that they should focus on moulding students’ values and 
choose the pedagogical approaches accordingly:  

In my opinion, environmental education is strongly linked to values, and I think they are a 
strong part of sustainability education as well. We should think about what are the values that 
we can influence how strongly we can mould someone’s values, and what is the best way to do 
so. When thinking about that, thinking about an appropriate pedagogical approach is also the 
key.

However, another course designer Valo, argued for the importance of emphasising knowledge. Valo 
pointed out that one of the challenges was ‘‘that the students have a varying level of knowledge on 
what sustainable development is’’. Valo argued that focus on sharing knowledge was needed to create 
a course for students with different backgrounds, and that the course should set a baseline on how 
sustainability issues should be viewed.

Herranen et al.
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Tension between cognitive and affective focus
Underlying the disagreements about the focus of sustainability education was the tension between 
cognitive versus affective focus in sustainability education. Cognitive focus includes the emphasis of 
sustainability knowledge, while the affective focus is centred on values, attitudes and behaviour. Al-
though affective focus is considered a central element for education for sustainability (e.g. Leiserow-
itz, Kates, & Parris, 2006), openly seeking affective learning outcomes can sometimes be perceived as 
indoctrination or brainwashing (Shephard, 2008). Even when the importance of an affective focus in 
learning is acknowledged, some teachers might see affective learning outcomes mainly as ‘byproducts’ 
of an increase in knowledge and understanding about sustainability. Thus, balancing between these 
two foci can be a challenge especially in collaborative planning.

Challenge of deciding how to implement sustainability education
Making decisions about how to teach sustainability was also identified as a challenge. The course 
designers had several discussions and disagreements about the pedagogical strategies to be used on 
the course. For example, Valo expected that they would give lectures and assign clearly framed tasks 
to students, viewing his role more as a ‘traditional’ teacher. Other course designers wanted to give the 
course participants more control over their learning, for example by doing projects. They argued that 
such projects would provide the course participants skills and materials, which could be later used 
in practice. They considered it important that the course would meet the needs of the students and 
encourage action, rather than to provide them with just ‘‘a pile of ideas’’.

For example, Karo saw that sustainability education should focus more on empowering students 
through more student-centred approaches:

In sustainability education and environmental education, it is important that people get ex-
periences in which they can, through their own actions, affect how the future unfolds…I think 
that is an essential part of this course and I don’t think that in a two-week-long course there is 
any sense in trying to give the participants more knowledge on the issue. Rather, as the course 
participants are future teachers, we should focus on giving them tools on how to bring sustain-
ability forward (in schools). They should get a vision of the future and the ability to envision 
what a sustainable future looks like, not more knowledge, but student-centred approaches that 
will empower the students.

Tension between participatory action and critical discussion approaches
Underlying the disagreements about how to implement sustainability education was the tension be-
tween participatory action and critical discussion approaches to sustainability education. The ur-
gency of sustainability issues, such as climate change, requires immediate action (see e.g. Sterling, 
2010), but focusing on only knowledge does not necessarily lead to action (see Kollmuss & Agye-
man, 2002). Thus, an action-oriented approach is called for (e.g. Chawla & Cushing, 2011), in which 
students are seen as not only future citizens or citizens-in-the-making, but also as citizens who ac-
tively participate in building a more sustainable world, right here and right now through personal 
choices and participatory action in their communities (Alderson, 2000; Kahne & Westheimer, 2006; 
Vesterinen et al., 2017). However, in the context of sustainability education, a strong emphasis on 
immediate action might be problematic, especially if it is not backed by research. Without a deep 
understanding of the nature of a problem, practical projects may focus on providing simplistic or 
short-sighted ‘solutions’ to the problem. Due to their oversimplified nature, such solutions may have 
little—if any—impact in solving complex problems such as sustainability issues (see Skamp, Boyes, & 
Stanisstreet, 2013). Thus, students need critical understanding about these problems, to take them 
into account while working toward a more just and sustainable future (Vare & Scott, 2007; Sterling, 
2010). Concepts such as action competence (e.g. Mogensen & Schnack, 2010) and resilient learner 
(Sterling, 2010) have tried to describe a working middle ground between focusing on critical under-
standing of sustainability issues and building competence for immediate action.

Challenges and tensions in collaborative planning of a student-led course
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Challenge of assuming the role of a course designer
The course designers had different views on how they viewed their own roles during the course and 
the type of pedagogy they wanted to implement. The disagreements about the role they should as-
sume as course designers slowed down the design process, as they could not go forward with plan-
ning before agreeing on it. For example, Karo, Myrsky and Paju did not want to take on the role of 
an authority or give lectures, and preferred to ask external experts to visit the course as lecturers or 
panelists:

Myrsky: We have soon given all the lecturing roles to others
Karo: Originally, I didn’t even think about us giving lectures. Even if we are organising the 
course, I don’t think we need to be the ones responsible for the teaching.
Paju: I also think that it is better for us to give some of the lecturing roles to outsiders. I’m ready 
to hold discussions and reflection, but that wouldn’t mean that I would be in charge of talking 
about how different theories or other things go, such as how NGOs are organised.
Myrsky: I didn’t think I would be the one lecturing either. I was thinking that it would be some-
one else, but I was thinking that it would be someone from this group, but I guess we don’t have 
that sort of expertise in this group.
Karo: In general, I don’t even think that lecturing is a good way to teach anything in a course. 
Maybe in some cases yes, but I don’t see it as necessary that we have lectures in this course. 
(Planning meeting)

To this Paju noted that in some cases lecture-type “information-flows” are useful, but didn’t see them 
necessary for this course.

Contrary to the others, Valo had the self-conception of being an expert on certain areas of sustain-
ability and wanted to teach these topics to the participants. Valo had also expected the others to be 
experts on other dimensions of sustainability rather than on pedagogy. Valo wrote in an email com-
munication:

Mistakenly, I expected the group to consist of members well familiar with sustainability issues; 
I did not understand the emphasis would be so strongly on pedagogical approaches, such as 
phenomenon-based learning. My understanding of such pedagogical approaches is around as 
limited as the other team members’ understanding of sustainability issues.

Tension between peer role and expert role
The challenge was that the course designers did not perceive their role in the same way. They seemed 
to agree that no one can be an expert in all areas of sustainability education, though some felt more 
competent to teach on the issue than others. This challenge might be connected to a broader tension 
between considering one’s role as a peer or an expert. On one hand, the course designers viewed 
themselves as peers for the participants. This provided them with closeness to the participants’ per-
spective and everyday life, which can create a more participatory learning culture than a more tra-
ditional teacher-student relationship (see Hald, 2011; Vesterinen et al., 2017). On the other hand, 
each member of the interdisciplinary team of course designers had expertise on some dimensions of 
knowledge on sustainability (see Miller, Muñoz-Erickson, & Redman, 2010) or sustainability educa-
tion (see de Haan, 2006). Although the course designers familiarised themselves with the topic dur-
ing planning, it is unlikely that they could reach the professional academics’ level of expertise (Parker, 
2010). The course designers seemed to be aware of this, and invited experts from various fields as 
guest lecturers. 

Challenge of decision-making during collaborative educational planning
The course designers discussed in length and had several disagreements about how they should pro-
ceed with the planning. Several times the course designers were stuck in fixed positions arguing only 
for their own viewpoints. For example, when the design process did not advance as smoothly and 
hastily as some of the course designers had hoped for, they had several disputes on how they should 
divide the work. The disagreements about decision-making were also discussed during the inter-
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views. Based on these discussions, making decisions during the collaborative educational planning 
was identified as the fifth challenge. Valo expressed one viewpoint on this issue wanting to distribute 
work as soon as possible. The other course designers did not want to distribute roles early on in the 
planning process, preferring to plan each stage of the course together. Valo was frustrated at this and 
took it personally:

It is good that the group consists of people who want to take responsibility, but if a person who 
wants responsibility always tries to reject views that are not in line with their own view, it is 
impossible to share responsibilities.  

However, the reason why the other course designers wanted to do the course planning together was 
that they were interested in co-teaching. For example, Paju replied in the following way:

I do not really see this as a lecture-type course, but rather as a type of conversational course. A 
course where we do different kinds of student assignments. I would be interested in being there 
the entire time.

The continuous disagreements between Valo and the rest of the course designers led to the point 
where Valo decided to leave the group affirming that the group dynamics was indeed a challenge. Valo 
said the following about the decision:

I believe that me leaving the group will improve the group dynamic. Especially Paju and I have 
disagreed on many fronts, such as on the content of the course, implementation of group proj-
ects, and how to carry out the planning process.

Later on, the others reflected on how they could have improved the planning process, and solved some 
of the challenges related to it. In retrospect, they agreed that it might have made sense to divide the 
tasks among the group. They also realised that they should have spent more time in getting to know 
each other’s strengths, as Karo worded it in the second interview:

[From the beginning] we should have put effort into getting to know who everyone is, what 
our motives are to attend this course, and what kind of strengths we have. These things should 
have been put to the table right from the start. We [the course designers] should have done some 
team-building activities… but we never really did.

Tension between drive towards unanimity and agreeing to disagree
The underlying tension in discussions about the decision-making during collaborative planning was 
about the level of agreement required to make a decision: whether to focus on finding a unanimous 
agreement on the issues, or agreeing to disagree and moving forward in sharing responsibilities with 
some unresolved conflicts. A consensus decision-making approach with a drive towards unanimity 
focuses on sharing existing knowledge, identifying underlying concerns and constructing new knowl-
edge (Hartnett, 2011). However, sometimes the views, beliefs and values of the decision makers differ 
so much, that creating one unanimous vision for the project is very challenging (Beers, Boshuizen, 
Kirschner, & Gijselaers, 2006). The other approach is to seek a balance between different, contrast-
ing or even opposing viewpoints, without a goal of creating unanimous agreements (see Vesterinen, 
2017.). Such ‘agreeing to disagree’ approach might be especially important in dealing with sustain-
ability issues as solving sustainability challenges require transdisciplinary approaches and epistemo-
logical plurality (e.g. Healy, 2003; Miller et al., 2010). The downfall of such an approach is that par-
ticipants do not necessarily feel ownership of the whole project thus compromising the project’s focus. 
Thus, finding a right balance could be needed to support inclusion, open-mindedness and shared 
ownership in collaborative decision-making (see Beers et al., 2006; Hartnett, 2011).

DISCUSSION
Challenges and tensions related to sustainability education
Three types of challenges and tensions related specifically to sustainability education were found in 
this study. The first of these challenges was about the definition of sustainability, with an underlying 
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tension between the goals of human development and environmental conservation. The following 
two challenges were about the focus of sustainability education and the methodological approach 
used in it. The tensions recognised were the conflicts between cognitive and affective focus as well as 
between participatory action and critical discussion approaches.

Although the tensions related to sustainability education have previously been reduced to two com-
plimentary dimensions, ESD 1 or instrumental and ESD 2 or intrinsic view (e.g. Sterling, 2010; Vare 
& Scott, 2007), the results of this study indicated that the three recognized tensions were intercon-
nected, but still separate. For example, the balance between the cognitive and the affective focus is 
an issue whether one uses an instrumental or an intrinsic approach to sustainability education. Even 
in the previous categorisations, it has been acknowledged that ‘‘there is a spectrum of possible posi-
tions and practices across these platforms, and certainly examples of where the two positions are 
integrated’’ (Sterling, 2010). Much like the overarching tensions described by Vare and Scott (2007) 
and Sterling (2010), the tensions recognised here are complementary, with pros and cons on both 
ends. Therefore, there are no right answers or solutions to the tensions presented. However, based 
on the results of this study we argue that if the course designers are aware of these tensions and the 
viewpoints presented in previous research, discussing the potential of various definitions, focuses and 
approaches to sustainability education can be very rewarding.

Challenges and tensions related to collaborative planning
In addition to conceptual challenges related to sustainability education, two tensions related to col-
laborative planning were recognised. The tension concerning their own role as course designers was 
identified to be between the peer role and expert role, and the tension concerning decision-making 
was identified to be whether it should be based on unanimity or could the group agree to disagree. 
Finding a balance between these two tensions can be challenging, especially if course designers are 
not aware of them.

From the course designers’ discussions, it is apparent that the course designers were aware that sus-
tainability education requires a vast amount of expertise. However, they had varying views of what 
that expertise is and whether they could consider themselves as experts. The majority of the course 
designers firmly believed that the course should involve a larger community, for instance, by invit-
ing guest speakers to the course. In previous studies, involving a larger community is usually seen as 
beneficial (e.g. Tolppanen et al., 2017). However, it is noteworthy that the delegation of lecture style 
teaching to outsiders might also reflect the course designers’ feelings of incompetence about assum-
ing the role of an expert. This might also be a concern, which should be taken into account especially 
in teacher education. Previous research has shown that teachers have only moderate confidence in 
teaching on sustainability issues (Malandrakis, Papadopoulou, Gavrilakis, & Mogias, 2019), and lack 
pedagogical content knowledge on sustainability education (Burmeister & Eilks, 2013). For primary 
and secondary school education, constant delegation of expertise to outsiders might not be feasible 
in the end. Therefore, teacher education should aim to build pre-service teachers’ confidence and 
competence to explore sustainability issues in a way, which does not strongly rely on expertise coming 
from outside of the school. 

Besides different views on their own role, the design process was challenging in the sense that the 
course designers had disagreements on how they should work as a group and—more specifically—
what drives the decision making process? Both the drive towards unanimity as well as agreeing to 
disagree are necessary when making the decisions. When aiming at unanimity, the group members 
have to justify their views and try to come into a joint conclusion on the issue. However, agreeing to 
disagree is also important as it values multiple ways of knowing and enables making compromise 
decisions. In fact, such epistemological plurality has been advocated to be used in academic institu-
tions in creating sustainability knowledge (Healy, 2003; Miller et al., 2010). It is especially impor-
tant in teacher education as inter- or transdisciplinary approaches are needed to tackle the wicked-
ness of sustainability issues (e.g. Burmeister, Rauch, & Eilks, 2012). Because the course designers’ 
epistemological views were not studied in this research, a claim that the underlying tension would 

Herranen et al.



[29]16(1), 2020

have been between epistemological plurality and epistemological sovereignty, can’t be made (see e.g. 
Healy, 2003). However, discussing this tension could have made the decision making process easier, 
because they could have understood each other’s views better and been able to utilise the strengths of 
the group members more effectively. 

Supporting student-led sustainability education
Students being in a key position in creating their own sustainable future, it is imperative that they 
participate in educational decision-making (Disterheft et al., 2015). Especially pre-service teach-
ers should be involved with reforming education as they influence the future generations through 
their profession. The challenges it brings are however visible in this study where the course designers 
worked together to resolve the challenges. In some cases, the unanimous decision was not reached, 
but the course designers seemed to agree to disagree. In other cases, the discussion was continued 
until a unanimous decision was reached, sometimes at the cost of inclusiveness of the decision mak-
ing (cf. Hartnett, 2011). At least on one occasion, reaching unanimous decision required one of the 
course designers to leave the group. 

One approach to mitigate the challenges and tensions described in this study would be to make the ex-
isting challenges and tensions visible to the course designers involved in the planning of the courses. 
For example, to mitigate the tensions between human development and environmental conserva-
tion, the course designers could acquaintance themselves with the discussions on ‘strong and weak 
sustainability’ as well as the shortcomings of both approaches (e.g. Neumayer, 2003; Scott & Gough, 
2003). In a similar vein, the challenges related to deciding the goal of and the pedagogical approaches 
used in sustainability education could be mitigated by familiarizing the course designers with con-
cepts such as action competence and resiliency (e.g. Mogensen & Schnack, 2010; Sterling, 2010). 
However, if faculty members decide to provide course coordinators a list of readings, these read-
ings might resemble the preferred theoretical framework of those faculty members rather than the 
framework the course coordinators or the participants need. The use of outside experts as ‘critical 
friends’ might also be a recommendable option to support the course designers in challenges related 
to sustainability education without unnecessarily undermining their autonomy (see Costa & Kallick, 
1993; Vesterinen, 2017). 

The course designers also had difficulties in reaching agreement about their own role. One way to 
mitigate this challenge would be to set up a mentoring program, which would support the course 
designers in finding a balance between their dual role as an expert and as a peer (see Grandin, 2011; 
Hällström, 2011). The course designers involved in this study suggested that they would mentor the 
next group of course designers. However, there might not always be students with enough experience 
to act as mentors. On such occasions, collaboration with or even visiting institutions like CEMUS, 
which has been involved in student-led sustainability education for several years, could support the 
course designers by giving peer support on planning student-led courses (see Stoddard, 2017).

Out of all the recognized challenges, the tension concerning decision-making might be especially hard 
to mitigate. People with different scientific backgrounds might have disagreements even about the 
fundamental epistemological questions, such as what counts as knowing (see Caviglia-Harris & Hat-
ley, 2004). However, it has been noted that sustainability education requires transdisciplinary ap-
proaches and epistemological plurality (see Burmeister et al., 2012; Healy, 2003; Miller et al., 2010). 
Thus, interdisciplinary groups of students, such as the one involved in this study, might be best suited 
to tackle the challenges of sustainability education. The course designers involved in this course rec-
ommended that the next groups of course designers should have some team-building activities before 
planning, which might be a viable strategy to mitigate this challenge. Especially working in inter-
disciplinary teams might require including activities, which enhance communication between team 
members as well as support inclusion and open-mindedness needed to tackle the challenges related 
to decision-making in collaborative course planning.
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Although there are several ways to mitigate the challenges identified in this study, one of the crucial 
questions, which arose from the results of this study, is to what extent this should be done. As can be 
seen from the results, leaving the challenges unmitigated can certainly lead to personal conflicts and 
less than optimal inclusiveness of decision-making. However, some of the tensions are not necessarily 
the kind you can solve, and probably there is not even a need for that. In sustainability education, the 
students should be encouraged to use time in discussing issues from multiple viewpoints, also explor-
ing the non-popular views (e.g. Sterling, 2010). Facing the challenges provides the course designers 
countless opportunities for such discussion. Through these discussions, the challenges became part 
of the learning process mirroring the wickedness of sustainability education. Thus, even though it 
seems tempting to mitigate the challenges creating conflicts between the course designers, mitigating 
the conflicts could decrease the autonomy of the course designers, possibly affecting their ownership, 
motivation and dedication to the course. The fact that the course designers had a fair amount of dis-
agreements during planning is in itself an indication that the students found the issues important on 
a personal level. 

Even if one should carefully consider what type of support is given, it does not mean, that support 
is not needed. As the experiences from this and other student-led initiatives have shown, the sup-
port of the university governance, senior faculty and administrative staff is especially crucial for the 
continuity of such courses (Almlöv & Moberg, 2008; Disterheft et al., 2015; Hällström, 2011; Wolff, 
Sjöblom, Hofman-Bergholm, & Palmberg, 2017). It is very likely, that in some situations course de-
signers might need significantly more support than the course designers involved in this study re-
ceived. If such support is needed, it should be provided in ways, which encourage active self-reliance 
and reflection (see Mogensen & Schnack, 2010; Sterling, 2010). For example, if we want to provide 
course designers with support on pedagogical decision-making without diminishing their autonomy, 
it might be sensible to offer them a wide variety of options and a platform for discussing the decision, 
rather than offering a fixed pedagogical approach. This would make the decision making an active 
minds-on process. In addition to providing a variety of tools and viewpoints the support should also 
leave space for novel and divergent ideas, thus preventing the student participation from becoming 
a ‘self-deceptive simulation’, which merely reinforces the dominant discourse and power relations, 
rather than challenges them (Læssøe, 2010; Grandin et al., 2017). 

The aforementioned use of student mentors could be one way to provide the course designers with a 
critical friend who could support the planning of the course. However, by providing readymade mod-
els and ideas based on their experiences of planning and running the course, even mentoring pro-
vided by former course designers may result in narrowing the room for truly novel and divergent new 
ideas. To our knowledge, as there are currently lacking studies on mentoring as a part of student-led 
sustainability education, there might be need for examining the effect of such mentoring programs on 
the challenges experienced by the course designers. Because autonomy seems to play such a central 
part in student-led sustainability education, there might also be a need for a study focusing on how 
the course designers experience autonomy.

The results of this study indicate that when planning a student-led course on sustainability education, 
course designers face challenges, which mirror some of the central challenges described in the re-
search on sustainability education. The study also indicates that at least some of the master students 
are capable of discussing the challenges constructively as well as finding ways to work through them. 
Thus, student-led approaches seem to be a viable opportunity for improving student participation in 
sustainability education.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1
The backgrounds of selected course designers

Name Background

Paju Master student in chemistry education with interest towards sustainability edu-
cation. Worked as a substitute teacher alongside studies.

Karo Master student in environmental sciences, with minor studies in adult education.

Myrsky Master student in mathematics education with interest towards sustainability 
education.  Worked part-time as a teaching assistant at the department of math-
ematics.

Valo Master student in theology with coaching experience on developing environmen-
tal responsibility in private companies. Took part in the design of the course, but 
did not participate in running the course.

Nikola Master student in environmental sciences with teaching experience from a 
student-led project course on sustainability. Took part in the design of the course 
as an advisor, but did not participate in running the course.

     

Appendix 2
The structure for the first interview

• How did you decide to emphasize the different dimensions of sustainability and why?
• How do you think your students will react to what you teach?
• What was the significance of the CEMUS-visit?
• How are you going to support the group work of the participants?
• How do you feel about the course?
• How have you experienced the planning process?
• How important do you think is the pedagogical background for the course designers?
• How have you experienced the group work?
• What have you learned in the process?

     

The structure for the second interview
• What do you think you learned in the course? 
• Where did you learn about those things?
• Did you change your plans during the course?
• What kind of experience was this in terms of your future as teacher?
• How would you choose the next course designers?
• How would you develop the course?
• Would you do something differently now after the course?
• What kind of feelings you experienced in planning the course?
• How was student-centredness actualized in the course?
• How has your thinking about sustainability and its education changed in the process?What was 

challenging in planning the course?
• How do you think multi-, inter-, or transdisciplinary was actualized in the course?
• How do you think that the different backgrounds of the course designers affected to the course?

Challenges and tensions in collaborative planning of a student-led course
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Appendix 3

Example of the analysis
Empirical observation 
= challenge

Theory = tension Possible explanation for 
the empirical observation 
= result of the study

The course designers 
had disagreements about 
different sustainability 
definitions

When defining sustainability, 
there can be seen a tension 
between emphasizing human 
development and environmen-
tal conservation

The course designers’ discus-
sions about sustainability 
definitions are linked to the 
tension between emphasiz-
ing human development and 
environmental conservation

Herranen et al.


