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Action research for education for sustainable development: 
the case of the university in-service course ‘education for 
sustainable development – innovations in school and teacher 
education (BINE)*
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ABSTRACT
The goal of the university professional development course BINE is 
to encourage participants to address education for sustainable 
development (ESD) in a reflective way. The main aims are for the 
participants to learn about action research and to reflect and imple-
ment ESD in their work and institutions. This paper briefly describes 
the concepts of action research in relation to ESD and gives an 
overview of the structure of the course. The central part reports on 
the programme evaluation and the main results. Findings indicate 
that the systematic collection and analysis of data and the writing 
of a study are regarded as strenuous but conducive to learning. It 
seems that a balance of provocation and support as elements of 
a dynamic didactical design offers space for more in-depth reflec-
tions on ESD.
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Introduction

The theoretical concept of the BINE course was developed in the research project ENITE 
(Environmental Education in Teacher Education) funded by the Austrian Science Fund (FWF) and 
is comprised of the following pillars (Posch, Rauch, and Kreis 2000): (1) Participants actively influence 
the design of projects; (2) Design and learning take place across disciplines and in connection with 
pedagogy, didactics and practice; (3) Learning is combined with research in a practical context, such 
as action research (Noffke and Somekh 2009). The BINE course has been held four times since 2006.

Action research as research-based professional learning

Action research, as it is conceptualised in the BINE course, is intended to empower 
teachers and teacher groups to carry out, reflect on and implement innovations, e.g. to 
further develop their professional practice on a long-term basis. This is the primary aim 
which was captured in a succinct definition by John Elliott who stated that ‘action 
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research is the study of a social situation with a view to improving the quality of the action 
within it’ (1991, 12). The BINE course is designed as an in-service education programme for 
practitioners to further develop their practical theories and their action competence by 
reflection and action on practice-related issues.

Action research has a twofold aim: understanding (as a result of reflection) and 
development (as a result of action). Quality criteria for the action research process are 
not always easy to enforce. More often than not, the requirements of data volume and 
analytical accuracy (required methodological input) for written products are more exact-
ing than teachers consider necessary for their practical decisions (e.g. subjective assess-
ment of the experience of an action option). Moreover, the experience derived from 
a research process is designed to inspire an investigative, experimental attitude towards 
one’s own professional practice beyond the organisation of data and the writing process 
as tools for systematic reflection on a topic (Feldman et al. 2018).

Education for sustainable development meets action research

The authors assume that an educational concept such as Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) (UNESCO 2020) corresponds strongly with the principles of action 
research. Both concepts define a reflexive shaping of society as a target perspective. 
Knowledge, development, and empowerment are three central categories to which both 
action research and education for sustainable development refer. The central reference 
category in both action research and education for sustainable development can be seen 
in a concept of learning that unfolds in an autonomous, networked, and research 
reflective confrontation with the world. Learners explore and reflect on their own goals, 
points of view, and strategies for action and are enabled to shape their own living 
environment in a self-confident and participatory way. Theory and practice are seen as 
interwoven and interrelated (Radits et al. 2015).

The BINE course

The BINE course is an in-service training programme for teachers in the form of seminars 
and working groups, comprising five three- to four-day seminars, a seminar on research 
methods and a writing workshop. The courses are held as blocks in different places in 
Austria. In the seminars, contents are conveyed through presentations and inputs by 
seminar leaders or by guest speakers (designated experts from educational, political, 
social, and economic sciences) and then considered and deepened in group work, 
exercises, and workshops. Working groups typically focus on the exchange of experi-
ences, the work on literature, and the support of research work. In the action research 
project, the participants develop and investigate a project from their own practice 
according to the paradigm of action research. The work is supervised by a member of 
the leadership team (Rauch and Steiner 2015).

The BINE course is structured in a setting that aims to highlight different perspectives on 
the concept of sustainable development in order to introduce, contrast, and discuss its 
diverse dimensions. The participants investigate the concept of sustainable development by 
visiting companies (organic farm, cheese dairy, district heating plant, tourism region, school, 
community) meeting with people who work there, and by researching their understanding 
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of sustainable development with the help of previously developed research instruments 
(interview, questionnaire, photo documentation). They do this in the awareness that they 
have expertise in education themselves and can learn from local experts about the con-
ceptual and concrete problems of sustainable development. The results of the research are 
evaluated, analysed, and compared back in the seminars. Throughout the course of the 
seminars, various models of education for sustainable development from fields other than 
education are presented and discussed (including by external lecturers). Based on this 
discourse, the participants are invited to localize fields of innovation in their own institutions 
and to design an action research project for this purpose (Radits et al. 2019).

The BINE course has been held four times since 2006, and action research studies have 
been designed and carried out in a broad range of fields in schools and universities 
involved in teacher education. These have ranged from questions of professionalization 
as a teacher or teacher educator to school development studies. In the latter case, for 
example, one study examined the current state of Education for Sustainable Development 
at an Austrian Technical College (Secondary Upper School). Using qualitative and quanti-
tative methods (interviews and questionnaires), the course participant investigated what 
teachers and students perceived as the most promising way to implement ESD at the 
Technical College. The study discussed the potential and constraints of different models 
for implementing ESD in the curriculum, including as single subjects and cross-curricular 
conceptions. The results provided concrete measures and necessary structural develop-
ments in order for the college to be able to gain a new perspective on education in the 
context of global challenges (e.g. climate change). These included new roles and tasks for 
educational authorities, school management, teams of teachers, students, school net-
works, universities, and colleges. A working group lead by the author of the study was 
established at the Austrian Ministry of Education to discuss these issues and to develop 
a concept to implement ESD at Technical Colleges in Austria.

Accompanying evaluation of the BINE course

All four of the BINE courses conducted so far have been evaluated (internal seminar 
evaluation and external course evaluation). For the latest course (2016–2018), 11 
people were interviewed in total, which means that 50% of the participants in this 
course were included. Nine women and two men took part in the interviews. 
Contact with the course participants was established through the regional group 
leaders. The participants involved in the evaluation volunteered for the interviews 
which were conducted between June and July 2018. All the interviews were 
recorded and lasted between 35 and 70 minutes. The interviews were structured 
by a question guideline, which included three groups of questions: (1) questions on 
the course concept, (2) on learning outcomes and (3) recommendations for further 
development of the course. The interviews were transcribed verbatim. The evalua-
tion was carried out descriptively according to category-led content analytical 
criteria (Mayring 2015).
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Findings

With respect to ESD, the heterogeneity of the participants is reflected in their learning 
experiences with ESD in the course. In particular, participants who came to the course 
with little previous experience were surprised by the complexity of the topic. For some 
participants, this complexity conflicted with the desire for a clear definition or ‘a solution’; 
as one interviewee commented, ‘On the one hand, it was often confusing because you 
thought there was simply no solution . . . ’ (GI1).1 For this participant, the background 
knowledge imparted helped them to develop an appropriate attitude: ‘You have a basic 
feeling about it, but what is behind it is more difficult to explain, but it has become clearer 
to me in any case.’ (GI1).

The process-orientation of ESD was mentioned several times: ‘I think basically the 
whole thing is a process, because you never achieve a final resolution to the problem of 
sustainability’ (EI5). Another participant believed that ESD through environmental issues 
falls too short – one should also look more closely at societal, economic, and social 
framework conditions:

I consider the question of economy and the critical approaches and perspectives to be a key 
area if you deal with these issues [. . .] If I want to solve the ecological problems, it would be 
important to me to recognize the global economic framework. How is it with our debt 
investment model? What kind of dynamics arise from it? What does work mean, what does 
participation mean? What does nutritional justice or distributional justice mean?” (EI6).

The evaluation data provide indications that participants are also acquiring know-how for 
the systematic reflection on their own practice combined with knowledge on how this 
can be improved. A graduate of the BINE course summarized his experiences with action 
research in the course as follows: ‘In retrospect, action research was very enriching. In 
particular, the ongoing keeping of a research diary, in which pupil statements and 
important observations were regularly noted and recorded, made valuable contributions 
to my practice (Unterthiner 2015, 13).’

The methodology of action research was largely unknown to many participants. Most 
also had little experience with scientific inquiry. As a special experience, one participant 
stated that she had learned with her own research project how ‘action research feels’ (EI4) 
and she felt joy at having successfully mastered the research process, even if it was 
sometimes difficult. Scientific inquiry is a challenge for many participants, even though 
inquiry is increasingly demanded as a competence in the profession of teachers and 
teacher educators. As one participant stated: ‘Research takes time and even regressions 
are allowed. Research questions and goals and hypotheses can also be overturned’ (EI4). It 
was important to experience ‘that one can also fail.’ (GI2). From statements such as these, 
it is clear that the participants came to perceive themselves as researchers, and that they 
were both proud and relieved that they can fulfil this role. ‘Ultimately, the experience of 
being able to research successfully strengthens the self-confidence’ (GI4).

Summary

The results show that the systematic collection of data (within the framework of action 
research projects) and the writing of a study were regarded as demanding but also 
conducive to learning. Furthermore, research-based inquiry and learning on the concepts 
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of ESD provoked participants to a certain degree due to the complexity of the ESD 
discourse. While provocation raises awareness of the uncertainties and dilemmas that 
characterize sustainable development and ESD, tools on an intellectual level (e.g. informa-
tion, methodical inputs) as well as on an emotional level (e.g. support and empowerment 
by critical friends) provide orientation and direction. Both levels complement each other 
and form a framework for holistic and integrated learning processes. The BINE course, as 
a community of learners in a climate of trust and openness, might create a supportive 
context for deepening understanding. It seems that a balance of provocation and support 
as elements of a dynamic didactical design offers space for more in-depth reflections.

Note

1. The quotations are followed by a letter and number code (which corresponds to the 
interviewee).
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