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Chapter 6 
Ecological Sustainability and Steering 
of Finnish Comprehensive Schools 

Niina Mykrä 

Abstract With the climate catastrophe and biodiversity loss, our globe is facing 
enormous challenges: the basis of life on Earth is in danger. Eco-anxiety and global 
eco-social crises are also driving education to search for solutions to build a sustain-
able future, for instance the United Nations Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Devel-
opment views education as a key instrument for change. One of the key promises 
of the Finnish Ministry of Education is to commit to sustainable development, and 
the Finnish National Forum for Skills Anticipation states that important future skills 
should include knowledge of sustainable development. In national reports on how 
to carry out Agenda 2030, Finland has highlighted education as a key strength in 
meeting the sustainability goals. Yet the global goals of sustainability education fail 
to translate into concrete actions by the time they reach everyday life in Finnish 
schools. The 2014 Finnish national core curriculum for basic education is also insuf-
ficiently clear in the area of sustainability even though it expects sustainability to 
be included in school culture and teaching. In addition to this, the enactment of the 
curriculum in Finnish comprehensive schools meets various hindering and promoting 
cultural elements, which are interconnected. Change towards sustainability across 
levels of activity from high-level policy to everyday life within schools in Finland is 
complicated. 

A change of direction is vital for a sustainable future: the globe is facing enor-
mous challenges with the degradation of the environment. News about the climate 
catastrophe, biodiversity loss, and soil and water contamination fill the media.1 New 
research reveals devastating details of the state of the environment with only a few 
signs of improvement, and researchers have appealed to politicians to take action.2 

The cause of the degradation of nature lies in human-centred relationships to nature, 
overconsumption and the neo-liberal paradigm: all of these are central to the fright-
ening developments.3 There is an urgent need for society to change both individual
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88 N. Mykrä

and institutional environmental practices. However, promoting sustainability can be 
expected to be complex because it conflicts with overall trends in society and politics, 
it is based on diverse academic disciplines, it is strongly connected with ecological 
literacy, and it is value dependent.4 

The United Nation’s Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development5 presents 17 
sustainable development goals (SDGs) for prosperity for people and the planet, now 
and into the future. It suggests that education is a key enabler of all other Sustainable 
Development Goals. In global politics, there are ambitions that public school systems 
should lead the way to a sustainable future.6 At the same time UNESCO’s ‘roadmap’ 
for education for sustainable development suggests that we are nowhere near that 
point because in many countries education for sustainable development (ESD) is 
reflected in education policy, teacher training, and curricula but often it is interpreted 
with a narrow focus on topical issues rather than with a holistic approach on learning 
content, pedagogy, and learning outcomes which make the transformation possible.7 

Bringing change to schools is not an easy task as they can never be released 
from the society in which they are situated.8 Moreover education and schooling are 
inherently contradictory: their role is to both socialise children and renew society.9 In 
these two tasks also stands the relevant possibilities of education: learning to live in 
equilibrium with other-than-human and learning to renew the present unsustainable 
way of life. 

The literature on sustainability often regards ecological, social, cultural, and 
economic dimensions as equal bases of sustainability. In contrast, but like Rockström 
and Sukhdev,10 I view ecological sustainability as the most central element. Only a 
stable climate system and resilient ecosystems can provide a foundation for human 
social, cultural and economic activities, and so at school, to learn and act for this 
order of priority, is vital. For this reason, I look at the situation in Finnish comprehen-
sive schools through the promotion of ecological sustainability at school. I define the 
promotion of ecological sustainability at school as a multi-voiced, multidisciplinary, 
and multilevel activity that hopefully will lead the way to an ecologically sustainable 
future. Promotion means actively encouraging or furthering the progress of ecolog-
ical sustainability. Ecological refers to the equilibrium between living organisms such 
as human beings, plants, and animals as well as their environment. Sustainability is 
the ability to uphold or defend this ecological equilibrium. The school is the place 
where this promotion happens, and it includes both environmental and sustainability 
education and reducing the environmental load of the school. 

Steering of Comprehensive Schools Towards Ecological 
Sustainability in Finland 

As the promotion of ecological sustainability is a multi-level phenomenon, it is 
important to consider what kind of steering policies for ecological sustainability 
there are in Finland, how the national curriculum of basic comprehensive schooling
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reflects the goals defined by steering documents, and how these relate to local school 
activities in Finland. Environment and education policies have often attempted to 
create change at schools but as this section will show, often with little real impact. 

There are many policy documents that drive comprehensive schools towards 
sustainability in Finland. In recent research11 I examined over 80 Finnish steering 
documents and web pages from the Ministry of Education and Culture, the Ministry 
of the Environment and the Finnish National Agency for Education. I also consid-
ered documents that included ecological sustainability in education from other areas 
of Finnish public administration on different levels. Key documents were found by 
going through websites, Non-Governmental Organisations’ lists of the documents 
that are important for environmental education, and different search engines. The 
goal of this document analysis was to find the central documents that steer or intend 
to steer Finnish comprehensive schools towards sustainability, and to describe the 
spectrum of the policy instruments. I collected all essential contents from the docu-
ments, made first descriptive analysis and then thematic analysis of the contents, and 
the main findings of my analysis are discussed in this section. 

When steering Finnish comprehensive schools, public administrators use mainly 
soft policy instruments like information, agreements, strategies, and action plans. 
Many documents related to sustainable development make mention of comprehensive 
schools. As they are soft policy instruments, there are no penalties if the plans are 
not fulfilled. Even so, these documents bring the themes to stage and show which 
things public administration prioritises. Documents are often made in cooperation 
or through democratic negotiations, which broadens the thinking of all involved, but 
can also make documents a heterogeneous collection of different and contradictory 
aspects. 

The main international document related to sustainable development is Agenda 
2030. It is at the heart of in Finnish environmental policy as well. The most impor-
tant goal for sustainability education is subgoal 4.7: “By 2030, ensure that all 
learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable develop-
ment, including, among others, through education for sustainable development and 
sustainable lifestyles (…)”. How Agenda 2030 gets enacted in Finland is a matter 
for the Finnish Government. Instead of a traditional national strategy document, the 
National Commission on Sustainable Development formulated Society’s Commit-
ment to Sustainable Development.12 The goal was that both the Finnish public sector 
and other actors, would all make pledges to promote sustainable development in 
their work and operations. The Finnish National Commission on Sustainable Devel-
opment argued that this widespread national commitment and concrete operational 
pledges would be a key instrument for implementing the Agenda 2030 in Finland. 

In the field of education, both policymakers and every school were challenged 
to make their own commitments.13 For example, the Finnish National Agency of 
Education promised to include sustainable development systematically in the national 
goals of education, steer and support municipalities to change according to sustain-
ability goals in curriculum and strengthen abilities to build a sustainable future in 
schooling.14 The Ministry of Education and Culture promised to respect the Society’s 
Commitment to Sustainable Development and implement it in its strategies and
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steering.15 It is expected that those who have made the commitments self-assess if 
the goals have been reached, but by the summer of 2021, neither the Finnish National 
Agency of Education nor the Ministry of Education and Culture had completed the 
assessments. Only a small percentage of schools made their pledges by 2020, and 
most of the pledges made focus narrowly on reducing personal waste or other small 
everyday acts.16 As a prompt for carrying out ecological sustainability at schools, 
Society’s Commitment to Sustainable Development has not been a success. 

Monitoring of the state of sustainable development in Finland is undertaken by the 
Prime Minister’s Office together with the Finnish National Commission on Sustain-
able Development.17 The purpose of such monitoring is to create a comprehensive 
picture of how Finland is succeeding in promoting sustainable development and to 
identify the challenges for consistent policies. Progress towards targets was moni-
tored by means of indicator baskets linked to the commitment. One indicator is 
particularly linked to ecological sustainability in education and relevant compe-
tences: “The number of daycare centres, schools and educational institutions with 
a focus on sustainable development”. The number in this area has increased very 
slowly. As early as 2006, the Education and Training Division of the Finnish National 
Commission on Sustainable Development had set a target of 15% for the number of 
certified schools, but Finland has not yet reached even half of that target. Despite 
this, many reports argue that the area of education and competences is strong for 
ecological sustainability in Finland. For example, one national report on the applying 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in Finland stated that its strengths 
lie in good education and competence, and that it is supported by a long-term, inte-
grated approach to sustainable development in schools.18 A more recent report claims 
that sustainable development permeates all levels of education from early childhood 
education and care through to the secondary level.19 Unfortunately, these assessments 
are over-optimistic: in the education sector, the focus is on social sustainability and 
it is rare for policy statements to take a stand on ecological sustainability.20 Agenda 
2030 sub goal 4.7 is forgotten from the assessments, or they assume that the work has 
already been done by including sustainable development in the national curriculum 
of comprehensive schools.21 

It was only in 2020 that the Ministry of Education and Culture in Finland published 
its Sustainable Development policy for achieving the goals of Agenda 2030.22 This 
policy declares that the special responsibility of the Ministry of Education and Culture 
lies in the promotion of goals related to social sustainability. Ecological sustainability 
has only a marginal presence in the document, it suggests ecological, social, and 
financial dimensions should be considered equally but the concrete subject matters 
of ecological sustainability education are missing. The document talks about energy 
efficiency and the circular economy in the maintenance and use of existing buildings, 
which is also important for ecological sustainability, but this is not enough to enhance 
learning for ecological sustainability. Concrete goals or steps for learning ecological 
sustainability are missing. 

In addition to Agenda 2030 and related documents, many other environmental 
policy documents in Finland include enhancing ecological sustainability at schools. 
They include, for example, the Biodiversity Action Plan 2019 of Finland, the National
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Forest Strategy 2025, a report on the National Energy and Climate Strategy for 2030, 
the National World Heritage Strategy, the National Climate Change Adaptation Plan 
2022 of Finland, and the National Strategy for Walking and Cycling 2020. The 
education policy statements acknowledge ecological sustainability education much 
less than environmental policy documents, even though the strategy of Ministry of 
Education and Culture 2030 and the Finnish National Forum for Skills Anticipation 
states that important future skills should include knowledge of sustainable develop-
ment.23 Statements about ecological sustainability are scarce on the websites of the 
Ministry of Education and Culture and the Finnish National Agency of Education. 
For example, the Ministry of Education and Culture does not mention sustainability 
or environmental aspects at all when introducing ‘Finnish education in a nutshell’, a 
key overview of the Finnish education system for those in other countries.24 There 
are some signs of more favourable future developments: the National youth work 
and youth policy programme 2020–23 has said that education providers will be 
encouraged to follow the principles of sustainable development and that there will be 
national sharing of good practices related to sustainable development.25 Work based 
on the policy has already started: in 2021 the Finnish National Agency of Education 
published a web guide “Sustainable future” which concentrates on learning, working 
culture and everyday practices in the world of education and schooling.26 The target 
group of the guide is educators on all levels. In addition to this, in 2021 the Finnish 
National Agency of Education launched a development project for sustainability 
education.27 

Closer analysis28 of all the Finnish environment and education policy documents 
reveals six particular themes that I want to highlight here. First, environmental or 
sustainability education is significant in policy documents of all levels. They point 
out its importance and use inclusive language such as ‘all’, ‘every’, ‘overall’, when 
talking about learning with relation to sustainability. Some documents also argue 
that education is essential in making sustainability possible. 

Second, education is seen as one tool for environmental policy. The documents 
suggest that policy goals should be achieved through schooling and the curriculum. 
Environmental policy sees schools as partners in cooperation towards carrying out 
the environmental policies. 

Third, education policy documents do not include sustainability issues as compre-
hensively as the commitments of the national school administration would suggest. 
Many policy documents state that all activity concerning comprehensive schools 
should include sustainability issues. When examining educational steering docu-
ments, in many of them sustainability issues are missing or very scarce, even if 
including them could be reasonable. Many of the documents that do include ecolog-
ical sustainability emphasise social aspects or concentrate only on climate change. 
There has, however been some better recent progress. 

Fourth, the steering of schools towards ecological sustainability stays on the 
abstract level. The concepts used are abstract and ambiguous. Even when a steering 
document mentions sustainability education as an important aspect, it does not 
include it when listing the concrete steps of carrying out the policy. In environmental 
policy documents, the enhancement of environmental and sustainability education
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stays at the level of administrative development or recommendations for coopera-
tion. Many documents have recommendations attaching subject areas to the national 
curriculum of comprehensive school, but even then, statements stay abstract and do 
not specify what is meant to be learnt. 

Fifth, commitments to include sustainability issues in all activity in education and 
comprehensive schools fade level by level until they reach the local documents. On the 
global and national level, documents promise to strengthen the knowledge and skills 
needed when building a sustainable future. For example, documents recommend 
that every school should have a plan or commitment for sustainable development. 
In reality however, only a minority of schools have made an official commitment 
to sustainability, a sustainable development or an environmental plan, or have some 
kind of certification of sustainability. 

Finally, regulatory and economic policy instruments stay marginal when steering 
schools towards ecological sustainability. Most of the steering documents with 
relation to ecological sustainability at schools are soft policy instruments, like 
information and strategies. There are no economic instruments that focus on 
steering schools towards ecological sustainability although some relevant project 
funds have been released lately. National legislation includes only one statute that 
steers comprehensive schools towards sustainability, apart from the national core 
curriculum. 

Overall, there are few steering documents with concrete steps to steer schools 
nationally towards ecological sustainability. One of the reasons could be that the 
great majority of schools are run by independent municipalities (see Kalalahti and 
Varjo in this book), and in addition to the non-earmarked lump sum distributed 
to municipalities, for the most part the state has statutory power over schooling 
only through the national curriculum.29 Different organisations with many policy 
documents have wanted to include ecological sustainability in the national curriculum 
of comprehensive schooling, so it is to that I now turn. 

Ecological Sustainability in the Finnish National Curriculum 

In its Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
The Prime Minister’s Office stated: “In Finland, sustainable development and global 
civic skills feature prominently in the national curricula and in qualifications from 
early childhood education to primary and secondary education”.30 But how true is 
this really? Looking at the national core curriculum for compulsory basic education 
in Finland, to what extent does it steer schools towards ecological sustainability? 

The Finnish National Agency of Education drew up and confirmed the most 
recent National Core Curriculum for basic education in 2014, and it was required 
in municipalities and schools in 2016. Every comprehensive school is expected to 
work towards the objectives the National Core Curriculum. Education providers and 
schools draw up their own local curricula within the framework of the national core
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curriculum. At every level, teachers, policymakers and citizens have had opportuni-
ties to have an impact on the content of the curriculum—although recent research 
suggests that the process was not as democratic as it was intended to be.31 

My research analysed Finnish national core curriculum for basic education, the 
local curriculum of the field municipality and school level curriculums of three 
schools. The curriculum has two parts: the general part and the subjects at different 
levels. The general part concerns everybody, every lesson and all the activity in 
schools. It includes, for example, values, general goals, and operating culture. The 
subject part includes the special task of Grades 1–2, 3–6 and 7–9. Every subject 
has objectives of instruction and key content areas. Every object of instruction 
has a connection to the specific transversal competencies in the general part of the 
curriculum. 

The first paragraph of the whole curriculum tells the reason why Finland updated 
the curriculum: “… to ensure that changes in the world around the school can be 
responded to and that the school’s role in building a sustainable future can be strength-
ened in the organisation of education”. Indeed sustainability is one of the key concepts 
in the Finnish curriculum.32 The main concepts used in the curriculum are sustainable 
development, sustainable future, and sustainable way of living. The curriculum uses 
the concepts environment, environmental awareness, and relationship with nature. 
Both the general and the subject part of the curriculum are rich with diverse content 
areas and themes connected with ecological sustainability. Most of the main chap-
ters include sustainability issues, and more than 15% of the pages of the curriculum 
include the concept of sustainability. Yet the use of the concepts is not coherent. 
Different subjects use different concepts, and some use them all without any clear 
logic. 

The general part states that eco-social knowledge and ability are part of sustain-
able development, and that eco-social knowledge and ability means that pupils under-
stand the seriousness of climate change in particular, and strive for sustainability. One 
impressive section about underlying values points to the necessity of a sustainable 
way of living: “Humans are part of nature and completely dependent on the vitality 
of ecosystems. Understanding this plays a key role in growth as a human being”. One 
of the seven transversal competencies in the curriculum is “Participation, involve-
ment and building a sustainable future”. There are some far-reaching statements in 
that part too. The curriculum promises that “the pupils develop capabilities for eval-
uating both their own and their community’s and society’s operating methods and 
structures and for changing them so that they contribute to a sustainable future”. The 
operating culture section also includes strong statements: The pupils are encouraged 
to work for the well-being of their environment, and one principle of the “Environ-
mental responsibility and sustainable future orientation” section promises that “A 
learning community accounts for the necessity of a sustainable way of living in all 
of its activities”. Working methods in the curriculum include methods familiar from 
environmental education: outdoor learning, experiential pedagogy, exploration and 
multidisciplinary learning. The curriculum takes into account central competencies 
for sustainability, like responsibility, critical thinking, participation and cooperation,
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too. In addition to this, one goal of multidisciplinary learning modules is “practising 
agency that is consistent with a sustainable way of living”. 

My research considered how the transversal competence area “T 7. Participation, 
involvement and building a sustainable future” is connected with different objectives 
of instruction of the different subjects. In the curriculum, there are all together 741 
objectives of instruction at all levels and in all subjects. Every subject and over a 
quarter of the objectives of instruction are marked in the curriculum as related to 
the Transversal competence area T7. I analysed whether these objectives include 
ecological, social, economic, or cultural sustainability. Only 10 subjects include 
ecological sustainability in 23 objectives, this equates to only 3% of the objectives 
of instruction. The social and cultural dimensions of sustainability appear more 
in the objects of instruction than ecological, although social sustainability takes 
the rather vague and unambitious form of “working together” and “taking care of 
each other”. Economic sustainability is mentioned less than ecological sustainability. 
Connecting the objects of instruction to the transversal competencies has not made 
the curriculum coherent: Ecological sustainability has not reached all subjects, but 
it is left mainly to the traditional natural sciences (environmental studies, biology, 
geography) but with some presence in religion, ethics, crafts and home economics. 
Most of these objectives include only personal choices for a sustainable way of 
living, with a quarter including a societal level. There are some ambitious objectives 
for ecological sustainability, but more critical ideas are missing, particularly if you 
compare the contents with the general part about changing the structures of the 
community. I would argue that every subject has its own role in fostering ecological 
sustainability, a role that no other particular subject can fill, and sustainability crises 
cannot be solved with personal choices but with collaboration between communities. 
Teachers should have been able to follow the curricula of the subjects and still get 
an extensive idea of promoting ecological sustainability. 

To summarise, the structure of the Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic 
Education includes multiple parts linked to sustainability, but some subjects have only 
weak connections to ecological sustainability. The curriculum is neither consistent 
nor coherent when talking about ecological sustainability. This could be because 
of the process of creating the curriculum: many different stakeholders wanting to 
have their say in the curriculum. While the general grounds for fostering ecological 
sustainability at school is strong, the curriculum is utopian rather than realistic, 
and does not provide a tool for every subject to work clearly towards ecological 
sustainability and ecological sustainability. 

This leaves teachers with the huge task of realising connections between ecolog-
ical sustainability and content areas of teaching. Although sustainability is recognised 
in the curricula, changes towards ecological sustainability in the everyday practices 
of schools do not automatically appear and it may be that change is only external.33 

Next, we turn to the everyday life of schools. How do teachers see the steering of 
environmental and educational policies within ecological sustainability?
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Teachers and Administrative Steering 

Although Finland’s policy documents and curriculum steers schools and teachers 
towards ecological sustainability, everyday activity in Finnish school has many facets. 
My research involved interviews with 42 people working in school settings, mostly 
teachers from three schools but also some school leaders or administrators and some 
environmental educators. The main topics of the semi-structured, one-hour inter-
views were factors hindering and enhancing sustainability education at schools. The 
transcriptions were analysed through thematic analysis.34 The analysis revealed 24 
dilemmas that schools should solve before the promotion of ecological sustainability 
can fully expand, as well as three dimensions in the everyday activities of schools 
that include all these dilemmas and their possible solutions. I call these dimensions 
a Sphere of Fostering Ecological Sustainability (Fig. 6.1), as discussed. 

The first dimension is that in Finland, teachers have considerable autonomy.35 

They can interpret and implement curriculum quite widely based on their quality 
education and expertise. Research has usually seen this as very advantageous for 
quality teaching, it gives motivation and job satisfaction, supports decisions suitable 
for local circumstances and gives learners a good example of working in organisa-
tion.36 Nevertheless, my research found that this autonomy also sets challenges to the 
promoting of ecological sustainability at school—and steering of schools towards 
sustainability. 

Teachers that I interviewed, called for their peers to engage with promoting ecolog-
ical sustainability. At the same time, they did not like their own autonomy being

BIG PICTURE 

SMALL EVERYDAY 
CHOICES 

MANY COMPETING 
OBLIGATIONS 

PRIORITIZING 
ECOLOGICAL 

SUSTAINABILITY 

SHARED 
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Fig. 6.1 A sphere of fostering ecological sustainability 
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disturbed: they said that they disliked guidance on environmental matters from their 
peers. This impacts another way: teachers do not like to disturb the autonomy of 
their peers: they are afraid that talking about environmental matters would bring 
negative emotions to the fore, and sensitive matters of this kind are better left undis-
cussed. Promoting ecological sustainability may be part of the underlying values of 
basic education as written in the curriculum, but unwritten rules can be much more 
powerful. 

We can see the same kind of dilemma with autonomy and administrative steering: 
Teachers hope for clearer administrative steering in ecological sustainability, but 
at the same time many perceive the demands of the school administration as an 
unnecessary bureaucracy and administrative propositions as unsuitable for everyday 
school life. Meanwhile, many partners in cooperation with schools, like NGOs and 
other environmental education professionals, have the mission and professional skills 
to help schools to promote ecological sustainability, but find it hard to get inside the 
everyday life of school. Strong steering by school administrations or NGOs is rejected 
as disturbing teachers’ autonomy. 

Many young people have good ideas and an urge to promote ecological sustain-
ability, but they do not have the autonomy to carry out the changes. Teachers and the 
national curriculum ask students to be active, but they have little real decision power. 
Many learners in comprehensive schools are capable of helping teachers in ecolog-
ical sustainability issues and have many fresh and innovative ideas. Organising real 
possibilities for students to participate in developing activities and decision-making 
processes could help schools as a whole to make progress in the field of ecological 
sustainability. 

Another possibility for overcoming these dilemmas and keeping the strengths of 
teacher autonomy is expanding autonomy to shared professionalism. My intervie-
wees said that they think that teachers have a positive attitude toward promoting 
ecological sustainability, but at the same time they said that the major barrier to 
sustainability was negative attitudes. Joint planning and cooperation in the field of 
environmental education can bring different standpoints to the fore and make joint 
learning and local common solutions possible. Joint planning can also be a possibility 
for different actors at school (like cleaning, maintenance, lunch services and even 
environmental education professionals) to have their say in sustainability matters. 
There were some examples in my data how administrative steering helped schools 
to set up situations of this kind where the whole school community has training 
and discussions about ecological sustainability at school. In this way administrative 
steering can expand teachers’ independent autonomy to the shared professionalism. 

Moving now to the second dimension in the everyday activities of schools that 
incorporates dilemmas and their possible solutions, many schools concentrate on 
small everyday choices, when talking about ecological sustainability. The major role 
of everyday ecological acts at school is also highlighted by earlier research.37 The 
everyday practices of the school can be justified because whole school approaches 
using everyday activities as a springboard to learning can help students move from
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awareness to action and reduce the environmental load of the school.38 Yet the envi-
ronmental crisis that the world is facing cannot be solved with small local acts, rather 
fundamental transformation and transformative learning is needed.39 

Many interviewees recognised the big sustainability challenges that humankind 
must solve, and many of them considered that small acts at school are insignificant in 
comparison with big environmental problems. Still, at the same time, they said that 
most important thing is to teach learners small practical environmental choices, which 
are easy for children. Teachers said they needed tips for environmental education but 
did not take them to be part of their regular “serious” schoolwork—it is impossible 
to have suitable pre-made environmental education material for every lesson when 
the autonomous teacher has a strong view of what and how they want to teach. 
Usually, teachers used environmental education tips with learning methods during 
special days or programmes, such as environmental days at school. Many teachers did 
not challenge the current human nature relationship in society. They did not either 
give examples about how they brought out big environmental challenges in their 
teaching—many said that they are too difficult to take into discussion with children, 
and it is difficult to talk about something that raises the lifestyles of the children’s 
families. This is in contradiction to the curriculum and its demands for teaching 
pupils to develop capabilities for evaluating and changing society’s unsustainable 
structures as discussed earlier in this chapter. 

One point of view concerning everyday sustainable acts relates to division of 
labour: teachers’ main job is teaching, not negotiating with refuse recycling compa-
nies about suitable waste bins or emptying them. The curriculum did not manage to 
deliver the whole picture of sustainability to teachers: Teachers said that promoting 
environmental sustainability belongs to their tasks, but many had only small-scale 
outlooks and thought that ecological sustainability only concerned recycling. Wher-
ever local infrastructure was not ready for that, they found promoting ecological 
sustainability too hard. The previously mentioned joint planning including different 
actors at school is important for making the division of labour at school clearer—and 
for expanding the idea of what ecological sustainability includes. If the municipal-
ities ensure that practices connected with recycling, energy and water usage and 
lunch services are ecologically sustainable, teachers can concentrate in what they 
know best: teaching and using the built environment as an example of environmental 
sustainability. 

I also found possibilities to look at the bigger picture and wholeness of the world 
in my research. Some teachers used the school’s immediate surroundings (including 
nature) with many possibilities for considering ecological sustainability, while 
others preferred classroom teaching to outdoor teaching. (The situation might have 
changed, because with COVID-19 teachers found new interest in the outdoors and 
the use of outdoor learning and environmental education materials increased signif-
icantly).40 Versatile working methods and multidisciplinary learning, mentioned in 
the curriculum as well, are very suitable for teaching ecological sustainability. Both 
of these possibilities seemed to be underused at school. Some teachers found multi-
disciplinary learning hard to manage. Administrative steering was able to not only 
introduce schools’ possibilities of multidisciplinary learning in local natural areas,
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but also allow learning by teachers through enabling, for example, the services of 
nature schools (mentioned in the curriculum) or other professional environmental 
education services for schools. 

The third dimension in the everyday activities of schools that incorporates 
dilemmas and their possible solutions was that teachers talked about many competing 
obligations at school. That teaching is very busy work is a well-known phenomenon 
that gets hundreds of thousands of hits in internet searches. Research recognises 
multiple demands that teachers meet at school as well.41 In my interviews, teachers 
said that a sustainable future is an important goal, but in the middle of numerous 
everyday demands that future seems far away, and you can think about it later— 
but the suitable time for sustainability issues never comes. Even if the more recent 
school reform in Finland has increased the demand for ecological sustainability, 
it also increased the number of pupils with special needs in average classes. This 
has increased teacher workload and reduced their energy available to sustainability 
matters. 

Joint planning and cooperation can make joint learning and local common solu-
tions possible in the field of promoting ecological sustainability at school, as I previ-
ously mentioned. At Finnish comprehensive schools, time is scarce for this kind of 
cooperation. One of the reasons is the collective agreement of Finnish teachers that 
counts only working hours with classroom teaching when determining salary.42 In 
addition to planning and giving lessons autonomously, teachers’ obligation to work 
with their peers is restricted to only a few hours per month—including all the meetings 
of the teachers. In addition, the school year includes only three days joint planning. 
As a result, many teachers see the planning of ecological sustainability with others 
and for the whole school organisation as an extra task. Because there are so many 
other everyday practices in schools, teachers specialise: some teachers take care of 
musical instruments, others look after sports equipment. Teachers said that teachers 
in charge of sustainable education are important for reminding and developing the 
school activity related to ecological sustainability. The risk is that the responsibility 
falls entirely to the teachers in charge, and other teachers forget the issue. 

One cure for the constant lack of time could be shared teaching, which means that 
there could be two teachers sharing larger teaching classes. In my field school, this 
brought many possibilities for teachers to take care of common issues like ecological 
sustainability during the lessons. Shared teaching also made it possible for teachers 
to discuss their ideas about ecological sustainability. Shared teaching could therefore 
be a springboard for school development, but sometimes it does not help: it could 
also lead to a division of labour without creative collaboration, a situation where 
sustainable issues are again left to one partner. 

Schools could develop their ecological sustainability by prioritising the promoting 
of ecological sustainability over some other tasks. This is not easy: teachers gener-
ally do not know the global agreements on sustainability and so are unable to use 
them as their compass towards ecological sustainability. Even the curriculum has not 
managed to prioritise sustainability in everyday school life, although it contains 
strong statements promoting ecological sustainability for the reasons discussed 
earlier in this chapter. Textbooks do not help much either as teachers do not see
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them as very helpful in these issues. It could also be that most teachers do not recog-
nise the content areas of the subjects that include ecological sustainability, and that it 
is mainly those who already have qualifications in ecological sustainability that are 
improving their competence. 

The steering of schools could prioritise sustainability issues. Principals can bring 
ecological sustainability to school meetings on a regular basis. Every year schools 
must answer the questions of the local administration to fulfil a local yearly plan of the 
school, and municipalities can ask about sustainability issues, and in that way make 
sustainability a priority in everyday choices. National school administration could 
communicate about ecological sustainability as a major theme in their information 
letters to municipalities or on their web sites. In the long run, governance can prioritise 
ecological sustainability by clearing the curriculum and improving the collective 
agreement of teachers so that time-consuming discussions on sustainability issues 
are better considered. 

The three dimensions of a Sphere of Fostering Ecological Sustainability that I 
have introduced have many connections. That is why change cannot start only from 
one dimension, but every dimension should be considered. The steering of schools 
for bringing sustainability to central attention and into discussion can help in this 
multidimensional task. 

Conclusion: Promoting the Ecological Sustainability 
at Schools Lacks Concrete Actions on Every Level 

Many global organisations, national and local public administration and NGOs are 
steering comprehensive schools towards ecological sustainability in Finland. At 
schools, principals and teachers are implementing strategies and plans. Promoting 
ecological sustainability at school is a multi-voiced, multidisciplinary, and multilevel 
activity. In this chapter, I have introduced the steering towards ecological sustain-
ability at schools that exists in Finland, what the national curriculum says about 
ecological sustainability and what the steering towards ecological sustainability looks 
like at the local school level through the eyes of teachers. The Finnish National 
Core Curriculum for Basic Education is the main document steering schools towards 
ecological sustainability, but it is inconsistent and not so concrete when talking 
about the subject contents. The independent autonomy of teachers, concentrating on 
small practical choices and many competing obligations challenges the promotion of 
ecological sustainability—but can be expanded to shared professionalism, awareness 
of the bigger picture, and the prioritising of ecological sustainability. 

Such steering can have favourable implications for ecological sustainability, but 
there is still much to do. While the Prime Minister´s Office praises the Finnish 
schools for a long-term, integrated approach to sustainable development,43 closer 
analysis of the situation shows that the whole picture is not so rosy. A larger view 
is needed on every level. It is important to have a dialogue on all levels: What is
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the goal in promoting the ecological sustainability of schools? What can the role 
of schools be in making societies ecologically sustainable? Steering is not equiv-
alent to giving instructions on exactly how to do this. It can provide possibilities 
for discussions and debates where everybody’s expertise and standpoints build a 
more ecologically sustainable school and education in cooperation. Steering has the 
possibility to bring environmental issues to wider attention, show that ecological 
sustainability is an important issue, and that every subject area has some connection 
to sustainability. Steering documents could also show the larger view about what 
sustainability includes. More concrete statements and examples are still needed to 
build the base for the conversations. Steering of school exists, and there is possible 
to steer schools towards sustainability—in a socially sustainable way. 

Our world needs a huge transformation, and transformation means learning on 
all levels. The change is not possible without a need to change, which concerns 
both individuals and organisations. Steering can be one factor creating the need for 
change. The need for ecological sustainability can pull together different levels and 
organisations to work towards more sustainable future. The COVID-19 pandemic 
shows that big changes in communities are possible. Change towards a better world 
could start by systems thinking and identifying relationships between all activities 
and ecological sustainability, including at school. 
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