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Pre-service teachers co-constructing narratives about the 
future of education
Auli Lehtinen , Emma Kostiainen, Anne Martin and Piia Näykki

Department of Teacher Education, University of Jyväskylä, Jyväskylä, Finland

ABSTRACT
This study examined the kinds of narratives that nine pre-service 
teachers shared in online collaborative learning discussions about 
the future of education in relation to global megatrends, namely 
digitalisation and ecological sustainability. We also analysed how 
they positioned themselves in the future of education. We used 
data-driven qualitative analysis and narrative analysis, and we report 
our findings partly as non-fiction comic strips. We found that the pre- 
service teachers (1) viewed digitalisation in education through anto-
nyms and ambivalence, (2) emphasised critical media literacy, (3) 
viewed ecological perspectives through a main and counter-narra-
tive (taking root more deeply vs. not everyone needs to get excited) 
and (4) emphasised the role of action. In terms of positioning, we 
found dynamic tensions between passive and active stances. We 
discuss our findings in light of teacher identity and education for 
democracy and sustainability. The results can be used as thinking 
tools in teacher education.
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Introduction

Societies today are confronted with a wide range of issues, such as climate change, global 
pandemics and rising inequality (Aly et al. 2022). Teacher education (TE) plays an impor-
tant role in addressing them. Education alone is not enough to deal with these problems, 
but schools and teachers play a crucial role in securing a democratic and sustainable 
future (Aly et al. 2022; Kranz et al. 2022). Amid wicked challenges and uncertainty, pre- 
service teachers (PSTs) need to develop collective and transformative capacities (Brevik et 
al. 2019). This process is intertwined with PSTs’ identity work (Akkerman and Meijer 2011; 
Galman 2009), as they need to negotiate how to incorporate an active, transformative 
facet as part of their teacher identity.

Identity negotiations may be tacit, taking place in situations that teacher educators 
cannot fully observe, e.g. during collaborative learning discussions, which is the context of 
our study. These sites may provide more authentic insights into conceptions than, e.g. 
written coursework or interviews, in which the likelihood of socially desirable responses is 
greater. Conversational, non-elicited stories differ significantly from those told during 
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interviews (Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 2008). We believe that these less-formal con-
versations between peers offer interesting opportunities for research. Little is known 
about the narratives that PSTs share in collaborative learning situations as they address 
wicked societal dilemmas.

In this study, we use a data-driven, narrative orientation to analyse PSTs’ narratives 
during collaborative discussions about the future of education in relation to digitalisation 
and ecological sustainability. We also explore how PSTs position themselves in the future 
of education. Studying future-oriented narratives is important because stories not only 
build identities, but also motivate collective action (Mayer 2014). Narratives capture the 
complexity and multivoiced nature of PSTs’ imaginative rehearsal (Goffman 1963), and via 
being concrete and accessible, bring practice closer and can be used as thinking tools in 
developing TE (Moen 2006). We report our findings partly as non-fiction comic strips, a 
medium that researchers rarely use (Tatalovic 2009). Our study’s overarching concepts are 
presented in Figure 1.

Theoretical framework

Teacher identity as continuously negotiated and as a struggle

In this study, we define identities as narratively, socially and dialogically constructed 
perceptions of who one is (Arvaja, Sarja, and Rönnberg 2022). These perceptions are 
influenced by one’s beliefs, background and experiences in social and cultural contexts 
(Arvaja, Sarja, and Rönnberg 2022; Gee 2000). Thus, both external and internal aspects 
establish the building blocks of identities (Lee and Schallert 2016). A dialogical perspec-
tive is consistent with sociocultural theories, suggesting that people construct their 
identities through patterned behaviour and cultural mediation (Akkerman and Meijer  
2011). Identities are not fixed, but rather evolving and relational – continuously (re) 
negotiated during interactions with other people, institutions and groups (Akkerman 
and Meijer 2011). According to Gee (2000), people must engage in complex moment- 
by-moment negotiations to be recognised as, e.g. a certain kind of teacher.

Identity can be viewed as an answer to the question ‘Who am I at this moment’? and in 
relation to others (Beijaard, Meijer, and Verloop 2004). When it comes to PSTs, one 
important question is ‘What kind of a teacher do I want to be’? Thus, PSTs need to project 

Figure 1. This study’s overarching descriptive concepts.
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their ‘future possible selves’ (Lee and Schallert 2016, 77) in the process of becoming a 
teacher. During TE, initial teacher images and conceptions of teaching are transformed 
into a more nuanced understanding of teaching and teacher identity as PSTs reflect on 
past experiences and current learning while imagining themselves as teachers (Lee and 
Schallert 2016).

We explore PSTs’ evolving identities through positioning. By positioning oneself in 
relation to others and the social world, people narratively construct their identities 
(Arvaja, Sarja, and Rönnberg 2022; Wortham 2001). Arvaja, Sarja, and Rönnberg (2022) 
studied PSTs’ personal teacher characterisations after pedagogical studies, focusing on 
how students positioned – voiced and evaluated – pedagogical studies and past school 
experiences in their narratives of themselves as future teachers. They found that PSTs 
differentiated themselves from an emotionally distant past teacher and positioned them-
selves as interactive and caring educators.

A dynamic tension often exists between PSTs’ past, present and future, and with the 
various and sometimes-conflicting expectations and roles that PSTs are expected to 
undertake (Akkerman and Meijer 2011; Beijaard, Meijer, and Verloop 2004). Researchers 
have described this process of identity work as a struggle (Alsup 2006; Beijaard, Meijer, 
and Verloop 2004). For example, Galman (2009) portrayed two competing narratives that 
can be confusing for PSTs: one coming from a progressive TE faculty emphasising 
transformative, intellectual and agentic work for change, and the other the product of 
bureaucratic practice, in which teachers do not ‘rock the boat’ within the institution. The 
results suggested that dissonance, that is, conflict between opposing thoughts or stories, 
can act as a significant catalyst in teacher education and in PST identity development. 
Tensions can be troublesome, but also essential for learning, identity work and transfor-
mative learning (Akkerman and Meijer 2011; Mezirow 2000).

Similar to the two competing stories described by Galman (2009), Matikainen, 
Männistö, and Fornaciari (2018) depicted two opposing educational ideologies in TE: 
transformative vs. conservative. Transformative orientation has been highlighted in the 
context of changing societal needs (Matikainen, Männistö, and Fornaciari 2018), e.g. 
global megatrends. Furthermore, various narratives may conflict with PSTs’ own personal 
stories as future teachers (Galman 2009). PSTs’ identity negotiations have been linked to 
decisions about remaining in the field (Alsup 2006), as well as implementation of educa-
tional policy (Stillman and Anderson 2015).

PSTs as transformative, critical intellectuals in relation to global megatrends

The transformative perspective in TE draws attention to teachers’ ethical responsibilities 
towards both society and students (Matikainen, Männistö, and Fornaciari 2018). Teachers’ 
transformative capacity can be defined as breaking out of the given frame of action and 
advancing change, often due to conflict or a dilemma (Brevik et al. 2019). Both individual 
and collective attempts are required, and PSTs need to develop collaborative initiatives of 
transformative agency (Brevik et al. 2019).

In this study’s context, challenging future issues are viewed through the concept of 
global megatrends. Australia’s national science agency defined megatrends as ‘trajectories 
of change that typically unfold over years or decades and have the potential for sub-
stantial and transformative impact’ (Naughtin et al. 2022, 2). In their report, they referred 
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to John Naisbitt’s definition of megatrends in 1982. Such megatrends included ‘industrial 
society to information society’ and ‘centralisation to decentralisation’, and the ideas have 
passed into common language (Slaughter 1993).

However, such accounts have been criticised. Slaughter (1993) examined various 
attempts to define megatrends and noted that many simplify the world during difficult 
times, thereby providing a false sense of security without critical thinking. He also 
criticised many of them for failing to make their intentions and worldviews clear. From 
a discourse theory perspective, Von Groddeck and Schwarz (2013) argued that mega-
trends can be viewed as empty signifiers due to being so overloaded and vague. They also 
stated that considering megatrends may freeze the discussion and increase blind spots.

Despite criticisms of the megatrend concept, we believe that there are well-defined 
and current societal perspectives in TE. These include education for democracy (Aly et al.  
2022; Raiker and Rautiainen 2017) and education for sustainable development (Kranz et al.  
2022; Lotz-Sisitka et al. 2015), that is, thriving for economic, social and environmental 
sustainability, as proposed by the United Nations’ sustainability goals. Both education for 
democracy and sustainability are essential to building a sustainable future, and such 
development depends on educated and critically reflective governance and citizenship 
(Raiker and Rautiainen 2017). TE plays a key role in this (Aly et al. 2022).

In this study, we focus on two megatrends: digitalisation and ecological sustainability. 
In previous studies, only a small minority of PSTs understood digital literacy as requiring 
critically reflective technology usage, instead of focussing merely on technological 
aspects (List, Brante, and Klee 2020), and PSTs struggled with critical digital literacy 
while analysing online texts on social issues (Castellví, Díez-Bedmar, and Santisteban  
2020). In terms of ecological sustainability, studies worldwide have found high levels of 
environmental awareness and pro-sustainability attitudes, but what is lacking in sustain-
ability education is an emphasis on political literacy and civic action, e.g. collaborating 
with environmental organisations (Kranz et al. 2022).

Our study’s context is Finnish TE. Previous research has indicated that education for 
democracy or active citizenship is not often central to Finnish teachers’ perceptions of 
their work (Fornaciari and Rautiainen 2020) or within the school culture (see Männistö and 
Moate 2023). Fornaciari and Rautiainen (2020) interviewed Finnish primary teachers and 
found that they perceived active citizenship in terms of loose critical thinking and media 
literacy, while more concrete links to being active can be viewed as problematic because 
of their perceived political nature. Furthermore, Finnish TE has had a strong emphasis on 
didactics and psychology, rather than on societal facets or education for democracy 
(Furuhagen, Holmén, and Säntti 2019). In considering current education for democracy 
in Finland, Gretschel et al. (2023), through interviews and analysis of curricula, concluded 
that democracy education is not systematic and does not concern the whole community, 
and the same applies to TE. Their key suggestion was to make democracy and human 
rights education mandatory in TE.

Future-related talk and collaborative learning discussions as a site for narrative 
research

Narrative research has focussed heavily on prototypical narratives, that is, personal stories 
about past and nonshared experiences gathered through individual interviews 
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(Georgakopoulou 2006). According to Georgakopoulou (2006), 124), such a canonical 
approach can be viewed as ‘deceptively homogeneous’. She described a field of research 
that takes a more interactional approach to narratives, analysing stories in everyday 
contexts. This ‘small stories’ approach aims to examine under-represented narrative 
activities, e.g. talking about future or hypothetical events (Georgakopoulou 2006). We 
are interested in how PSTs collaboratively narrate their future scenarios as teachers, 
similar to Bamberg and Georgakopoulou’s (2008) formulation: analysing small stories to 
shed light on the processes of identities as ‘in-the-making’ or ‘coming-into-being’.

Some scholars have argued that narratives must be backward-oriented, but 
Georgakopoulou (2006), 127) asserted that stories about future events, ‘the joint piecing 
together of future scenarios’, may be even more common and significant than narratives 
about the past. These imagined narratives draw on stories about past events, similar to 
the process of PSTs projecting their future selves (Lee and Schallert 2016) during TE. 
Galman (2009), building on Goffman (1963), described this as an ‘imaginative rehearsal’ in 
which TE plays a crucial role in transforming PSTs’ personal stories to expand their 
repertoire of imagined possibilities for complex professional situations.

We identified a research gap in the use of narrative research orientation to study 
collaborative learning discussions. Some previous narrative studies on collaborative 
learning exist. Yukawa (2006) used narrative analysis to study collaborative critical think-
ing in an online course, focussing on dyadic, text-based collaboration. Narrative analysis 
was used to discover critical transformations (Mezirow 2000) in students’ understanding. 
Yukawa found transformations in reflection narratives, which followed a plot structure 
that included addressing cognitive and emotional challenges. In some collaborative 
learning studies, personal narratives have been among the findings, but the methods 
have not been narrative. Aldemir, Borge, and Soto (2022) studied multicultural commu-
nication during shared meaning-making about politically charged topics. They found that 
grounding with personal narratives can be associated with productive dialogue and 
multicultural competence.

Dialogical perspectives provide another intersection of narrative orientation and col-
laborative learning. Arvaja and Hämäläinen (2021) argued for the need to reconceptualise 
‘productive interaction’ in collaborative learning by focussing on its dialogical features. 
Although they did not use the notion of narrative, they highlighted Bakhtian views that 
embrace alterity, i.e. acknowledging difference and the multiplicity of voices. Indeed, 
Bakhtian ideas about dialogue are central to the narrative research approach (Moen 2006). 
However, narrative orientation does not seem to be very common within collaborative 
learning studies.

Finally, studying the narratives of the future of education is important because stories 
both build our identities and motivate our collective actions. According to Mayer (2014), a 
good story can evoke passions and reshape beliefs, including non-egoistic interests that 
can lead to collective action. Stories can transform us from audiences to actors in a way 
that our identities require that ‘we do what the plot demands, do what is right, do what is 
moral’ (Mayer 2014, 8).

Thus, we address the research gap related to PSTs’ narratives about wicked societal 
issues and the use of narrative methods to examine collaborative learning discussions. We 
seek to explore PSTs’ positioning, which can be seen as an integral part of their colla-
borative identity work (Arvaja, Sarja, and Rönnberg 2022; Wortham 2001).
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The following research questions guide our study:

(1) What kind of narratives can be composed from PST groups’ collaborative discus-
sions about the future of education in relation to the digitalisation and ecological 
sustainability megatrends?

(2) How do PSTs co-construct their position in the future of education?

Methods

Context

This study’s context was an online TE course (5 ECTS) that focussed on societal issues of 
education. The data were collected from January to April 2022 at a Finnish university. As 
the COVID pandemic situation worsened in the beginning of 2022, the course was moved 
to online learning and held on Zoom. The worsened situation caused almost all university 
education in Finland to move to distance learning. The course comprised online lectures 
and classes, as well as small group collaborations in online breakout rooms. We previously 
analysed video recordings of the same collaborative learning situations to study the 
phases of knowledge co-construction and socioemotional processes (Lehtinen, 
Kostiainen, and Näykki 2023). In the earlier study, we identified a need for further analysis, 
focussing on content and considering teacher identity.

The participants (N = 9) were pre-service secondary school teachers who were in their 
first academic year. The participants were majoring in various disciplines (see the next 
section for details). In Finland, secondary school teachers study for a master’s degree that 
involves studies in their discipline(s) and compulsory pedagogical studies (60 ECTS). 
Finnish secondary school PSTs qualify to work as teachers at various education levels, 
usually secondary-level, upper secondary or vocational school. In our context, PSTs study 
education in multidisciplinary groups (including, e.g. students majoring in history, phy-
sics, English language, and Finnish language). The aim is to prepare for multidisciplinary 
collaboration in their future work.

The main task in the course, ‘the megatrend task’, dealt with teachers as transformative 
agents in society. Students formed small groups based on their interest in a particular 
megatrend. They worked collaboratively in Zoom breakout rooms on questions related to 
the relationship between the megatrend and education (e.g. how the megatrend is mani-
fested from the perspective of different disciplines, and what kind of a change they would like 
to advance). They then prepared a presentation for their peers. Related readings included 
research articles from a critical perspective on digitalisation in education and sociologically 
oriented articles on sustainability and education. Although the course was moved to distance 
mode rather suddenly, the students mostly did not bring up the topic of online learning, even 
when discussing digitalisation. Instead, they talked about their past school experiences and 
about their views on the current state of schools. The teacher educator visited each of the 
breakout rooms and guided the discussions, e.g. by asking for a synthesis of the PSTs’ 
discussion. In most situations, the teacher educator expressed dissonance or inconsistency 
among ideas. In our previous study, we found that such dissonance influenced PSTs’ knowl-
edge co-construction and led to metacognitive statements, thus helping PSTs to engage in 
higher-level thinking (Lehtinen, Kostiainen, and Näykki 2023).
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Data collection

Video data were collected using Zoom’s screen-recording function. Participation was 
voluntary, and written consent forms were collected. Participants acknowledged that 
they were free to withdraw their participation at any time. We studied the collaborative 
discussions (2 hours, 47 minutes) from two small groups (n = 4 and n = 5). The discussions 
took place over two consecutive weeks. The case groups were chosen after the first author 
examined all the videos (12 hours, 15 minutes) and observation notes from the course. 
The situations were chosen because the task was complex and collaborative, viewing 
teachers as transformative agents. Furthermore, data for the entire process was available 
for these two groups (Consumer Behaviour Group and Digitalisation Group). Table 1 
presents the participants, their majors and ages.

Data analysis

We employed a data-driven qualitative data analysis (Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña 2020) 
and a thematic narrative analysis combined with a storyteller researcher position (Smith  
2016). Furthermore, we used counter-narrative as an analytical tool (Heikkilä et al. 2022). 
We also were inspired by reflexive thematic analysis (e.g. Clarke and Braun 2018) in 
analysing the central organising themes. Reflexive thematic analysis has similarities with 
thematic narrative analysis. The analysis comprised of first- and second-cycle coding 
(Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña 2020). The first cycle comprised inductive coding that 
aimed to identify different aspects of the participants’ values and beliefs, and the second 
cycle dealt with identifying narrative themes. The process is visualised in Figure 2.

The analytical process started with transcribing the data, yielding 70 pages of text (font 
size 12, line spacing 1.5). Next, the first author conducted the data-driven first-cycle 
coding using values coding and descriptive coding (Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña 2020). 
Value codes reflect participants’ values and beliefs, thereby illustrating their worldviews 

Table 1. Participants.

Pseudonym Major Age

Consumer Behaviour Group

Elias Mathematics 20

Emma History Not available
Laura Educational technology 19

Nea Finnish language and literature 20

Digitalisation Group

Ida English 20
Ella Chemistry Not available
Sara Mathematics 20

Sofia English Not available

Robin (dropped the course)
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(Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña 2020). During this process, qualitative data analysis soft-
ware ATLAS.ti was used. The unit of analysis was a speaking turn. The first author 
developed the following inductive codes through an iterative process: (1) conception of 
schools’ current state or future direction; (2) conception of society’s current state or future 
direction; (3) personal experiences; (4) evaluation/ideal/suggestion of/for the future of 
education in relation to the megatrend; (5) conception of the relationship between 
phenomena and (6) the perspective of school subject(s). Data examples can be found in 
Appendix 1. We used investigator triangulation to evaluate the codes and grounded 
examples of them through discussions.

The same turn could receive various codes (usually one or two). The teacher educator 
briefly participated in the discussions, but the teacher educator’s talk was not coded 
because our focus was on the PSTs’ narratives. Moreover, turns that dealt with organising 
group work (e.g. fixing timetables) were not coded. The coded turns yielded 52 pages of 
transcribed text.

We also wanted to prioritise and respect the participant’s voice (Miles, Huberman, and 
Saldaña 2020). Thus, the first author summarised each turn, keeping the wording as close 
to the original as possible. This allowed for having a condensed overview of the 
discussions.

During the coding process and through various cycles of reading the data, we decided 
to focus on the code ‘evaluation/ideal/suggestion’ because these turns also condensed or 
crystallised the meanings of the experience-oriented talk and the conceptions related to 
the current state of schools and society. Evaluative talk can be seen as a means of 
positioning and narrative identity work (Arvaja, Sarja, and Rönnberg 2022). In particular, 
the narrator can reinforce their positioning through evaluation (Arvaja, Sarja, and 
Rönnberg 2022; Wortham 2001), e.g. by distancing oneself from the characteristics of 

Figure 2. Analytical process.
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others, such as a certain kind of teacher one does not want to become. Linguistically, 
Arvaja, Sarja, and Rönnberg (2022) pointed out similar features of evaluative talk that we 
recognised while coding, including explicit negative or positive evaluations (e.g. ‘It’s good 
that … ’ in our data), evaluative verb forms (‘should’) or using future tenses and expres-
sions (‘as future teachers, we can … ’, ‘we would’).

The next phase of our narrative analysis – already part of the second cycle – resembled 
what Smith (2016) called the perspective of a ‘storyteller’, in which the analysis takes places 
in a story, and the researcher retells participants’ stories to share essential aspects of 
participants’ experiences. Thus, the first author gathered all the summarised speaking 
turns that dealt with evaluation or ideal level of the future of education. The first author 
composed them into preliminary texts that indicated the values that PSTs gave to the 
megatrend’s relation to education. Some phrases were excluded, as they did not answer 
Research Question 1. We termed these texts condensed narratives. During this phase, we 
recognised the need to use counter-narratives as an analytical tool (see Heikkilä et al. 2022). 
By voicing counter-narratives, people break socially and culturally established expectations 
and position themselves against the main narratives’ ideologies (Heikkilä et al. 2022).

Through an iterative process of composing narratives and rereading them, the first author 
constructed themes that captured the essence of PSTs’ narratives, much like main characters 
in the story we tell about the data, instead of collection pots of data domains (Clarke and 
Braun 2018). The themes were named after the phrases that PSTs used to keep them as close 
to their lived experiences as possible. We termed these narrative themes (Smith 2016).

Again, we used investigator triangulation to evaluate critically whether the themes 
corresponded with the data. The first author and two other authors read through the 
‘condensed narratives’ and the coded data against the preliminary themes and evaluated 
them through discussions. We formed four final themes in the analysis. The Digitalisation 
Group’s narratives were summarised by the themes of ‘Welcome all changes with open 
arms, but still question them’ and ‘The most important thing is media literacy’. The 
Consumer Behaviour Group’s narratives were condensed into the themes of ‘To take 
root deeper than on a superficial level’ and ‘Not everyone needs to get excited’, the latter 
being a counter-narrative to the former. During the iterative process, various antonyms 
were identified, e.g. active vs. passive stances, which guided the analysis of positioning 
(see also Arvaja, Sarja, and Rönnberg 2022).

As a result of the two-phased coding cycle and narrative analytical process, the first 
author composed dialogic and narrative pieces to illustrate the themes. During this phase, 
the first author repeatedly reviewed the data to ensure that the meanings in the narrative 
pieces were rich enough and consistent with the data. In most cases, wordings were added. 
These dialogic pieces were seven pages long altogether. To capture the main meanings 
within the dialogic pieces, the first author created three non-fiction comic strips (see 
Tatalovic 2009). In this way, data excerpts are presented within the comics, which were 
created using the online graphic design tool Canva (credits in Appendix 2).

Even though researchers largely and ‘somewhat unfairly’ have ignored comics as a 
medium (Tatalovic 2009, 2), we viewed them as suitable because they visualise collabora-
tive discussions’ essential dialogic nature. Tatalovic (2009) defined ‘science comics’ as 
aiming to communicate science or inform about a scientific concept or theme. Visual and 
artistic expressions can bridge connections between narrative, experience and meaning 
(Bochner and Ellis 2003).
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Results

PSTs’ narratives about the future of education

Digitalisation: ‘Welcome all changes with open arms, but still question them’
The recurring pattern in the Digitalisation Group’s discussions was an ambivalent stance 
towards digitalisation in education. It could be described as evaluating the phenomenon 
as having a dualistic character: good and useful on one hand, and worrisome and 
dangerous on the other. Sofia emphasised that digitalisation and education involve ‘so 
many challenges’ as to how to keep children off of unwanted websites, whether the ability 
to concentrate deteriorates and what happens to learning outcomes. Ella summed up the 
discussion and the ‘million aspects’, including digital materials in schools, media literacy, 
mobile phones’ ubiquity in children’s lives, online bullying and self-esteem issues due to 
social media, along with the notion that, on the other hand, ‘it is such a good tool’ and it is 
highly used in education and working life.

Sofia, Ella and Sara expressed the same hesitant and ambivalent position towards 
digitalisation and the future of education. Sofia voiced the most antonyms: positive vs. 
negative; plus vs. minus; good vs. bad; useful vs. dangerous and poor. Sara explicitly 
suggested that what they can do as future teachers in relation to this change is to 
‘welcome all changes with open arms, but still question them’. This narrative is illustrated 
in the dialogic piece created as a comic strip (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Digitalisation group, first narrative.
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Digitalisation: ‘The most important thing is media literacy’
The second theme captures the Digitalisation Group’s shared understanding that media 
literacy is key to the future of education. It is the answer to the negative and, as we saw in 
the previous theme, even dangerous influences of digitalisation. The idea of media literacy and 
critical media literacy continued to emerge throughout the discussion. Students then took the 
analogy of ‘home economics’ teaching and applied it to teaching media literacy. Home 
economics is part of the Finnish national core curriculum and is compulsory in secondary 
education, usually for ages 13–14, then optional after that. The aim is to teach competencies 
required for everyday household management and a sustainable and well-being-promoting 
lifestyle. Students learn cooking, cleaning and consumer rights and responsibilities.

In the discussions, home economics was viewed as something that represents learning 
hands-on life competencies, similar to the idea of learning by doing. The analogy of home 
economics seemed to be supported by the whole group. While discussing the analogy, Sofia 
described how she learned many things from TikTok, including ‘life skills’, because she can 
look for the ‘proper things vs. hoaxes’ and ‘reasonably consider’ them. She concluded that 
teachers could use social media in a more positive, but still critical, way (see previous theme). 
Sara suggested that in basic education, pupils could administer a social media account to 
‘learn together how it affects [them]’. Sofia noted that this is already done often and that it 
involves data and information security aspects, but it would provide an ‘opportunity to learn 
in a different way’. Another perspective presented was that media literacy should be 
embedded in all subjects. Sofia also stated that teachers need to keep up with their own 
‘critical thinking skills and media skills’. The media literacy narrative is illustrated in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Digitalisation group, second narrative.
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Ecological sustainability: ‘To take root deeper than on a superficial level’ vs. ‘Not 
everyone needs to get excited’
The narrative theme of ‘To take root deeper than on a superficial level’ manifests the 
Consumer Behaviour Group’s ideas on the dilemma of really making a difference in 
ecological thinking through education. Nea voiced the group’s core issue and question: 
‘What interests me is that today’s society is so, so centred around consuming. Everything 
kind of revolves around it […] and it’s not terribly sustainable. And in teaching, how could 
this be considered, so that the new generations would grow up to be less consumer- 
oriented’?

They concluded that through education, they wanted to question the consumerism 
trend. A recurring pattern emerged: Emma repeatedly stated the antonym of bringing a 
deeper change and more profound thinking, as opposed to superficial intentions and 
‘preaching’. Nea and Laura echoed this, as they rephrased the main ideas of their group, e. 
g. Laura summarised how their discussions had focussed on ecological perspectives and 
sustainable development, and how to facilitate the ecological aspect of consumer beha-
viour. Nea also said that in schools, these perspectives should be brought forth in a way 
that ‘pupils would adopt it as part of their lives’. Furthermore, Laura asserted that it would 
be important to view ecological thinking or ecological civilisation ‘as a broad enough 
matter’ within the particular school subject, outside of the subject and even as a potential 
new school subject.

One angle of the ‘deeper’ narrative was focussing on action vs. knowledge. For 
instance, the group discussed ‘theme days’ (i.e. days that focus on an integrative theme, 
e.g. well-being), which Elias suggested as one pedagogical solution. Nea said that she 
hated theme days because they were poorly organised. Emma continued by saying, ‘Yeah, 
but I guess there should be some sort of an activating part as well’. Elias agreed: ‘Yeah, 
absolutely, that you do something yourself’. They also emphasised ‘doing more concretely 
these things’, e.g. through a zero-waste campaign. Laura summarised the difficult paradox 
of knowing what would be for the good and not acting accordingly:

On an individual level, it is, of course, so easy to say not to consume, not to buy, not to do this, 
not that, but how can we, like, influence the individual? In my opinion, that’s what makes it 
such a difficult thing, that it’s clearly not enough that we share the theory that these 
things are bad things because for some reason, we still don’t act accordingly. […] I don’t 
even know how I could influence my own behaviour, like, in a really permanent way. There 
are periods when I’m, like, OK, now I’m living super according to sustainable development, 
but then a month later, I’ve completely forgotten about it.

Emma, Nea and Laura seemed to share the narrative of ‘taking root deeper’, while Elias 
voiced a counter-narrative. On various occasions, he said that in mathematics, his disci-
pline, it is not necessarily possible to address these issues, arguing that ‘probably in 
mathematics, you focus on mathematics and leave those things, focus on this consumer 
behaviour in other subjects’.

In addition to viewing the teaching of mathematics as detached from ecological 
perspectives, Elias said that these themes need not touch every pupil, which we inter-
preted as being part of Elias’ counter-narrative. While Nea talked about whether schools 
could be environments that encourage future adults to innovate more ecological alter-
natives, and Emma voiced ideas about eliciting deeper thought and change, Elias 

12 A. LEHTINEN ET AL.



answered, ‘Not everyone needs to get excited, but if you could get some excited and then 
offer them more information or something like that’. The group’s main narrative and Elias’ 
counter-narrative are illustrated in Figure 5.

PSTs co-constructing their position in the future of education

As ambivalence and counter-narrative were central to our findings, we also began to see 
the narratives and positioning through antonyms. These included passive vs. active 
orientations to change, as well as individual vs. societal perspectives, subject-oriented 
action vs. action embedded in the whole operational culture and challenge vs. solution 
(see Figure 6). Such antonyms formed dynamic tensions within the collaborative narra-
tives, and the societal position was difficult for PSTs. In this section, we focus mostly on the 
passive vs. active positioning.

Both groups talked about how little power they, as teachers or individuals, will have 
on societal matters. The Digitalisation Group discussed how difficult it is to anticipate 
developments and how they should just ‘accept it all, but semi-cautiously’ (see Figure 3), 
as Ella stated:

Of course you need to be critical and [consider] what is too much. But then again, it’s a fact 
that all the time, this situation just goes more to the, like, digital thing. Help me, I can’t 
speak, but all the time, more and more of those things are done on the Internet. So yeah, it’s 

Figure 5. Consumer behaviour group, narrative and counter-narrative.
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pointless to forcefully try to be like, ‘I think none of it is good’ because you, as the only single 
person, can’t prevent it anyway.

This seems to reflect a certain kind of technological determinism, in which changes just 
happen and, as Sara stated, ‘you just go along with that change’. The group also 
described, in several instances, how mobile phones have become ‘extensions of the 
hand’ and have ‘grown into the hands’. They considered how difficult it would be to 
limit the use of mobile phones, the Internet and other technology in education.

In a similar vein, the Consumer Behaviour Group expressed the difficulty in influencing 
ecological perspectives ‘solely at school’. The following excerpt is from the moment when 
the teacher educator is having a discussion with the group and has introduced some 
perspectives related to transversal competencies and identity work through 
consumption:

Emma: This topic is so difficult because this is so, like, outside the school, that it’s so 
strongly related to everything in the environment, and … 
[…] 
Laura: Exactly, that we alone in the school are not able to influence that issue, but … 
Emma: Yeah, that it should be on the whole socie- or like …

Later in the conversation, Nea said that she was ‘terribly distressed’ about the difficult and 
abstract topic. This evoked thoughts about being a societal agent:

Emma: Yeah, and also the, well, the questions were quite challenging as well: ‘What kind of a 
societal agent are you’ [laughter]? 

Figure 6. Antonyms found in the narratives.
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Laura: I don’t act as a societal agent [laughter]. 
Nea: I’m an amoeba [laughter].

This is clearly a humorous and even carnivalistic account of the difficult issue. 
Simultaneously, it reflects the position that PSTs take. If we put together Elias’ counter- 
narratives and the conceptions of the little power that PSTs view themselves and/or the 
school as having, the overall image is rather passive. However, as a counterpart to the 
passive stance, we highlight three findings that suggest a more active position: (1) the 
focus on action and learning by doing instead of just knowing (both groups); (2) the idea 
of rooting ecological perspectives deeper (Consumer Behaviour Group) and (3) viewing 
teachers and Finnish society as capable of making a difference (Digitalisation Group).

Sofia raised both aspects of the latter, arguing that teachers who ‘do the work in 
practice, who live every day with the books, with the children and with online books and 
platforms’, could be more involved in developing digitalisation in schools. Moreover, she 
embraced the ‘terribly good information technology knowhow’ in Finland: ‘In Finland, it 
would be possible to develop tools that would be so much safer for children and youths 
compared with corporate organisations, Google, Zoom, Teams etc’. And the terms and 
conditions could be made ‘fair and really safe’. These ideas do not reflect an active ‘we’ 
position, but rather an indirect idea of being part of the change by identifying with these 
groups. The more active stance is voiced in the other two aspects, focussing on action and 
taking root more deeply.

Discussion and conclusions

In this study, we examined PSTs’ narratives about the future of education in relation to 
two megatrends: digitalisation and ecological sustainability. The narratives were com-
posed based on online video-based collaborative discussions among PSTs. We also 
studied how PSTs co-constructed their positions in the future. Through data-driven 
qualitative analysis and narrative analysis, we found that the PSTs (1) viewed digitalisation 
in education strongly through antonyms and ambivalence (good and useful vs. bad and 
dangerous), (2) emphasised critical media literacy, (3) viewed ecological perspectives 
through a main and counter-narrative (taking root more deeply vs. not everyone needs 
to get excited) and (4) emphasised the role of action and learning by doing. In terms of 
positioning, dynamic tensions were found between, e.g. passive and active positions and 
individual and societal perspectives on change. We discuss our findings in the light of 
identity work and education for democracy and sustainability.

In their collaborative negotiations while collectively sketching their future possible 
selves (Lee and Schallert 2016) and identities in-the-making (Bamberg and 
Georgakopoulou 2008), the PSTs encountered and voiced many tensions. Indeed, 
researchers have described the process of PSTs’ identity negotiations through tensions 
and as a struggle (Akkerman and Meijer 2011; Beijaard, Meijer, and Verloop 2004), in line 
with our results. The PSTs described the societal issues at hand as very difficult and 
challenging. Tensions can be unsettling and distressing, but also fruitful in terms of 
identity growth and learning (Akkerman and Meijer 2011; Galman 2009), metacognitive 
awareness (Alsup 2006) and transformative learning (Mezirow 2000). In our previous study 
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(Lehtinen, Kostiainen, and Näykki 2023), we found that dissonance expressed by the 
teacher educator led to higher-level knowledge co-construction and metacognitive 
statements.

Ambivalence was central to our results. One goal of TE might be to help teachers cope 
with the ambivalence and uncertainty associated with a changing society and education 
(see also Aly et al. 2022). As Walker and Shove (2007) argue, in creating a sustainable and 
democratic future, ambivalence and constantly evolving goals could be harnessed, rather 
than eliminated, because ambivalence is essential for reflexivity. Dynamic, questioning 
and critical policies may be difficult, but they are still better than unquestioning certainty 
(Walker and Shove 2007).

In our data, we found a lot of ambivalence and questioning around digitalisation, and 
the PSTs emphasised critical media literacy. This is somewhat in contrast to previous 
studies, which indicated that only a minority of PSTs defined digital literacy as something 
that required critically reflective technology use (List, Brante, and Klee 2020; see also 
Castellví, Díez-Bedmar, and Santisteban 2020). Collaborative learning may have facilitated 
critical thinking (Lehtinen, Kostiainen, and Näykki 2023; Yukawa 2006), distinct from 
previous studies which were based on individual questionnaires.

Related to dissonance and antonyms, Elias voiced a counter-narrative to his peers, who 
talked about embedding ecological perspectives more deeply in education. This resem-
bles the scene depicted by Galman (2009), in which two competing stories caused 
dissonance – that of a progressive TE programme, valuing transformative and agentic 
work for change and social justice, and that of bureaucratic practice, in which teachers do 
not ‘rock the boat’ within the institution. In our context, the TE department seeks to 
support transformative agency, and the narrative of embedding societal aspects of 
education more deeply is consistent with this. It seems that Elias rejected this ‘transfor-
mative agent narrative’ or perhaps superficially adopted some components of it (see 
Stillman and Anderson 2015). Elias used disciplinary boundaries to justify his counter- 
narrative. Researchers have argued that to create a sustainable and socially just future, we 
need to cross disciplinary boundaries and broaden epistemological perspectives (Lotz- 
Sisitka et al. 2015).

Overall, our findings indicated that PSTs hold a somewhat passive position towards 
societal issues. For example, changes related to digitalisation were viewed as inevitable 
facts that one cannot prevent from happening. PSTs’ attitude reflected a certain techno-
logical determinism, an ‘idea of technology as an independent entity, a virtually auton-
omous agent of change’ (Marx and Smith 1994, xi). They even made ironic statements 
about not acting as a societal agent, but rather as being an amoeba. In this way, they 
distanced themselves from the transformative and societal teacher role. The societal or 
sociological level of education is understandably difficult in initial TE (Brennan and Canny  
2023) and given that most of secondary school teachers’ training focusses on their 
discipline (e.g. mathematics or languages). However, the passive position that we found 
is in line with previous studies in Finland, which have indicated that education for active 
citizenship or democracy is, to some extent, peripheral in the school culture or in teachers’ 
conceptions of their work (Fornaciari and Rautiainen 2020; Männistö and Moate 2023).

While schools’ role is crucial in ensuring the future of democracy amid wicked 
problems (Aly et al. 2022), it is, of course, true – as the PSTs noted – that schools alone 
cannot influence these developments. Broad policy frames are also needed (Aly et al.  
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2022). In any case, teachers do act as meaningful mediators between policy and 
practice (Stillman and Anderson 2015). Furthermore, we would like to highlight that 
the myriad demands that teachers encounter can lead to excessive stress. As Stillman 
and Anderson (2015) suggested, there are consequences if we ask too much of 
teachers when they are under pressure and public scrutiny while working intensively, 
without sufficient support for their own learning. This is an ongoing discussion in 
Finland. In TE, too much dissonance can lead to undesirable outcomes, and if students 
cannot negotiate the dissonance, it can lead to dropping out from their TE programme 
(Alsup 2006; Galman 2009). Teacher educators should understand that power is not 
distributed equally between staff and students and competing stories (Galman 2009). 
Teacher educators’ sensitivity is needed to sit with and encourage students’ patience 
when becoming teachers (Galman 2009).

Finally, we also found indications of a more active position towards societal issues, one 
of which was that both PST groups emphasised the role of action. This is an important 
finding, as research has indicated that attitudes alone are not enough to build a sustain-
able lifestyle and because many educational interventions tend to focus on knowledge 
and attitudes instead of action (Kranz et al. 2022). According to Kranz et al. (2022), 
sustainability education is lacking a focus on political literacy and civic and public-sphere 
action. Thus, the idea that socially oriented perspectives may be overlooked is an issue 
beyond the Finnish context. Furthermore, PSTs not only recognised the importance of 
action, but also argued that teachers should be more involved in schools’ digitalisation 
development. This participatory decision-making role of teachers across different school 
activities reflects democratic ideas about schooling (Aly et al. 2022). Overall, it seems that 
collaborative, transformative agency cues were present (Brevik et al. 2019). Thus, ambiva-
lence persists, as we observed the PSTs in our study as being both passive and active.

Methodologically, our study contributes to the use of creative and narrative methods 
in analysing collaborative learning situations and to the field that studies PSTs’ orientation 
to societal changes. We are aware that our experiences and positions as teacher educators 
influence our interpretations. We are all insiders concerning the ‘transformative TE 
department’, but none of us taught the studied group, and we used investigator trian-
gulation during various phases. In our study, the discussion data between peers may have 
elicited more authentic insights into beliefs than, e.g. interviews (see Bamberg and 
Georgakopoulou 2008). Nevertheless, future studies could triangulate the data from 
multiple data collection methods, e.g. written accounts. It would also be fruitful to collect 
similar data from various countries to gain a more comprehensive view of PSTs’ narratives 
and positioning and about the impact different contexts can have on them. Our qualita-
tive and narrative study does not aim to generalise our conclusions, but to provide an in- 
depth understanding of the studied phenomena in a unique setting (Patton 2002), to 
develop methodology and to offer a starting point for further research. Future studies 
could use longitudinal study designs, which could provide valuable information about 
evolving narratives and how PSTs continue to navigate ambivalence and uncertainty. 
However, analysing stories in initial TE affords examining the imaginative rehearsal 
(Goffman 1963) of what education should be like before PSTs gain more experience in 
teaching practice (Galman 2009). Another future perspective is to make uncertainty the 
focal point of PSTs’ collaborative discussions and the study.
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Narrative analysis enabled us to examine PSTs ‘in the complexities of lived moments of 
struggle’ (Bochner and Ellis 2003, 509). We hope that these narratives and creative pieces 
– comic strips created in the analysis – can be used as thinking tools in TE (Moen 2006), 
facilitating explicit discussion of the different stories we tell (Galman 2009) about the 
uncertain future.
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Appendix

Appendix 1. Data examples

Code Data examples (entire original turns, English translations)

Conception of schools’ current state or future 
direction

Elias: ‘Yeah, there really isn’t that kind of unnecessary consuming at 
school, at least in my opinion’. 

Sara: ‘And then it came to my mind that there are all kinds of, like, 
learning tools that are digital. For example, some, I don’t know, 
well, the kinds that, like… From a very young age, nowadays kids 
have such tools that help, and so’.

Conception of society’s current state or future 
direction

Sofia: ‘And then I thought, OK, I’ve been thinking about this from 
quite funny perspectives, but like employment, jobs. For 
example, if [Finnish social insurance institution] or social security 
services move more and more online, will that affect society for 
better or for worse’?

Personal experiences Ella: ‘And somehow, for me, it was quite interesting that, or like, at 
least for me, the phone has grown into my hand, and then 
somehow, I can’t even be in a lecture without checking for 
messages. So, how hard can it be for the kids, when they don’t 
even have the sort of, that they could themselves think a little 
like, OK, yeah, if I now check my phone and miss this, then I will 
have to study this all by myself. They don’t even have this kind of, 
like, “Oh, damn, now I will miss this if I check my phone”. And it’s 
just somehow really hard to be, at the moment, studying 
somewhere else than the university because the phone has 
grown so badly into my hand’. 
(also coded: conception of schools’ current state or future 
direction)

Evaluation/ideal/suggestion of/for the future of 
education in relation to the megatrend

Sara: ‘No, but what you said, that kind of, like, there is a sort of, or 
like … Since there is, anyway, the possibility of using it [the 
Internet and applications], so the thing is that we could guide the 
pupils in the future, for example, so that we would be able to 
advise how to use it. And this kind of, well, then it is just, like … ’ 

Sara: ‘But I still don’t know. I can’t think that far ahead about, like, 
how it’s going to develop because it’s developing so fast and so 
unpredictably anyway that I can’t really think about what the 
changes are going to be, but that is exactly the good thing that it 
becomes, sort of, equal for all. So, that’s just, like … ’ 
(also coded: conception of schools’ current state or future 
direction) 

Elias: ‘It feels like, with this topic, that you can come up with a 
zillion problems and so on, but it’s a lot harder to come up with 
how to, somehow, influence these things and how they could be 
changed and so on’.

Conception of the relationship between 
phenomena

Nea: ‘Well, I thought about this. I think that maybe it isn’t exactly 
the case that this only applies to school, but rather this is more 
broadly, like, sort of a societal background assumption, this 
consumer behaviour’. 
(also coded: conception of society’s current state or future 
direction) 

Laura: ‘That is a bit of a mixture between the individual and the 
school [as a perspective], so for the individual, it appears as a 
kind of group pressure, but in the school, it somehow kind of 
expands’. 
(also coded: conception of schools’ current state or future 
direction)

Perspective of school subject(s) Emma: ‘Well, at least in history, the kind of environmental … 
environmental history could be brought forth more in teaching, 
is at least what I thought’. 
(also coded: Evaluation/ideal/suggestion) 

Laura: ‘Well, I intend to graduate as a teacher of biology and 

(Continued)
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Code Data examples (entire original turns, English translations)

geography at some point, so it’s pretty obvious how it will come 
up there, that it will, of course, come up in that subject. But then 
in IT, I think it was Elias who mentioned that you could basically 
talk about, for example, how does information technology last or 
how to make information technology last longer. And, like, for 
example, people talk about how companies intentionally make 
devices that don’t last, that are not, like, long-lasting, so to 
discuss that sort of things’. 
(also coded: Evaluation/ideal/suggestion)

Appendix 2. Canva credits

Comics template ‘Narrative Writing Comic Strip in Colourful Bold Panel Style’, made by Rachel 
Mainero.
Figures within the comic strips made by Pablo Stanley.
Speech bubbles and small illustrations made by Enna Marnawati, Jenzon Lopez and 
Sketchify.
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