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1   W H AT

The University course Innovation in Teacher 
Education – Education for Sustainable Development 
(BINE) is a professional development course 
for higher education teachers in Austria. The 
main goal of BINE is to encourage partic-
ipants to deal with subject information on 
sustainable development and education for 
sustainable development as a “community of 
learners” in a  reflected way. To achieve this, 
the course aims to (a) improve pedagogical re-
search competences (mainly action research), 
(b) research and reflect on educational prac-
tice in teacher education in diverse education-
al subjects, and to (c) implement sustainable 
development issues in the teacher education 
curriculum.

The BINE course is based upon a research 
project entitled Environmental Education in Teach-
er Education (ENITE) which was run in sever-
al phases in the years 1997-2004. Based upon 
this project the ENITE-network has been cre-
ated as a  platform for the mutual exchange 
of experience and ideas in order to support 
the stabilisation of existing ENITE initiatives 
(e.g. co-operation of the University in Vienna 
with schools; project oriented teaching and 
learning, etc.) and their expansion to addi-
tional institutions of teacher training (Rauch 
& Steiner, 2003). This has been followed by 
the development of the BINE Course which 
has been running since 2004. Internationally, 
the project and the course are the Austrian 
contribution to the international Environment 
and School Initiatives (ENSI) network in the 
realm of teacher education (www.ensi.org).

The ENITE research project, the ENITE 
network and the BINE course are based on 
the following principles:

Learning experiences are built on the pre-
vious experiences of the participating edu-
cators and influenced by them. This implies 
active participation by the educators in de-
veloping the contents and methodology of 
a project (from problem definition to quality 
evaluation);

Learning is designed as an interdiscipli-
nary process and not fragmented into disci-
plines;

Learning includes a  research component 
based on systematic reflection on actual teach-
er practice (action research);

The impact on and changes in work cul-
tures and organisational structures are taken 
into account in the action and reflection pro-
cesses (Posch, Rauch & Kreis 2000).

2   K E Y  Q U E ST I O N S

The key questions this initiative aims to 
address are:

Q: How might inquiry based learning in ESD be devel-
oped and sustained within teacher education at univer-
sities?

Q: How can action research as well as other forms of re-
search inform ESD?

Q: How can networks support the sustainable develop-
ment of ESD at universities and in schools? 

3   W H Y

Like human rights, sustainable develop-
ment may be regarded as a “regulative idea“ 
(Immanuel Kant). Regulative ideas don’t in-
dicate how an object is made up but serve as 
heuristic structures for reflection. They give 
direction to research and learning processes. 
In terms of sustainability, this implies that 
the contradictions, dilemmas and conflict-
ing targets inherent in this vision need to 
be constantly re-negotiated in a  process of 
discourse between participants in each and 
every concrete situation. This implies a great 
challenge but also has considerable potential 
to enhance innovative developments in ed-
ucation in general and in teacher education 
in particular. Against this theoretical back-
ground and according to empirical findings 
it is evident that ESD is barely developed in 
teacher education.

Furthermore, the interdisciplinary nature 
as well as the present and future relevance of 
the sustainability debate, with all its inher-
ent dilemmas, uncertainties and confusions, 
may constitute fertile ground for education-
al innovation. It is of utmost importance to 
address the challenge of the vast complexity 
which results from sustainability and related 
uncertainties in order to retain a capacity for 
action without lapsing into simplistic dog-
mas. While on the one hand sustainability 
issues are used as a  vehicle for innovation 
in education, they are also meant to trigger 
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concrete sustainable social development pro-
cesses (Rauch, 2002). This implies a  great 
challenge but also has considerable potential 
to enhance education for sustainable devel-
opment. 

On a structural dimension the course was 
developed as a  joint initiative of the institu-
tions involved in the ENITE network (see 
above). The curriculum of the course should 
offer a  context for further development and 
research and combine it with a formal certifi-
cate, as well as with a dissemination perspec-
tive. Members of the ENITE project form the 
leading team of the course. 

 

4   H OW

The BINE course offers three one-week 
seminars plus regional mentoring meetings. 
Participants write case research based stud-
ies in order to get a certificate. In the course, 
equal emphasis is put on theoretical-me-
thodical foundation and learning from 
one’s  own practical experiences/projects. 
Projects on sustainable development and re-
search activities are related to one another. 
So far three rounds of the BINE course have 
been completed (2008, 2011, 2014). 

In the seminars (SE) – part of the BINE 
course – the contents are conveyed in the 
form of presentations and input by the sem-
inar leaders/guest speakers (designated ex-
perts from educational, political, social and 
economic sciences) and then dealt with and 
discussed on a deeper level in group work, 
exercises and workshops. Working groups 
(WGs) serve to facilitate the exchange of 
experiences, the work on literature and the 
support of research work. WGs are held in 
regional groups and led by a member of the 
BINE leadership team. In the research project 
the participants develop and investigate 
a  project based on their own practice ac-
cording to the paradigm of practice research 
/ action research. The work is supervised by 
a member of the leadership team (see the di-
agram in Figure 4.12 for an overview of the 
course).

The BINE course comprises the follow-
ing obligatory courses (amounting to a total of 36 
ECTS-points):

	 Module 1: Concepts of Sustainable Devel-
opment, topics of Education for Sustain-

able Development, research methods, con-
ception of own project and research plan 
(1. term; SE 6 ECTS; WGs 1.5 ECTS)

	 Module 2: Didactic Strategies in Education 
for Sustainable Development; research 
methods; reflection and analysis of the 
projects conducted so far and research  
(2.–3. term; SE 6 ECTS; WGs 4.5 ECTS)

	 Module 3: Research methods; visualisation 
and presentation techniques; coopera-
tive further education – mini workshops, 
presentation of the results of the course 
of study (3.-4. term; SE 6 ECTS; WGs 1.5 
ECTS; Thesis 10,5 ECTS)

In a process of continuous professional de-
velopment the university educators research 
their own initiatives at their institutions with 
the goal of in-depth analysis based on evi-
dence and the further development of the 
ESD initiatives. This development and learn-
ing process is supported by the leaders of the 
course and by exchange with fellow course 
participants who serve as critical evaluators 
(as well as friends).

5   W H O

The participants are teacher-educators 
from University Colleges of Teacher Educa-
tion and universities that work on sustaina-
ble development issues and their educational 
challenges.

The BINE course is run by the Institute 
of Instructional and School Development 
at the Alpen-Adria University in Klagenfurt 
together with the University of Teacher Ed-
ucation in Upper-Austria Linz. Some more 
Teacher Education Universities (in Styria, 
Carinthia, Vorarlberg, Lower-Austria, and 
the HAUP) and the University of Vienna 
are partners. The course is led by a team of 
experts (at the moment Franz Radits, Franz 
Rauch, Katharina Soukup-Altrichter, Regi-
na Steiner). In terms of finances, the partic-
ipants pay a fee to attend. The co-operation 
partners offer mainly teaching hours for the 
leading team and invited guest speakers. The 
first two coursers were co-financed by the 
Austrian Federal Ministry of Education and 
Woman Affaires. The third course received 
substantial subsidies from the University of 
Teacher Education University of Teacher Ed-
ucation of Upper Austria. 
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6   CO N C LU S I O N S

The course is evaluated by a  formative 
and summative self-evaluation with internal 
(questionnaires, feedback by participants) 
and external (questionnaires interviews with 
participants at the beginning and the end of 
the course) components. 

One of the main goals of the course is that 
the participants gain knowledge in ESD and 
Action Research. Figure 4.13 and Figure 
4.14 show the increase in both categories. 

Some interview quotes illustrate 
participants’ reflections:

“The course was productive because it was exciting 
for me to have the opportunity to share issues of educa-
tion and sustainability with colleagues from different 
areas.”

„What I have learned is how to plan a research proj-
ect … which steps are necessary and where to get support 
… most crucial and important for a good product is the 
starting point. The course nurtured my interest and the 
joy of doing research.“

Figure 4.12 – Overview of the structure of the Innovation in Teacher Education - 
Education for Sustainable Development (BINE) course, Austria

D I AG R A M
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The overall results of the evaluation have 
shown that:

	 The BINE course offers an adequate in-
structional and learning strategy for the 
participants to construct the meaning of 
the complex issues of sustainable develop-
ment and ESD by researching, reflecting 
and exchanging in the learning group fo-
cused on concrete examples. 

	 The course has proven to enable a learning 
community. 

	 It is a challenge not to simplify ESD and 
lose its potential to identify the inter-con-
nections between the ecological, social, 
economic and cultural-political spheres 
more clearly and adequately. 

	 The action research process provides a ba-
sis for learning in order to further develop 
the participants’ concepts of ESD as well 
as research and implementation compe-
tencies. 
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Figure 4.13 – Self-reported knowledge on Action Research based upon external questionnaire (red: 
before the course, grey: after the course; (min=1, max=5; P1–P7 = participant 1–7)

Figure 4.14 – Self-reported knowledge on ESD based upon external questionnaire 
 (red: before the course, grey: after the course; min=1, max=5; P1–P7 = participant 1–7)
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