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In the course of the institutional integration of education for sustainable
development (ESD), university courses have been going through rapid changes,
but this process can be blocked or aided by each country’s peculiar features,
whether institutional, financial, cultural or other. This article proposes an
examination of the specific socio-educational characteristics of the
implementation of ESD based on a study of the social representations of students
in three European countries (Germany, France and Poland), and in two types of
Master’s level university education. The paper initially focuses on the differences
and similarities in the student research groups. It then analyses the
representational components in terms of the possible impacts on the
implementation of ESD at the university from a critical, citizenship perspective.
Despite the differences in the students’ representational structures in the various
countries, we can see that, in the three national groups, the social
representations of sustainable development are highly focused and have a highly
fragmented character. The lack of systematization of the different elements of
the representation poses barriers to critical education, although this takes
different forms in the different countries.
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1 Introduction

The incorporation of education for sustainable development (ESD) into
contemporary education systems represents a response to the United Nation’s
programme for sustainable development (Sauvé 2006). The United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), acting as an
implementing agency of the UN, is holding a “decade of education for
sustainable development” (2005-2014), with the objective of stimulating the
reform of educational systems and curricula, including universities, to promote
sustainable development (UNESCO 2005). Taken up by the European authorities,
and then the member States, this has led to steadily increasing demands on
universities. It is commonly agreed that higher education institutions should lead
the way towards the achievement of sustainable development (SD) through
education in this field (AdomRent, Godemann, Michelsen 2007; Ashford 2004;
Beringer, AdomfBent, Scott 2008; Ferrer-Balas, Adachi, Banas, Davidson,
Hoshikoshi, Mishra, Motodoa, Onga, Ostwald 2008; Richter, Schumacher 2011;
Steiner, Posch 2006; Sterling, Scott 2008).

In this sense, the Declaration of Talloires (1990) is the first official mark of the
universities’ commitment to promote education for sustainable development.
Signed by 350 universities, it is intended, among other things, “to create an
institutional culture of sustainability” (Declaration of Talloires, 1), and to
emphasize education that leads to “ecologically responsible citizens” (ibid.). At
the national level, there is a realization of international and European policy. For
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example, since September 2009, higher education institutions in France have
been developing a “Green Plan” for the campuses. In Germany, the education
system depends on the Lander (states), which makes the development of a
national strategy more complex. Nevertheless, a common will does exist, as can
be seen in the Declaration of the Hochschulrektorenkonferenz (HRK, the German
Rectors’ Conference?). In Poland, there is no specific national strategy for Higher
Education for Sustainable Development (HSED). The National Strategy for
Environmental Education through Education for Sustainable Development (2001)
and the National Conference on Education for Sustainable Development in 2005
have laid the groundwork for the organization of ESD and HESD.

In this context of the institutional integration of education for sustainable
development, university courses are undergoing rapid changes (Adomfent,
Godemann, Michelsen 2007; Barthes, Alpe, Bader 2012), but they encounter
drivers or barriers in the existence of features specific to each country
(institutional, financial, cultural, etc.). Wals and Blewitt (2010) provide an
interesting analysis of the implementation of sustainable development in higher
education and conclude that institutions are entering a “third wave” (after the
“environmental” wave and the “green campus” wave) that is focused on teaching
and learning about sustainability. However, uncertainties in scientific fields
(Pouliot, Bader, Therriault 2010), the multitude of definitions in reference
materials (politicians, experts, scientists, etc.) (Alpe, Legardez 2011; Simonneaux
2011), the different regional and organizational cultures of the actors and
institutions involved all affect the implementation of educational strategies
related to sustainable development (Girault, Sauvé 2008). At the same time,
beliefs, convictions and social representations with deep cultural roots also affect
the ways that educational strategies related to sustainable development,
considered as a socially acute question (Legardez, Simonneaux 2011), are being
implemented in different places (Floro 2011; Freudiger 2010; Marquis 2001;
Simonneaux, Simonneaux 2009). With all this in mind, this article proposes,
firstly, to understand the specific features of the implementation of ESD in three
European countries — Germany, France and Poland - based on the social
representations (Abric 2004; Jodelet 1989) of students studying for a Master’s of
European Studies or a Master’s in Geography with a Globalization-Development
option. The representational components will then be analysed in terms of their
possible impacts on the implementation of education for sustainable
development from a critical perspective. According to Jodelet (1989) a social
representation is defined as a form of knowledge, which is socially elaborated
and shared and which contributes to the construction of a common reality to a
social group.

2. Social Representations as a Method for Exploring Cultural Specificities
with Respect to ESD

2.1 Background

Like all “educations for”, ESD is confronted with the problem of defining its
content, a process that has been accompanied by some rather lively debate
(Alpe, Legardez 2011; Simonneaux 2011). Generally, these forms of education
refer to knowledge that is relatively unstable and marked by uncertainty.
Moreover, it often involves the translation of “social concerns that are more or

! http://www.hrk.de/index_eng.php
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less considered as emergencies” (Audigier 2005, 117), with academic knowledge
no longer the sole reference for dealing with these new educational subjects. The
“educations for” are concerned with citizenship; they refer to social practices and
include political dimensions (Audigier 2005). But the introduction into the
education system of issues like these that divide and mobilize is not simple.
Tutiaux-Guillon (2011) stresses that ESD, which goes beyond disciplinary
knowledge and involves education in behaviour and skills (citizenship), is — in the
real curriculum - most of the time reduced to education in “good gestures”
(Barthes, Bader, Alpe 2012), whereas it could promote the empowerment of
learners who are able to think and to come to a position on issues.

Many researchers in the field of environmental education and more recently
ESD have supported the need for critical education that aims to help learners
develop an awareness of the power games and ideological influences that shape
our ways of seeing the world and our relationship to the environment, so as to
encourage critical questioning of our society aimed at social change (Bader 2011;
Fien 1993; Fortin-Debart, Girault 2009; Girault, Sauvé 2008; Gough 1997;
Robottom, Hart 1993). From this perspective, Bader (2011) argues for the
importance of a critical and reflexive view of the utilitarian ideology that
dominates our relationship to the world. The author points out that critical
theory “denounces in particular the recourse to instrumental rationality that
relies on a certain conception of science, enclosed in a positivist paradigm, and
that focuses on technology as the source of any solution [to environmental
problems]” (Bader 2005, 109, quoting Sauvé 1997, 171). Along the same lines,
following Carr and Kemnis (1986), Simonneaux and Legardez (2011) take up the
distinction between critical and technical rationality; the latter emphasizes
technical solutions to problems and excludes individual reflection to control the
world, even though it is essential for an awareness of reality and engagement in
action for social transformation. According to Simonneaux (2006), critical ESD
should thus encourage students to learn the scientific contents at hand, to better
understand the controversies about them and to analyse their social impact
(economic, political, ethical, etc.). The author stresses that this is not just to
convey technical knowledge, but to educate “people who are informed about
research methods, their applications and their possible effects, and who are able
to make balanced decisions and participate in debate” (Simonneaux 2006, 40).

Critical education also relates to the idea of citizenship, which involves the
concept of citizen participation in decision-making. If we take the scale of
analysis used by Fortin-Débart and Girault (2009), this is measured by three
states of participation: non-participation, consultative participation, and
participatory budgeting. It can have two aims: a deliberative aim (citizens fuel the
decision-making process because they are trained in the controversies), or an
emancipatory aim in a critical perspective (Robottom, Hart 1993), which involves
civic participation in the decision-making process. While the deliberative aim
remains at the level of consultation, it is the emancipatory orientation, with its
objective of transforming environmental and societal realities that aims at
genuine participation. Citing Robottom and Hart (1993), Fortin-Debart and
Girault (2009) again point out that this critical questioning of reality and this
commitment to action are more effective when they are collective rather than just
individual. From this citizen-based perspective, critical education would then be
“education in power (Audigier 2006) that aims at providing the skills to
participate in the life of the city (public life, politics, everyday life)” (Fortin-
Debart, Girault 2009, 131), knowing that participatory ESD runs the risk of
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repeating dominant positions and hegemonies, like mentioned by Leessge
(2008).

It is in this educational perspective that we situate our analysis of the social
representations of sustainable development in. Indeed, considering knowledge
as a social construction, critical education requires prior identification of
learners' representations about the subject of the education so as to propose
didactic strategies that take this into account (Bader 2011; Gough 1997).

Sustainable development raises socially controversial issues in education
(Legardez, Simonneaux 2006, 2011) and evokes social representations that can
be used as a tool for understanding student knowledge. By making use of the
social constructivist approach (Vygotsky 1997) to education, we highlight the
importance of an analysis of social representations as an anchor point for
initiating the learning process. This seems especially important since, in contrast
to ordinary disciplines, this new material is marked by the heterogeneity of
academic references. Even if the past two decades have seen the emergence and
establishment of sustainability sciences as an inter- and transdisciplinary field
that has provided elaborated accounts of sustainability issues, it seems that
there is great heterogeneity of disciplinary knowledge and no universally valid
consecutive curriculum (Barthes, Alpe, Bader 2012).

The social representations approach takes into consideration the role of the
sociocultural and historical context in the construction and sharing of
representations (Abric 1994; Jodelet 1989; Moscovici 1961; Wagner 1994). With
regard to our research subject, it can be argued that although there is an
institutional definition of SD often used as reference - that of the Brundtland
report and the conferences that followed — the subject remains complex and “in
practice, the concept of sustainability is value-laden and ultimately rests on how
we human beings, or rather societies, perceive our relationship to the extra-
human world” (lickling 1998-1999, 82)°. This position is also relevant to the
characteristics of ‘educations for’. Indeed, these impose a different relationship
to scientific knowledge, which can no longer be considered neutral and
dissociated from the context in which the knowledge is born (Pouliot, Bader,
Therriault 2010; Barthes, Alpe, Bader 2012). Moreover, this is also the reason
why there is an important debate about transdisciplinarity in ESD (Steiner, Posch
2006; Consideére, Tutiaux-Guillon 2012).

Numerous studies show that social representations related to sustainable
development differ with the context, including with respect to the country
(Caillaud 2010; Floro 2011; Freudiger 2010; Marquis 2001), the profession or the
discipline (Summers, Childs, Corney 2004; Urgelli 2009). In a comparative study
between the French and Germans, Caillaud (2010) shows, for example, that
environmental issues are more mentioned in Germany. Moreover, whereas
among Germans she observes a moral objectification of ecology, which treats the
relationship between humans and nature in terms of interdependence, the
French consider the relationship between humans and nature only in the sense of
the domination of nature by mankind, which causes them to objectify ecology as
a set of risks (economic). In another comparison, between Quebec and
Senegalese students, Marquis (2001) observed a Quebec representation of the
environment as nature to be protected and a problem to be solved, and a
Senegalese representation of the environment that was similar to that of their

l1tis important to note, that the Brundtland definition is located on the very top level of an idea and
in the scientific literature, one can observe different normative orientations (see for example Ott’s
approach to strong sustainability: http://23dd.fr/images/stories/Documents/DD/Strong-
sustainability-Konrad-Ott.pdf)
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daily lives, the milieu of their family and community life. In addition, various
studies have brought to light a gap between the institutional definition of
sustainable development and the related social knowledge (Barthes, Legardez
2011; Jeziorski, Ludwig-Legardez 2011; Lebatteux 2011; Summers, Childs,
Corney 2004). Richter and Schumacher (2011) have realized a very interesting
study about HESD in the German context. Mainly, they observe a large gap
between the political discourse on the one hand and the interest of students in
sustainability issues and the implementation of HESD in the standard curricula on
the other.

Our study has the aim to complete the research about ESD and HESD by his
comparative character and the analysis of students’ knowledge in terms of
drivers and barriers to the teaching and learning process. It is guided by three
key questions:

- Do students have a social representation of sustainable development? If so,

what is its content and how is it structured?

- What are the differences and common points between the social

representations of French, German and Polish students?

- Finally, do the representational components specific to each national group

represent drivers or barriers to the implementation of the critical dimension of

ESD?

2.2 Theoretical Elements

The act of representation is traditionally defined as “a presentation of
something in someone's mind” (Bonardi, Roussiau 1999), and it is considered a
genuine method for understanding reality. It involves a process whereby a
subject or a group internalizes an object so that it becomes an object of thought
whose content is substituted for reality. The internalized object is thus a
represented reality that is appropriated by the individual or group. But this
reconstruction by the subject remains inseparable from the history and social
and ideological context of the individual or the collective. Moscovici argues that
this reconstruction is an intrinsic part of the social bond and that it must be
interpreted within this framework (Moscovici 1961). Representation is thus
always social in that the act of representation involves incorporating both the
objective characteristics of the object represented, the specific features of the
subject or the group, and elements from its normative context. Social
representations are therefore a powerful tool for analysing the normative
systems of a group at a given point, and it is this that interests us as part of the
comparative analysis of the national study groups. We apprehend the world
through differentiated representations. Contacts between cultures through travel
and trade, for example, demonstrate clearly that knowledge that is obvious in
one location is not so obvious in another. All reality is “appropriated by the
individual or the group, reconstructed in their cognitive systems, and integrated
into their system of values, which depends on their history and the surrounding
social and ideological context” (Abric 1994, 12).

Studying a social representation and understanding how it works requires
studying its content and structure. To this end, Abric (1994) explains that a
representation is organized around a central core that gives the representation
its meaning and its coherence. Around this structuring core, the cornerstone of
the representation, are organized the peripheral elements. The central core, or
nucleus, is structural; it constitutes a stable element and takes on for the group
or individual the status of being obvious. Its role is thus important insofar as it
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provides the framework for categorizing any new information proposed about
the object represented. The core contains a set of hierarchical elements that are
particularly important in the representation, as they give it its meaning. The
concept of the core is also related to the identification of the individuals in a
social group, as the core ensure its homogeneity. The core is thus determined
not only by the nature of the object represented, but also by the relationship that
the subject or the group has with it, and finally by the system of values and
norms that define the ideological context (Abric 1994). It is therefore the
identification of the central core that allows the comparative study of the
representations.

The peripheral elements are arranged around the central core. The peripheral
elements are directly dependent on the context and result from the anchoring of
the representation in reality. They help render any new information about a given
contextualized situation tangible, understandable and communicable. They
prescribe behaviour and guide instantaneous reactions to a specific situation by
designating what it is normal to do or say in a given situation.

According to Verges (1992), for example, the social representation of money
is structured around the central elements “work” and “quality of life”, ensuring
stability. The expressions “ease” and “luxury” are peripheral elements that would
reflect individual variations. Thus, social representation can grade terms related
to the studied group, and hierarchical structure and explanation hypothesis can
emerge.

2.3 Study Group and Research Methodology

In an attempt to answer the questions posed in this study we focused on the
quantitative approach introduced by Vergés (1994, 2001), for its reproducibility,
which makes possible comparisons (temporal, inter-group, inter-cultural),
including with benchmarks. Data were collected using a printed questionnaire.
The respondents were asked to answer the questionnaire in their language
(French, German and Polish). The analysis was realized in the three languages.

The elements of the central core and the peripheral elements of a possible
social representation of sustainable development were collected by activating the
representational process through spontaneous evocation by a question: “Which
word or which phrases come to mind when you think about sustainable
development? Give at least four words or phrases, and at most ten”. To analyse
the answers to this question, two working steps were necessary. We first
performed a categorization of the items mentioned by respondents based on
their lexical proximity. In a second step, two indicators were considered: the
frequency with which each term occurred in the responses of the surveyed
population, and the order of appearance of the term. Each item discussed (and
grouped) results in an average rank and an average frequency. Crossing these
two indicators gives us a graphical representation, with the frequency on the
ordinate and the ranking on the abscissa. To compose the four quadrants, we
need to produce discrete information. For the frequencies we use a method
based on main gap, considered as significant for social representation (Abric
1994). For the average rank, we use a classical method based on mean and
standard deviation, also related to Abric’s method (the number of words are not
the same, so the average rank is always different). This also tells us about the
possible existence of the central elements and peripheral elements of the social
representation. This analysis can be used to draw up a table that provides a
direct reading of the information in four categories: central core, and first,
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second, and third peripheries. Only items mentioned by at least 30% of the
respondents entered into the representation linked to Verges Theory (Verges
2001). This analysis was performed using the EVOC2000 programme, but it can
be done manually (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Method of reading social representations in terms of
frequency and order of appearance (rank)

High frequency

First Elements whose frequency is low Elements whose frequency is high et | Far
ranks and which are in the first ranks which are in the far ranks ranks
Presumption of centrality First periphery

Elements whose frequency is high Elements whose frequency is low and
and which are in the first ranks which are in the far ranks
Second periphery Third periphery

Low frequency

The survey population consisted of students preparing a Master’s degree in
European Studies in France, Germany and Poland® and students preparing a
Master’s in Geography in France and Germany. The total population of 157
students breaks down into 22 Polish students, 30 French students and 39
German students in the first grouping, and 44 French and 22 German students in
the second. All participants were aged 23 to 27°.

This article, which is centred on an analysis of German, French and Polish
cultural specificities with respect to the social representations of sustainable
development among students, presents only a marginal discussion of differences
related to the two different Master’s degrees (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Survey population (number of surveyed individuals)

Master in European Studies Master in Geography Total
France 30 44 74
Germany 39 22 61
Poland 22 0 22
Total 91 66 157

Here we would like to make two conclusive remarks regarding the
characteristics of our national student groups. First, issues of sustainable

Sitis important to note, that the Brundtland definition is located on the very top level of an idea and
in the scientific literature, one can observe different normative orientations (see for example Ott’s
approach to strong sustainability: http://23dd.fr/images/stories/Documents/DD/Strong-
sustainability-Konrad-Ott.pdf)

* The Polish and the German students were all born in the respective country. Five of the French
students were born in other countries than France, but they lived in France for at least five years.
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development are central to both academic contexts. Second, depending on their
respective requirements, the two programmes studied give great importance to
the interdisciplinary and critical nature of the education. With this in mind, we
submit the hypothesis that both programmes offer a positive framework for the
implementation of ESD with a critical perspective.

3 The Social Representations of French, German and Polish Students -
Differences and Similarities

3.1 French and Germans: Relatively Common Representations

From a comparative perspective, the analysis of the similarities and
differences between the two types of education and the three national study
groups reveals relative agreement between the German and French students, as
well as between the two different Master’s. An examination of the responses thus
led to hypothesize the existence of a relatively shared social representation. This
appears to be structured primarily around the environmental dimension, in terms
of both protection and the use of resources. This environmental dimension,
which contains the categories environment (with environmental protection) and
energy (mainly referring to renewable or clean energy, a dimension of eco-
efficiency) for the two sub-populations and the category resources for the
Germans, appears to constitute the central core of any representation. This
sphere seems to be especially important given that we find other elements
associated with it in the periphery. In both cases the categories ecology and
climate change seem to be relatively close to any such core. Furthermore, the
intergenerational dimension is represented by the elements future generations,
the future and long-term. These appear in the two sub-populations in the
periphery close to the core. The dimension is slightly more developed among the
Germans, 67% of whom cite it, compared with 50% of the French. Note that the
Germans have a more technocratic vision, with the idea of calling on science and
technology as the method of problem-solving. (Figures 3, 4, 5, 6)

Figure 3: French students preparing a Master in European Studies - graphical
representation of the frequency and the ranks (100% = 30)

Average rank < 3,2 Frequency % Average rank > 3,2 Frequency %
environment 7

energy 57

ecology 37 climate change 40
the future 23 nature 23
economy 20 pollution 10
green 17 10
future generations 13

long-term 13

responsibility 13

development 13

consumption 13

regions 10

other growth 10

planet and humanity 10

transport 10
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Figure 4: French students preparing a Master in Geography - graphical
representation of the frequency and the ranks (100% = 44)

Average rank < 3,2

Frequency %

Average rank > 3,2

Frequency %

environment 77

energy 57

ecology 56

nature 39 spatial issues 40
the future 38 agriculture 35
to protect 34 coat and sustainable
pollution reduction 31 transport 30
recycling 30

danger 25

responsibility 22

future generations to consume

different 20

climate problem 20

Figure 5: German students preparing a Master in European Studies - graphical
representation of the frequency and the ranks (100% = 39)

Average rank < 2,9 Frequency % Average rank > 2,9 Frequency %

environment 49 future generations 31

energy 44

resources 28

ecology 18 technology 13

the future 18 development 10

long-term 18 agriculture 8

climate change 15 efficiency 8

education 15 politics 8
precaution 8
responsibility 8
economy 8

Figure 6: German students preparing a Master in Geography - graphical
representation of the frequency and the ranks (100% = 22)

Average rank < 2,9

Frequency %

Average rank > 2,9

Frequency %

environment 76

energy 58

resources 55

ecology 39 relationship between

the future 32 men and

future generations 30 environments 34
green 30 sustainable'farming 22
climate change 29 bacK to ba5|c_s . 22
responsibility 29 spatial organization 21
precauntionary principle 28

sciences and technology 25

sensitize 22
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3.2 Very Different Polish Results

The results of an analysis of the responses of the Polish students are very
different from those of the Germans and French. First were listed the terms
balance and equality, which structure the central core, referring to the inductor
term balanced development (the Polish translation of “sustainable development”).
No mention is made of eco-efficiency, even though it is present in the core of the
French and Germans. The environmental sphere and theoretical concern for
future generations appear in 27% and 14% of the occurrences, respectively, but
they are not central. The educational dimension appears in the second periphery,
while it is not considered as such by the French and Germans. The rich-poor
category is among the most cited, but more distant in the ranking. It appears in
the first periphery and can be interpreted as a more concrete application of the
elements balance and equality. Other terms that are cited less often may also
refer to this dimension: development and improvement to achieve balance and
equality. The European Union, cited in terms of funding, is associated in the first
periphery with the notion of cooperation, which is related to the idea of
development. These notions are entirely absent from the social representations
of the French and Germans. (Figure 7)

Figure 7: Polish students preparing a Master in European Studies - graphical
representation of the frequency and the ranks (100% = 22)

Average rank < 3,1 Frequency % Average rank > 3,1 Frequency %
balance 41 rich-poor 27
equality 32

environment 27

developement 23

improvement 18 rationality 18
education 18

the future 14

cooperation 14

interdisciplinary 14

European Union 14

Based on the analysis of the spontaneous evocations, we can conclude that in
terms of the differences in the national study groups, in addition to the
environmental aspects on the one hand and the social aspects on the other, the
Germans and the French emphasize the dimensions of eco-efficiency and
intergenerational effects, while Polish students more often evoke forms of
international cooperation for the purpose of sustainable development.

4 Drivers & Barriers to a Critical ESD and Social Representations

Thus, after identifying the elements of a possible social representation of
sustainable development of French, German and Polish students, we will discuss
the results presented above in terms of being drivers and barriers to the
proposed educational perspective.

Addressing the notion of critical education concretely requires a dual
approach. The first involves the identification in the social representations of
what constitute the foci. The foci are the themes on which knowledge is
concentrated, to the detriment of other themes which are thus obscured. Moliner
(1996) argues that focusing prevents individuals from having a global vision of
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the object. The second approach involves identifying the elements that make
systems. Indeed, when the elements make up systems, the issue of complexity
can be addressed. The ability to address complexity is a prerequisite for the
formation of a potential critical thinking. Note that the existence of foci often
results in a fragmented social representation: not only do they prevent the
individual from possessing a global vision of the object, but they also prevent
putting the elements of the representation into a system, and hence developing a
critical educational perspective.

4.1 Analysis of the Social Representations of SD with a Perspective of
Developing a Critical ESD: Main Results

If one analyses the previous elements of the social representations of the
German, French and Polish students with a view to establishing a critical ESD, two
major tensions can be seen. The first is between the need - from a critical
education perspective — to address the complexity of SD and the centring of the
students on the environment, and the second is between the need - again from
the perspective of critical education - to address the collective organization of
society versus the recourse by the students to everyday individual action. The
obstacle to critical thinking would tend to be magnified in line with the
domination of the second term in these tensions.

4.1.1 What are the Barriers to Dealing with Complexity?

The social representation of sustainable development of the five groups
analysed has a highly fragmented character. The foci are very strong and
corroborate the results obtained previously in France (Barthes 2011). A focus on
the environmental sphere and eco-efficiency, especially among the German and
French students, may prevent these students from understanding the complex
processes involved. Given these highly focused social representations, it could be
said that there is a great risk of a view of sustainable development that does not
comprehend its complexity, and thus does not relate to the possible dimension
of critical education. Indeed, dealing with sustainable development in a critical
education perspective requires consideration of its systemic and multi-scale
nature (Tutiaux-Guillon 2011).

Based on the analysis of the foci of the social representations, the absence of
political, economic and institutional issues in the central core of the
representation, especially among the Germans and French, indicates their
fragmented nature, which thwarts an understanding of the complexity of the
concepts taught. The economy was mentioned by both groups, and politics only
by the Germans, but both dimensions are part of the peripheral elements, and
thus not organizing elements of the representation, whereas they are in fact
central components, the result of political consensus (Gough 1997; lickling
1992; Sauvé, Berryman, Brunelle 2003; Sauvé 2006). While the Germans and
French take little account of the role of political and institutional authorities in
promoting sustainable development, the Poles seem to be more aware of this
dimension, especially when they evoke elements involving cooperation and the
European Union and highlight the active character of international and European
organizations. An analysis of the results concerning sustainable development
actors confirms this hypothesis: according to the majority of the Poles (73%),
global cooperation and the EU aid, introduce, create and make efforts, etc., EU
aid is contributing to sustainable development in particular through its
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assistance to poorer countries / regions (47%). In contrast, the Germans and
French mainly respond that these two factors do not do enough for sustainable
development. Finally, based on the analysis, no group of students is considering
a form of political-civic action either in their social lives or in their future
professional lives.

Finally, it seems important to note that there is a patent absence of debate
and of a sense of the controversial nature of an issue that is as socially
contentious as sustainable development, although this characteristic is well
established in the reference knowledge and practices. Indeed, sustainable
development is more a set of contested ideas than a stable concept (Legardez,
Simonneaux 2011; Lundegard, Wickman 2007; Scott, Gough 2004) Thus, the
students consider neither the critical dimensions, nor alternative models, nor the
element of complexity. Moreover, the focus on the environmental sphere is
centred on a very specific representation of the environment. The students’
evocations of resources and energy, of potential candidates for being
components of the central core of the social representation of sustainable
development, indicate the reduction of the environment to a resource in the
service of human beings. A critical approach to education should seek to
challenge this utilitarian view, which is at risk of an ideological use of educational
discourse to “support a certain view of the world” (Astolfi 2006, 9).

4.1.2. Dealing with the Collective Organization of Society Versus Recourse to
Individual Action? Differences Between the Groups

However, there is a differentiation with the Polish group, for which the social
representations are a less pronounced and more nuanced obstacle than in the
case of the French and German students. Indeed, the elements of focus did not
themselves even refer to the same dimensions. The foci of the social
representations related to sustainable development in France and Germany refer
to notions of eco-efficiency (waste sorting, cycling, buying organic products,
saving energy, etc.) and to good habits. Reflection and education are on the
margins of the student responses on the focused character of sustainable
development, as is evidenced by other investigations too (Floro 2011; Freudiger
2010; Lebatteux 2011; Tutiaux-Guillon 2011). This kind of behaviourist
approach in relation to sustainable development indicates a low reflective
approach (Lebatteux, Legardez 2010). This element of behavioural focusing
constitutes an additional obstacle, making it impossible to put the reality at a
distance. The question thus arises as to whether, even at the university,
education does not simply amount to a lesson in ethics that emphasizes the
politically correct at the expense of knowledge (Legardez 2006). Indeed, the
salience of individual action and individual responsibility (present in the second
periphery) shows that education lacks a distancing from practice (Alpe 2006) and
hence does not set the problem of the collective and systemic organization of
society. A lack of social distancing from local social practices is a barrier to a
critical educational perspective on sustainable development. Indeed, in a critical
approach to education, it is necessary to go beyond the level of local and
individual action. As emphasized for example by Freire (1974), social
transformation cannot be achieved only at the individual level, but must also be a
collective undertaking. The point here is not to condemn all subjective action,
but from the dialectical perspective of critical education, “it is only in the
combination of these two elements, when the subjective constitutes a dialectical
unity with the objective, that authentic praxis becomes possible” (Freire 1974,
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29). This perspective is emphasized more recently by Grunwald (2011) in the
field of sustainable development.

This type of focusing-obstacle is not found in the Polish social
representations, which are oriented more towards the collective organization of
society, and towards at least one problem to be addressed (rich-poor).

Thus, the Master’s programme results in a partial, though differentiated,
social representation, obscuring the complexity of sustainable development,
which could be an obstacle to a critical, albeit formally proclaimed, dimension,
especially among the French and Germans. In addition to this finding, the
societal challenges are important. To underscore the importance of our findings,
consider the example of the Master’s students in European Studies. Since the
European Union proclaims sustainable development to be one of its fundamental
transversal objectives, potentially the students will have to deal with this when
they respond to a call for EU projects. Thus, to avoid the risk of simply training
managers in the service of the governing bodies, and in accordance with the
educational objectives of forming critical citizens, it seems crucial that education
strives to broaden the students’ representations, by taking on board complex
elements, their mutual relationships and the challenges that they give rise to,
particularly if one considers that the role of education in general and higher
education institutions in particular is not only to provide a certain level of
employability, but to go beyond that (Adomssent 2006).

Conclusion

In this article we have considered the obstacles to the implementation of
education for sustainable development from a critical citizen-oriented
perspective.

In light of the proposed approach and our results, two main conclusions can
be drawn. First, one can hypothesize that there are different social
representations of sustainable development based on the sociocultural and
political context, and on educational background. In terms of differences
between the research groups, we have identified a centring on the environmental
aspects and the intergenerational dimension among the German and French
students, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, an emphasis on the social
aspects and the dimension of international cooperation among the Polish
students. But in the three national groups, the social representation of
sustainable development is highly focused, despite the method (open question)
often lead to multiple answers (Abric 1994; Moliner 1986), and has a highly
fragmented character. As a result, it blocks a comprehensive view of the subject
and the systematization of the elements of representation, and thus a grasp of
the complexity involved. In addition, and as an element of differentiation
between the research groups, the centering of the French and German students
on everyday individual action at the expense of collective action and political-
civic activity is an additional obstacle, which does not appear in the Polish group.

These elements are important social and educational characteristics that
should be taken into account whenever university courses seek to develop a
critical citizen-oriented ESD, as set forth in the form of principles in the
programmes studied. These have the objective, at least in theory, of promoting
the acquisition of knowledge, analytical skills, and an ability to think and take a
critical distance. Besides the impact of the stated objectives, it is important to
clarify that a critical approach to education for sustainable development should
make it possible to challenge the highly utilitarian and developmentalist view
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that seems to have been adopted by current programmes, and at least by the
Master’s in European Studies and the Master’s in Geography with a Globalization
and Development option.
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