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Abstract 

Aspects of environment are common topics in Australian primary schools. However 

Education for Sustainability (EfS), where students actively investigate the underlying 

causes of unsustainable practices and actively plan for and instigate change, is less 

well understood and less commonly practised. It cannot be assumed that pre-service 

teachers have the knowledge, skills and desire to incorporate EfS, as advocated in 

Australian policies, into their repertoires of practice, or, that they will acquire those 

skills as they gain teaching experience. Therefore for EfS to become an integral 

component of the primary school experience, carefully planned rather than ad hoc 

preparation for EfS is necessary in pre-service teacher education.  

 

This essentially qualitative study describes how a one semester final year pre-service 

primary teacher unit in EfS was shaped, and reports on how a cohort of pre-service 

teachers responded, particularly in terms of how well prepared they felt to engage 

with EfS in future teaching. Although motivation and confidence to engage with EfS 

varied across the cohort, pre-service teacher education appeared to make a positive 

contribution to both. In a longitudinal design, five teachers who had participated in the 

EfS unit became the focus of individual case studies early in their teaching careers. 

Each case study investigated ways in which the beginning teacher engaged with EfS, 

linking teaching decisions to pre-service teacher education. The constructivist 

approach adopted by the tutors was particularly valued by the early career teachers. 

They appreciated various modes of experiential learning including engagement with 

the kinds of teaching strategies advocated in EfS and a strong orientation to the 

curriculum requirements of primary school. 

 

However the extent to which each early career teacher implemented EfS was 

tempered not only by personal skill and motivation, but also by work situations which 

did not necessarily support EfS endeavours. Whilst pre-service teacher education has 

a vital role in the promulgation of EfS in schools, and this study shows that it can be 

effective in advancing the desires of beginning teachers to do something for the 

environment, there are broad implications for the institutions that so heavily impact on 

the capacity of school systems and university systems to act in EfS.  
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