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           Introduction 

 In contemporary society, learning emerges as a solution for numerous social and 
political problems (Biesta  2004 ; Simons and Masschelein  2009 ). Individual learners 
should acquire the ‘proper’ knowledge, insights, skills and attitudes in order to 
‘learn’ to adapt their behaviour to what is considered desirable and make themselves 
competent to deal with the given challenges. Hence, experts and expertise play an 
ever more important part. This propensity applies to sustainable development in 
particular. 1  The dominant discourse on education for sustainable development 
(ESD) defi nes issues of sustainability as matters of individual learning, as problems 
that can be tackled by applying the proper learning strategies (Van Poeck and 
Vandenabeele  2012 ). In policy discourse as well as in academic literature, ESD is 
mainly seen as an instrument to foster the values and principles of sustainable devel-
opment, to promote corresponding behavioural changes and to qualify people for the 
role of active participants that contribute to the democratic realisation of sustainable 

1   Although ‘sustainable development’ is omnipresent in policy discourses, the concept remains 
largely contested (see, e.g. Bruyninckx  2006 ). Critics consider it a vague catch-all term susceptible 
to divergent interpretations. Its meaning is highly ambiguous as the concept conjoins profoundly 
contradictory meanings. However, this shallow consensus conceals convictions and interests that 
are still basically antagonistic. Sustainable development is thus the subject of a continuous, more 
or less explicit struggle over divergent interpretations. We decided to use this problematic concept 
nonetheless as a key notion in this chapter because it indeed largely affects policy discourses as 
well as educational practices, particularly in the fi eld of environmental education. Yet, it is impor-
tant to emphasise that we do not put forward one particular interpretation of how a sustainable 
society should look like. On the contrary, what our analysis reveals is precisely how educational 
practices can deal very differently with the ambiguity inherent in the concept and the struggle over 
diverse interpretations it brings about. 
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development. This framing of social and political problems as learning problems is 
reinforced by the increasing hegemony of the discourse of ‘ecological modernisa-
tion’ (Hajer  1995 ; Læssøe  2010 ). An ecological modernisation perspective acknowl-
edges the structural character of the ecological crisis, yet assumes that the existing 
political, economic and social institutions can internalise the care for the environment. 
A fundamental idea is the possibility of reconciling economic growth, techno-scientifi c 
innovations and the solution of ecological problems. Within this discourse everyone 
is expected to do their bit, and the environmental challenge is considered a positive-
sum game depending on the participation of every individual, fi rm and country as 
allies rather than as adversaries. 

 Framing sustainable development as a learning problem faced by individuals 
refl ects what Biesta (Chapter   1    ) calls a socialisation conception of civic learning, 
assuming an instrumental relationship between learning, citizenship and democ-
racy. Education, then, is about learning for future citizenship. Yet, reducing civic 
learning to the socialisation of everyone into the same standard fails to acknowl-
edge citizenship as an essentially contested practice and tends to exclude margin-
alised voices and alternative arguments and points of view. This is particularly 
problematic in the context of sustainability issues that are pre-eminently open to 
uncertainty and contestation and characterised by strongly intertwined, often irrec-
oncilable values, interests and knowledge claims. Critics have raised the concern 
that education for sustainable development – like education  for  anything else – 
tends to reduce education to a mere instrument for promoting a specifi c but implic-
itly taken for granted form of ‘sustainable’ behaviour (Jickling  1994 ). A sustainable 
society then emerges as something that is – or, at least, can be – well known and 
accordingly pursued systematically. In this chapter, we want to articulate a different 
perspective on ESD – labelled elsewhere (Van Poeck and Vandenabeele  2012 ) as 
‘learning  from  sustainable development’ as opposed to learning for sustainable 
development – one that attempts to move beyond the omnipresent socialisation 
perspective and leaves room for a struggle over divergent interpretations of what 
can be regarded ‘sustainable’ in face of concrete issues. 

 We are inspired by Biesta’s idea of learning  from  current citizenship, incorpo-
rated in his subjectifi cation conception of civic learning. Learning, then, is not 
aimed at the acquisition of particular knowledge, skills, competences or disposi-
tions but stems from an exposure to and engagement with practices in which demo-
cratic citizenship can develop and where public solutions for private troubles are 
sought and negotiated. With respect to ESD a democratic approach is broadly 
regarded as preferable. Yet, democratic practices do not as a matter of course prevent 
sustainability problems and serve ‘the common good’. This paradox between the 
sense of urgency emerging from a deep concern about the state of the planet and the 
living conditions of its inhabitants on the one hand and the conviction that it is 
wrong to persuade people to adopt pre- and expert-determined ways of thinking and 
acting on the other (Wals  2010    ) brings about an ambiguous relation between democ-
racy and sustainable development (Læssøe  2007 ). If all learning outcomes are con-
sidered equally valid as long as they have emerged from a democratic process, this 
might lead to an ‘anything goes’ relativism which is problematic since it prevents 
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legitimate criticism of erroneous views and opinions and runs the risk of neglecting 
the far-reaching implications of many sustainability issues and the injustices they 
often bring about.  

    Researching Education in the Light of Public Issues 

 This ambiguous relation between democracy and sustainability underlines the 
need for an alternative perspective on ESD, one that enables to understand how 
educational processes can move beyond a socialisation perspective without fall-
ing into undue relativism. Therefore, we introduce the idea of ‘learning from 
sustainable development’ understood as an educational practice presenting sus-
tainability issues as ‘public issues’, as matters of public concern. In the context 
of sustainability, transparent and uncontested facts are rare. Sustainability issues 
are characterised by uncertain expert knowledge and a lack of undisputed norma-
tive frameworks for ethical decision-making. They are so complex, entangled, 
uncertain and contested that they resist being treated as matters of fact (Latour 
 2004 ). Hence, they do not fi t within existing routines and traditional institutions 
are inadequate to deal with them. When neither the existing policy order nor the 
available expertise is able to claim a problem, it can develop as a ‘public issue’ 
if the diverse actors affected by it organise themselves as a ‘public’ (Marres 
 2005 ; Simons and Masschelein  2009 ). The issue then becomes a matter of concern 
(Latour  2004 ) that, because of its nature, blurs the traditional boundaries 
between those who know and those who do not (yet) know or between views, 
questions and interests taken into account and those not taken into account. 
Precisely these boundaries are implicitly taken for granted in a socialisation 
perspective on ESD. Therefore, we focus on how a public might emerge within 
educational practices as a point of departure to further understand how these 
practices can fully acknowledge the democratic paradox and go to the core of 
the tension between democracy and sustainable development. 

 Drawing on the insights of Dewey, Marres ( 2005 , p. 47) explains how the speci-
fi city of the public rests on the particular way in which it is implicated in issues, or, 
in her words, how ‘issues call publics into being’. In Dewey’s account, a public 
consists of actors who are affected by particular actions or events while they do not 
have direct infl uence on them. An issue qualifi es as a public affair, then, if the 
spread of the effects of a given action is far enough to substantially affect actors who 
are not directly involved in the action. If these actors are to address the issue at 
stake, they must organise into a public. Such a public is, thus,  caught up  in the affair. 
Latour, too, argues that our globalised world is characterised by the intimate entan-
glement of a variety of actors that are, willingly or unwillingly, connected by the 
expansion of all kinds of ‘makeshift assemblies’ such as markets, technologies, 
science, ecological crises, wars and terrorist networks (Latour  2005a , p. 27). Those 
many differing assemblages are  already  connecting people no matter how much 
they do not feel assembled by any common dome. Our relation to public issues, he 
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argues, should thus be understood in terms of ‘attachment’. This notion of attachment 
is used by actor–network theorists to refer to a special relation between human and 
non-human entities. 2  Attachment, in this account, is a mode of ‘being affected by’ 
whereby actors are both  actively committed  to an object of passion and  dependent  
on it (Marres  2005 ). They must do a lot of work so as to create the situation in which 
they can be overtaken by the object while, at the same time, the object binds them 
in the sense that their pleasure and perhaps even the meaningfulness of their world 
is conditioned by it. Starting from these attachments, Marres argues that one cannot 
adequately defi ne a public by merely referring to actors that are commonly impli-
cated in an issue. The fact that actors are all affected by the issue at stake is not a 
suffi cient characterisation for it. She emphasises that actors are not only jointly but 
also  antagonistically  implicated in public issues: they are bound together by mutual 
exclusivities between various attachments. ‘They come together in controversy 
because they are divided by the issue at stake’ (Marres  2005 , p. 128). Obviously, 
such a public cannot be conceived of as a  social  community. 3  On the contrary, a 
public comes into being precisely when no social community exists that may take 
care of the issue at stake. The task of the public is thus to take ‘care of the serious 
trouble in which those who do not necessarily share a way of life are collectively 
implicated’ (Marres  2005 , p. 56). A public is therefore not to be understood as a 
sociable collective, a convivial get-together of people that share a lifestyle or a com-
mitment. Being jointly implicated in an affair is not necessarily based on ‘shared 
interests’. Rather, what binds actors is that, in order for them to take care of an issue, 
they must take into account the effect it has on others. It is, thus,  the issue  that brings 
actors together, not the bonds of a shared form of life. And these issues transgress 
the boundaries of existing social communities. 

 As a conceptual framework to guide our investigation, we draw on Marres’ dis-
tinction between the ‘privatisation’ and ‘public-isation’ of issues. She defi nes 
public- isation as an attempt to articulate issues, draw actors into it and formulate a 
possible settlement for it. In contrast to privatisation, public-isation implies the 
broadening instead of limiting of the involvement of actors in a given affair. Yet, 
public-isation cannot be reduced to the inclusion of actors since such an approach 

2   Actor–network theory (ANT) is an approach that evolved out of science and technology studies. 
Authors such as Bruno Latour, Michel Callon and John Law developed a distinctive approach to 
social theory and research characterised by a constructivist perspective (avoidance of essentialist 
explanations), a ‘material-semiotic’ method (mapping relations that are simultaneously material 
and semiotic) and an extension of the understanding of the social by focussing on networks of 
human as well as non-human actors (thus acknowledging the agency of non-humans, their power 
to transform society). 
3   In ‘No Issue, No Public’, Marres ( 2005 ) goes into the concept of ‘community’ in the light of 
public issues. She characterises Dewey’s notion of the public as ‘a community of strangers’ and 
criticises his ambiguous account of community life. Although this discussion is utmost relevant in 
the context of ESD, we cannot elaborate it within the scope of this book chapter. By introducing 
the concept nonetheless, we want to emphasise that in face of public issues, a public cannot be 
understood as a social community/sociable collective. 
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would fail to acknowledge the issue and its content as a crucial dimension for public 
involvement. Therefore, public-isation also entails the proliferation of confl ict, 
making room for contestation and controversy as an occasion to enact the irrecon-
cilability of the actors’ attachments. Privatisation, by contrast, is characterised by 
the containment of confl ict and contestation. Instead of paying attention to antago-
nistic attachments, privatisation limits the scope to issue defi nitions that assemble 
shared attachments. In doing so, the exclusivity among the multiplicity of con-
cerns, claims and ideals is sidestepped. Yet, it is precisely such sustained attentive-
ness to joint and antagonistic attachments to issues that goes to the core of the 
democratic paradox we described. Marres emphasises that a public does not emerge 
‘out of the blue’. Organising a public around an issue takes time and effort. Actors 
have to be drawn in and work has to be done in the sense that a ‘public-in-the-
making   ’ must engage in the public-isation of the issue, in articulating the joint and 
antagonistic attachments at stake. This ‘work’ is the focus of the case study we 
present below: we analyse how such publics-in-the-making engage is this endeavour 
and whether (and, if so, how) a public is composed around the sustainability issues 
that are at stake within two different practices of ESD. An attempt to move beyond 
a socialisation perspective requires a change in research focus shifting attention 
from examining the acquisition of individual competences to analysing concrete 
 practices . An analysis of publics-in-the-making allows for such an alternative 
perspective on educational practices. 

 In order to understand how publics-in-the-making engage in privatising and 
public- ising practices related to the issues at stake, we developed an analytical 
framework inspired by the policy arrangements approach (PAA) (Arts et al.  2006 ). 
As Latour ( 2005b ) argues, a public organises itself within an actor–network, that is, 
through interactions of human and non-human actors. Using the PAA we want to 
reveal such actor–networks by analysing practices of ESD on four closely inter-
twined dimensions: the actors involved and their coalitions, the resources that are 
mobilised (educational tools, methodologies and activities), the formal and informal 
rules of interaction and the discourses on sustainable development and ESD. 
Furthermore, the PAA allows us to examine how actors engaging in such practices 
are, on the one hand, affected by long-term, structural developments (such as the 
above mentioned tendency to frame social and political problems as learning prob-
lems as well as the increasing infl uence of ecological modernisation) but are, on the 
other hand, able to develop alternative practices and discourses. By analysing this 
duality of actor and structure, as well as both the content and organisation of these 
practices (cf. four dimensions), we seek to reveal whether and how a public is com-
posed within the two cases and how this affects the way in which sustainability 
emerges as an issue of public concern. Our aim is not to characterise the two cases 
as either ‘privatising’ or ‘public-ising’ practices but rather to contribute to a better 
understanding of what it means and requires to deal with the issue of sustainability 
in ESD and of how these practices can foster a broad involvement of actors and the 
proliferation of contestation and controversy.  
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    Composing a Public Around Sustainability 
Issues: Analysis of Two Cases 

 We conducted a multiple case study in both formal and non-formal learning 
settings. In the remainder of this chapter, we describe and analyse two diverging 
educational practices: the project ‘Environmental Performance at School’ (incl. six 
participating schools) and a ‘regional centre for action, culture, and youth’. Data are 
collected by means of document analysis (55 documents), audio-recorded in-depth 
interviews (10) and videotaped observations (25). The data have been analysed 
using the qualitative analysis software QSR NVivo. 

 The Environment, Nature and Energy Department of the Flemish government 
established an environmental management project for kindergarten, primary and 
secondary schools: ‘Milieuzorg Op School’ (MOS) or Environmental Performance 
at School. The project attempts to raise pupils’ awareness of environmental prob-
lems through the school’s own environment. A school entering the MOS project 
commits itself to developing environmental performance activities in order to 
become an eco-friendly and sustainable school. Currently, nearly 4,000 schools 
(74 % of the Flemish schools) participate in the project. MOS coaches support 
schools by giving them teaching aids, examples of good practice, training and 
advice. As an incentive MOS introduced labels as awards for good work. The ‘MOS 
logo’ is a three-level quality label. The criteria to receive a fi rst, a second or a third 
logo are the same, but the requirements to be met become more stringent each time. 
To obtain a logo, schools must realise both educational and environmental benefi ts 
in connection with the theme(s) chosen (water, energy, waste, mobility, greening) 
and take into account the following process criteria: view and planning, pupil 
involvement, support, communication and embedding. 

 ‘t Uilekot’ describes itself as a ‘regional centre for action, culture, and youth’. 
The centre consistently addresses environmental issues in the context of interna-
tional solidarity and social justice. It runs a café and develops activities in four 
domains: ecology (e.g. supporting resident’s associations, organising political 
actions, guided tours of the wastewater treatment plant or ecological garden, making 
fi lms about ecological issues), international solidarity (e.g. action and education 
concerning peace, racism and development cooperation, selling fair trade products), 
culture (e.g. organising concerts, literary cafés, theatre and expositions, selling 
second- hand books and CDs) and youth work (e.g. workshops, courses, excursions, 
holiday camps, a pupils’ parliament). 

    Actors and Coalitions 

 The document analysis and interviews revealed that an abundance of actors is 
involved in the MOS project, which refl ects a concern for broadening the involvement 
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of actors. Four civil servants of the Flemish government coordinate the project 
under the authority of the Minister of Environment. An advisory board consisting of 
representatives of the Environment, Nature and Energy Department, the Department 
of Education and Training, the provinces, educational institutions, etc. formulates 
advisory opinions concerning the overall management of the project. Sixteen 
provincial MOS coaches visit and support the participating schools. At the school 
level, a crucial role is attributed to the teachers. They have to put MOS into practice 
and translate the project’s aims into educational initiatives for pupils. Usually, one 
teacher or a group of colleagues serve as a focal point for MOS. The headmaster/-
mistress plays an infl uential part in whether or not to support and facilitate the 
project, take decisions and consider or reject proposals. As suggested in the project’s 
guidelines, the administrative and maintenance staff often is involved through prac-
tical and technical tasks, and most schools develop collaborations with partners 
such as local authority services, NGOs and relevant actors in the school’s neigh-
bourhood. The project’s process criteria, the guidelines and the advices given by the 
coaches or included in the manuals seek to broaden the involvement of a variety of 
actors that can bring in expertise and suggestions and contribute to environmental 
performance activities concerning the fi ve MOS themes. 

 In line with this, a key role is reserved for the pupils. They are MOS’ ultimate 
target group and ‘pupil involvement/participation’ is one of the project’s process 
criteria. Pupils are involved in the project through lessons or by participating in 
environmental performance activities. Furthermore, the project urges schools to 
engage (a group of) pupils more intensively. We found that this is predominantly 
applied through formal and task-oriented structures, procedures and tools such as 
‘MOS councils’, working groups with representatives of all classes, pupils’ councils, 
elections for the MOS council, surveys and suggestion boxes. Exceptionally, more 
informal participatory practices occur:

  In the group discussions, there they can certainly say what they want to be rid of. Yes. It’s 
possible that a child saw things, images of, of deforestation or of drought there in Peru 
because we muck up… It can happen that a child is worried about it and brings this in    the 
discussion. If you feel as a teacher that other children, too…It’s possible that, that this is the 
start for working on it for two or three weeks. 

   Almost all interviewees remarked that realising this participation criterion is 
very diffi cult. Furthermore, the participatory ambitions differ a lot among the varied 
MOS schools. Complaints were frequently voiced about the lack of commitment on 
the part of the majority of pupils and teachers. Respondents remarked that it is 
diffi cult to motivate people for the project. Since not many people spontaneously 
fi nd it appealing, teachers as well as pupils are regularly designated as members of 
a working group or as a focal point instead of volunteering for it:

  Working groups like sports, those are the things people like. But who is really engaged for 
the environment anyway? Except for those few green people. It’s not sexy. 

   The coordinator and MOS coaches we interviewed reported that ‘real participation’ 
is rare. They presume that teachers are often afraid to lose control and to (partly) 
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give up power. The coordinator described such ‘real participation’ as the involve-
ment of pupils throughout the whole process and specifi es that they are faced then 
with broad questions such as: What do we fi nd here? Is this a problem? Why is it a 
problem? Who suffers from it? Who benefi ts from it? What can we do about it? 
What are the possible solutions? What is the result of our actions? Did we expect 
this result? Are there any other actions required? Our analysis of documents, obser-
vations and interviews with MOS teachers confi rms the coordinator’s and coaches’ 
criticism. We found that participation is often limited to carrying out practical tasks 
(e.g. being responsible for closing doors and putting the lights off, maintaining the 
compost heap, measuring the amount of waste, water or power consumption, check-
ing the compliance with environmental management measures), delivering messages 
to fellow pupils (e.g. reporting the outcomes of working group meetings, making 
posters and drawings, writing poems, creating slogans) and having a say in deci-
sions that are only indirectly connected with the sustainability issue at stake and 
therefore rather tend to distract attention from it (e.g. trivia regarding the organisa-
tion of happenings such as a voting whether or not the pupils would make noise 
during a parade in the neighbourhood and a brainstorm about the means they could 
use for this). Hence, sustainability is presented as something that is known, uncon-
tested and reducible to compliance with environmental management rules at school 
and ecologically sound behaviour. Participation, then, is mainly a matter of becoming 
a member of a particular social community that shares a commitment to environmental 
performance at school and engages in fi nding ways to contribute to this. Yet, the 
questions raised by the coordinator do refl ect another perspective on participation, 
one that acknowledges the importance to take care of sustainability issues with the 
openness to take into account the effect the issue and the actions that are undertaken 
has on others. 

 The regional centre for action, culture and youth has about 300 sustaining members 
and 30–40 volunteers that run the café and/or participate in working groups to 
prepare actions, organise activities, etc. The centre employs three (part time) staff 
members. Activities are organised for children/youth as well as for adults. Just like 
the MOS project, the centre seeks to involve a variety of actors, yet, in a very different 
way. Here, the emphasis is on how people are, directly or indirectly, deeply (and 
often unequally) affl icted by sustainability issues. By collaborating with poverty 
organisations, community arts projects, unions, etc., they deliberately try to reach 
vulnerable people such as poor persons, illegal foreigners and people suffering the 
consequences of sustainability issues. An interview with a staff member, the docu-
ment analysis as well as several observations showed the centre’s aversion to forc-
ing taken-for-granted top-down measures or solutions upon people. It rather seeks 
to build coalitions with them, looking for solutions together and supporting initia-
tives started by people that are concerned about or affected by sustainability issues. 
For instance, when the centre organised a concert, one of the musicians turned out 
to be a fi sherman who used sustainable techniques. He talked about his experience 
that it was utmost diffi cult to stand up to the competition with the fl eet using com-
mon, intensive fi shing methods and that he started a petition striving for an inshore 
three miles zone for sustainable fi shery. This encounter was the trigger for making 
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the documentary ‘Fish and Run’. It shows the centre’s openness to the entrance of 
new actors into the public-in-the-making:

  Euhm, most people here hate… discussions without a basis. Nobody feels like, euhm, going 
to a conference… about sustainable fi shery where… three minister’s advisors, three civil 
servants and seven professors come to explain how it must, how it all works. That doesn’t 
match reality. But if people who are engaged on it say, like, I want to start a petition, then 
we say: man, this is terribly interesting. […] Then we say: they are mates. We’re going to 
give them a boost. They can count on us. That’s what we want to be engaged in. 

   This particular way of broadening the public-in-the-making, starting from ad hoc 
collaboration with concerned people, affects the way in which sustainability issues 
are dealt with. The very particular concern of the fi sherman and the idea he strived 
for (in other words: his ‘attachments’) were acknowledged, examined further, com-
plemented, refuted and adjusted by others’ points of view. Thus, making the fi lm 
became a quest for a sustainable future for the fi sh as well as the fi shermen. The 
issue of sustainable fi shery was no longer a matter of implementing well-known 
solutions but was presented as a matter of concern in which a multitude of attach-
ments are caught up. 

 Besides collaborating directly with actors affected by sustainability issues, the 
centre also consistently attempts to emphasise their attachments, perspectives, 
experiences and concerns. ‘Giving voice to the voiceless’ is a continuous and delib-
erate endeavour frequently refl ected in the texts and fi lms they have published, in 
the arguments used in debates and actions, etc. Through diverging initiatives, they 
have focused, for instance, on the fi shermen mentioned above, on poor people fac-
ing diffi culties to pay their energy bills yet for whom energy-saving measures are 
unaffordable and on people in the South suffering by the consequences of consump-
tion in affl uent countries. Social commitment and emotional involvement with these 
people were indicated as an important underlying motive for action:

  Those are the people you love. […] It moves, it still deeply moves me. Also if you see… 
Even if I watch the fi lm for the twentieth time, if it’s a while ago, I still watch it indignantly. 
And I think like hey, this system sucks, it’s a fucking injust society, I don’t wanna have 
anything to do with it…. 

   We repeatedly observed this effort to draw in actors affected by sustainability 
issues and their attachments during debates and actions concerning the sustainability 
label FSC (Forest Stewardship Council). The centre made a fi lm about it (‘Sustainable 
on Paper’) and discovered that the large scale plantations required to meet the 
growth of paper and wood consumption worldwide (although they are FSC certi-
fi ed) destructively affect the life and environment of local people. Whereas repre-
sentatives of FSC recognised the problems revealed in the fi lm but continuously 
referred to procedures for stakeholder consultation and reaching consensus amongst 
the members of FSC, staff members and volunteers of the centre consistently 
expressed their concern about the suffering people:

  Like you and me, we have the time to hold a debate on it every year. That woman whose son 
is out of a job, she doesn’t have the time. She wants a solution, right now. Those 22.000 people 
in Uganda who are displaced, they don’t wait for [the certifi cation agency] to arrive there. 
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   In doing so, they emphasised that sustainable forestry is not merely a matter of 
gathering and applying the proper expertise through adequate procedures but 
requires that the concerns and attachments of the people affected by it are taken into 
account. Yet, as we argued, drawing in the actors that are affected by an issue is not 
a suffi cient characterisation of the public-isation of the issue. Therefore, in the next 
section we will analyse whether or not a multiplicity of attachments (and, thus, 
confl ict, contestation and controversy) can emerge and how this is affected by the 
kinds of interactional practices that take place.  

    Rules of Interaction 

 Indeed – especially in the centre but also in MOS schools – we observed interac-
tional practices that encouraged participants to voice their attachments such as 
asking open questions to probe people’s opinions, emotions and concerns. For 
example, at the start of the fi rst day of the centre’s youth camp about ‘the city of 
dreams’, the instructor asked the children to talk about their dreams and desires and 
about what made them happy, sad or angry:

  If you would be God, what would you change in the world? … First for yourself and then 
for the world. What would you change for yourself? 

   This kind of questions contrast sharply with another frequently used type 
(particularly though not exclusively in MOS schools), one that rather prevents 
attachments from being expressed: asking questions to elicit an answer that one 
has already determined in advance. For instance, on World Water Day two pupils 
of a MOS school counted the number of drink cartons and cans the children 
brought to school. The day before, they were asked to bring only refi llable bottles 
with water:

 –     Teacher: ‘What do we try to make you do?’   
 –    Pupil 1: ‘Drinking water’.   
 –    Teacher: ‘No. What do we try to teach you about all that waste?’   
 –    Pupil 2: ‘That we put it in the right rubbish bin’.   
 –    Teacher: ‘No. We just have to see that we have to sort out less, that there’s not so much 

waste’.     

 Another interactional practice that fosters the utterance of divergent attachments 
is the discussion of sustainability issues. We observed this frequently in the centre 
but never in MOS schools. During a debate and an action concerning the FSC label, 
during the shootings for the documentary ‘Fish and Run’, the pupil’s parliament, the 
youth camp and a working group meeting, plenty of time was taken for in-depth 
discussions. Divergent points of view were elaborated and clarifi ed, participants 
frequently objected to each other’s opinions, and they were given the opportunity to 
ask questions and/or to answer them extensively. Not only did those discussions 
enable a multiplicity of attachments to be expressed, they also served as a forum for 
criticising and challenging each other’s opinions or knowledge claims. This was 
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made possible by the opportunities for objection, by keeping on asking questions in 
order to challenge people to clarify, refi ne or revise their arguments as well as by 
calling people to account regarding the consequences of their own opinions or 
behaviour. For instance, during the youth camp some children talked about their 
dreams in a rather self-centred way, only expressing consumptive desires regarding, 
for example, games consoles. Later on, the instructor returned to it when they dis-
cussed the slashing of rainforests out of avarice:

  Because those rich people only think about themselves, just like you only think about your 
WII, they too only… 

   These regularly occurring challenging kinds of interaction are a striking contrast 
with the restraint concerning accusations that we found within the MOS project:

  Let’s all do our bit and see how we can do better without condemning each other or starting 
to do frenetic, euhm, yes, or accusing each other or… 

   These observations as well as explicit remarks during the interview with the staff 
member revealed that the centre shows great openness to contestation and contro-
versy. Activities are often aimed at discussion and at the explicit articulation and 
clarifi cation of divergent opinions. Not only is confl ict regarded legitimate, it is 
considered indispensable in order to reform society:

  Basically, every deviating opinion is a contribution to the debate. That’s how you deal with 
it internally or, euhm, externally with other organisations… Just… more than half of social 
and political life doesn’t think this way. They can’t stand it anymore. Instead of viewing a 
different opinion as a contribution to the debate, as we do, they consider it a sin. 

   In contrast, both observations and interviews revealed that the MOS project 
generally aims at fostering consensus rather than the sharp articulation of dissent:

  And sometimes you have to distil the essences from the variety of opinions. Like okay, we 
don’t really know if it happens there too, but do you think that the environment, in a very 
general… do you think that the environment ought to be protected? Just thinking out loud. 
Often, opinions contain essences, and those essences are precisely the compromises. 

   Nevertheless, the way in which this pursuit of consensus is dealt with differs 
strongly at the level of individual schools. One respondent of a MOS school explicitly 
defi nes deviating points of view as essential for democracy and an enrichment of the 
educational process. Discussing the variety of opinions is therefore considered an 
essential part of the learning process. In two other schools, yet, the absence of con-
testation seems to be easily taken for granted:

  Also, our school regulations and so on, it says what’s our view on MOS. So, if parents read 
this, they must approve of it, don’t they. 

   One of the teachers we interviewed even indicated repeatedly that deviating 
opinions did not occur concerning the MOS project. Yet, when we observed an 
action in this school during which the compliance with waste reduction measures 
was checked, several pupils obviously displayed disagreement. The teachers and 
pupils organising the action ignored the critical comments. On other occasions too, 
the school aimed at avoiding discussion. We observed a MOS council where 
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teachers conferred on an action to check the use of bicycle lights. They expected 
pupils to start an argument about whether or not it would be bright enough to put off 
their lights:

 –     Teacher 1: ‘Yes, but if you are there with the pupils and they say like, Madam, look, it’s 
bright enough, I won’t give you my school diary…’   

 –    Teacher 2: ‘Yes, but, no discussion, right? That’s just the way it is’.   
 –    Teacher 3: ‘No discussion…’ […]   

 –    Teacher 2: ‘It’s beyond discussion, I tell them. They have to be switched on’.     

 Although in a general sense most respondents said that they consider contesta-
tion legitimate, it is sometimes treated as irrational when it comes to concrete issues. 
Consequently, trying to convince people with deviating opinions by providing 
(more) information is a strategy that is often applied. For instance, one of the MOS 
coaches mentioned a discussion in a school striving for a third MOS label concern-
ing the choice between reusable bottles or recyclable drink cartons:

  And they still argued about shall we go over to glass or just muddle on with the drink car-
tons. Come on, it was a heated discussion there. I thought well now, a school on that level, 
should this still be under discussion here in this meeting? 

   He responded to the situation by explaining ‘Lansink’s Ladder’, a hierarchy in 
waste management recommending reuse over recycling. 

 We found that contestation and controversy regularly occur within the MOS 
project as well as in the regional centre for action, culture and youth. Yet, our analysis 
of the interactions shows how both cases handle manifestations of dissent differ-
ently. In line with the MOS project’s task-oriented focus on promoting educational 
as well as environmental benefi ts, we mainly observed a pursuit of consensus and of 
the containment of confl ict. On the contrary, the centre regularly fostered the prolif-
eration of confl ict by going into antagonistic attachments.  

    Resources 

 We analyse the use of educational tools, methodologies and activities in order to 
understand how expertise is drawn into publics-in-the-making through knowledge 
claims incorporated in the use or development of these resources and the way in 
which they are treated. This also affects the proliferation or containment of contes-
tation and controversy. 

 Both cases make an appeal to expertise within their educational practices. 
Experts are deployed for giving advice, bringing in all kinds of expertise and some-
times to judge issues based on proper knowledge. Nevertheless, interviewees of the 
MOS project emphasised that expertise is neither unerring nor neutral. For the centre 
too, it is deemed necessary to take into account layman’s knowledge as well:

  Let the people speak, euhm, who are hands-on experts, euhm, or those who are involved or 
damaged, instead of, euhm, inviting the 77th expert. What doesn’t mean that experts… 
don’t have a part in it, right, but combine it then. See that there are also people with some 
sound… common sense. 
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   Furthermore, the centre and one of the MOS schools also deliberately aim at 
building expertise themselves. Engaging pupils and teachers in developing expertise 
concerning sustainability issues, the MOS teacher argues, contributes to fostering 
commitment. The centre aims at developing expertise through action and research 
in collaboration with the people affected by sustainability issues. 

 Whereas the role of experts thus seems to be rather limited, our analysis of the 
resources dimension shows that they can also enter the public-in-the-making 
through the use or development of educational tools, indicators, methodologies and 
activities. This affects whether the involvement (here understood as active contribution) 
of actors is broadened or otherwise limited as well as whether controversy over 
knowledge claims is proliferated or contained. The interviews, observations and 
document analysis revealed that the resources that were used indeed varied strongly 
in this regard. Generally speaking, we found devices that were open to the involve-
ment of actors and to contestation and controversy (e.g. working group meetings, 
drawing one’s city of dreams, informal conversations) chiefl y in the centre and 
devices that tended to prevent involvement and contestation (e.g. tests with water 
according to well-defi ned procedures, forms for completion, punishments and 
rewards related to environmental management precepts) more frequently in the 
MOS project. Yet, in both cases mixed forms (e.g. watching and discussing fi lms, 
guided tours, role playing, refl ecting on pictures of sustainability issues) appeared. 

 Whereas within the MOS project a selection of educational tools and methodologies 
is suggested in the thematic manuals for schools, the centre prefers direct and spon-
taneous conversations over the use of educational tools and methodologies:

  Throw away all those toolkits, methodologies and educational games […] and just talk with 
people about the things you want to talk about, right, instead of… rendering education 
infantile so that euhm, it becomes a schoolish affair that straitjackets people. 

   The centre emphasises the importance of the café in this respect. The informal 
meeting place is particularly appreciated because of its contribution to informal 
discussions at the bar, frequently bringing about new actions or other educa-
tional initiatives. MOS schools, too, pay attention to the material learning envi-
ronment. For example, two of the six analysed schools as well as several schools 
that were discussed during the judging of the MOS labels have a school garden 
offering the pupils vegetable gardens to maintain, a stretch of woods to play in, 
a particular biotope to study, animals to take care of, etc. This enables children 
to experience and discover nature in a more or less unorganised way. The café 
as well as the school gardens provide a space for a variety of actors to get 
involved and for a multiplicity of attachments to be experienced, clarifi ed, artic-
ulated and contested. 

 Not only the selection of educational tools but also the way in which they are 
developed affects this space for diverse actors and attachments. We have already 
mentioned the centre’s fi lms. Shooting and editing such a documentary offers 
opportunities to develop and express one’s attachments concerning the issue at 
stake. Yet, this chance is predominantly reserved for the staff members here. Within 
the MOS project, pupils are regularly involved in creating educational tools such as 
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posters, brochures and texts, but the extent to which they can express their attachments 
and confront them with each other varies strongly. Sometimes pupils are completely 
left free to write a poem or a text about a sustainability issue. On the other hand, we 
analysed, for instance, an ‘Ecological Footprint Booklet’ consisting of precepts and 
drawings. It was the teachers who searched and selected suitable suggestions to 
reduce one’s ecological footprint, whereas the pupil’s role was limited to provide 
each precept with a matching drawing. 

 The ecological footprint is a well-known example of a very particular kind of 
educational tool, namely, all kinds of indicators or measuring instruments regarding 
sustainability. Within the MOS project, specifi c measuring instruments are devel-
oped in order to monitor the realisation of environmental benefi ts in schools. The 
ecological footprint, too, is frequently used in different ways. Several of the inter-
viewed teachers emphasised its employability in order to raise awareness about our 
ecological impact. Frequently, this goes together with the use of educational games 
or other tools providing well-defi ned behavioural precepts aimed at reducing pupils’ 
footprints. One teacher explained that she uses the concept within religious educa-
tion to address the issues of social justice and solidarity in the context of sustainable 
development. She particularly emphasises the unequal distribution of ecological 
footprints and discusses with students what it would mean to live within the limits 
of a global average fair share.  

    Discourses 

 Finally, analysing which particular discourses on sustainable development and ESD 
are nourished in both cases enables us to understand further how they deal with 
contestation and controversy as well as which attachments are taken into account 
within a public-in-the-making. 

 In both cases, interviews revealed that the term ‘sustainable development’ is 
widely considered an unusable concept. For the centre, it is a meaningless catch-all 
term susceptible to divergent interpretations:

  Under the veil of sustainability, euhm… FSC cultivates plantations that are monocultures, 
hectares in size, and Indians are driven away from their land… So, that term means nothing 
to me. 

   Therefore, as we have already shown above, the centre prefers to start from con-
crete sustainability issues about which people are concerned. Sustainability, then, is a 
continuous quest for what could be regarded ‘sustainable’ in these concrete situations. 
MOS teachers repeatedly indicated that the concept is too diffi cult to understand for 
children and youngsters. As a result, they prefer to translate it into concrete subject 
matters, rules and practices starting from the fi ve themes the project puts forward. 
In order to explain the content to young children, mascots are regularly used:

  It is euhm, if we tell the children like Max is coming, then they know immediately what it 
is about, right, or Max asked to close the windows. And the children use it at home too, you 
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know, like mom, we’re not acting okay, Max won’t be pleased now. Just to… for the 
children, well, the youngest anyway… 

   Here, sustainability is easily translated into a matter of ‘do’s and don’ts’ that 
limit the space for contestation and controversy. 

 Both cases differ strongly with regard to how they conceive the pursuit of sus-
tainable development. In line with the focus on do’s and don’ts, MOS understands 
sustainable development as the result of individual efforts:

  We want to keep on, euhm… spreading the positive message that, if everybody would to 
their bit, that there are still plenty of possibilities for a splendid future for the children. 

   For the centre, realising sustainability implies a political struggle. This provides 
space for confl ict over antagonistic attachments. The centre indicates that it explic-
itly pays attention to power relations and ethical considerations regarding injustices 
brought about by ecological issues:

  We want to build kind of a counterforce, We are, we are largely convinced that it is not… 
through lobbying, or through… persuasion that you can change things somehow but, but 
through, well, power is a dirty word, but anyway, through your own force, as a group or 
euhm, also as a group of victims or a target group. 

   With regard to the purposes of ESD, the centre’s discourse is that ESD should 
especially aim at arousing interest for sustainability issues, gathering and inciting 
people to action and to play their part as critical citizens, helping those suffering 
from sustainability issues and evoking questions:

  Kind of deliberately, we choose from the start not to offer solutions. ‘Cause, because we… 
always are a group that wants to ask questions, right, people have to think themselves and 
decide what they… We won’t serve ideology… or solutions. And for a lot of people cur-
rently, in comparison with twenty years ago, it’s not easy anymore. And they said… well, I 
thought I would get the solutions, and now I have even more questions than before… But I 
think, I think it’s good. So if you can make people think and ask questions, than it’s okay. 

   For MOS, the principal purposes of ESD are to foster changes in behaviour and 
attitudes, raising awareness, realising environmental benefi ts and creating support 
for environmental management measures:

  You could call it knowledge, in a sense, but I think it’s more important to change behaviour, 
too, and eh, change attitudes. I think that’s more important than general knowledge about 
waste, waste-disposal and so on, or sorting waste. How you must sort it is important, of 
course, but it’s more important that you just breed that behaviour, that you’ll do everything 
you can. 

   Most respondents of the MOS project argued that they want to prepare children 
and youngsters for their future role in society:

  Raising our children’s awareness, especially, making them much more aware of every-
thing… Yes. Actually, preparing them a bit already, for society, what they can already bring 
in, qua environment, health… et cetera, safety, euhm… It’s now that we have to teach our 
children, right. 

   Our analysis of the discourses on sustainability and ESD reveals how sustain-
ability issues can be presented as well-known matters translatable into behavioural 
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precepts and proper attitudes everyone should adopt unanimously or otherwise as 
disputed matters that require a continuous quest for and struggle over what is 
‘sustainable’ in real situations causing people’s concern.   

    Concluding Remarks 

 In this chapter, we wanted to inquire into whether (and, if so, how) a public is com-
posed around the sustainability issues that are at stake within two different practices 
of ESD. We analysed how publics-in-the-making engaged in the endeavour to present 
these issues as ‘public issues’. More specifi cally we wanted to understand how the 
arrangement of educational practices contributed to the ‘privatisation’ or otherwise 
‘public-isation’ of issues. The four dimensions of the PAA turned out to be an ade-
quate framework to take into account the variety of actors in the actor–network within 
which publics-in-the-making organise themselves. Furthermore, our analysis reveals 
the duality of actors and structure. Although the structural development of framing 
sustainability as a learning problem as well as the discourse of ecological modernisa-
tion tend to prevent the emergence of sustainability issues as public issues, we found 
that actors within educational practices can enable that in particular moments and 
places issues can emerge as a matter of public concern. As Marres ( 2005 ) argues, 
organising a public around issues takes time and effort: a public-in- the-making must 
engage in articulating joint and antagonistic attachments through which actors are 
caught up in the issue. A sustained focus on those joint and antagonistic attachments 
is crucial to move beyond a socialisation perspective on ESD without falling into 
undue relativism (and, thus, to take seriously the democratic paradox). At particular 
moments, the cases indeed seemed to engage in such an articulation. Nevertheless, 
it requires a continuous vigilance so as to prevent that one falls into one pole of 
the democratic paradox, for instance, by reducing participation to building a (task 
oriented) social community in order to deal effi ciently with the urgency of sustain-
ability issues or to the (procedural) involvement of (affected) actors without the 
attempt to articulate their diverse, mutually exclusive attachments. 

 By analysing the involvement of actors, the interactional practices, the use and 
development of educational resources and the discourses that are nourished, we 
aimed at examining the cases as  practices  in which the privatisation as well as 
public-isation of sustainability issues take shape. Our aim was to further under-
stand how education can emerge as a ‘public space’ in the context of ESD. 
In public-ising practices of ESD, education is not aimed at socialisation but creates 
a space for subjectivation. Simons and Masschelein ( 2010 ) introduced the concept 
of ‘pedagogic subjectivation’, understood as an experience of potentiality, a strong 
experience that one ‘is able’ (to do something, to know something, to speak about 
something, etc.):

  [P]edagogic subjectivation includes engagement with ‘school material’ (texts, books …) 
that one has at one’s disposal. Teachers can turn this material into a ‘thing-in-common’, in 
the face of which others are perceived as equals and an experience of ‘being able to’ can 
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emerge. This experience, we suggest, is the experience of students’ leaving the family and 
entering the school: not as a selection or qualifi cation machinery but as a ‘public space’ 
because one is equally exposed to a thing-in-common. (Simons and Masschelein  2010 , 
p. 601) 

   The ‘thing in common’ in the case of ESD is the issue at stake and the joint and 
antagonistic attachments it brings about.     
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