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ABSTRACT
Spain is currently in an initial phase of revision of teacher training curricula. Given the pressing ecosocial challenges of the pres-
ent, the fundamental question arises as to what teachers should be like and the contribution that teacher education can make to 
this important collective challenge. In this context, this research, framed within a broader project, examines teacher education 
in the Faculty of Education of the University of Cantabria from an ecosocial perspective, employing a qualitative approach (this 
research is part of a project within the framework of the National R&D Plan (2019) entitled ‘What are we forgetting in inclusive 
education? A participatory research project in Cantabria and the Basque Country’ (PID2019-108775RB-C42). This is a coordi-
nated project involving four teams, and the results presented here refer to the work carried out at the University of Cantabria). 
Through two focus groups and six semi-structured interviews involving 16 participants, including students and teachers, four 
priority areas for action are identified: the need to question the neoliberal influence on higher education and reaffirm its human-
istic mission; the importance of integrating ecosocial contents in the curricula; the urgency of adopting collaborative and experi-
mental approaches instead of traditional methodologies; and the need to consolidate collaborative networks among faculties and 
with the community environment.

1   |   Introduction

In the coming years, teacher training faculties in the Spanish 
university context will be immersed in a process of changing 
their curricula following the approval of the new education law 
(LOMLOE 2020). This process represents an opportunity to re-
view the structural and curricular elements of initial teacher 
training based on an updated idea of its meaning and purpose 
in the existing ecological and social context (Imbernón and 
Colén 2015; Martínez Bonafé 2013).

In current discourse, a burgeoning consensus character-
ises the present juncture as a global multisystemic crisis 

(Cantalapiedra  2023). This crisis is intricately woven with en-
vironmental challenges1 stemming from climate change, biodi-
versity loss, and the depletion of energy resources (Fernández 
Durán 2022), which intertwine with other social crises2 threat-
ening human rights, social inclusion and democracy. Within 
this complex landscape, the ecosocial educational approach 
(Herrero 2017; Meadows et al. 2004) emerges as the singular vi-
able solution to confront this shared challenge. This approach 
is rooted in anthropological principles of interdependence 
and ecodependence. Interdependence is conceived as the in-
terconnectedness of all living beings, recognising our mutual 
reliance to fulfil basic needs for health, food and affection. Eco-
dependence acknowledges that our survival hinges on nature 
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for both resources and life-sustaining conditions, pledging a 
commitment to the sustainability of life. It posits that education, 
as a public service, should lead to social advancement, contrib-
uting to the construction of more democratic, equitable and sus-
tainable societies (Rodríguez and Herrero 2017).

In this regard, we understand that the ecosocial education per-
spective can complement the broader framework of sustainabil-
ity and degrowth (García 2022; Latouche 2014; Schmelzer and 
Vetter 2019; Vilches and Gil 2020), which has a more established 
tradition (Fischer et al. 2022). This approach questions the cap-
italist growth model (Harvey 2014) and proposes a rethinking 
of the economic and social principles that govern our societies, 
starting from the need to break with the current mode of pro-
duction and consumption in order to move in the opposite di-
rection, towards the sustainability of our planetary ecosystem 
and degrowth. Ecosocial education, based on its anthropolog-
ical foundation of interdependence and ecodependence, aligns 
with this approach by advocating for a sustainable model of liv-
ing that promotes more democratic, just and balanced societies, 
where interaction with nature and respect for human rights are 
non-negotiable principles.

In this context, initial teacher training is positioned as one of 
the most important catalysts for driving the educational trans-
formation necessary to address the aforementioned ecosocial 
challenges (Fischer et al. 2022; Mulà and Tilbury 2023; Sperling 
et al. 2025). Along these lines, Sterling (2011) has already alerted 
us to the importance of transformative learning for higher edu-
cation, raising the question of the extent to which conventional 
higher education can provide transformative learning experi-
ences aligned with our ecosocial goals. Similarly, UNESCO and 
Education International (2021) emphasise the need to integrate 
education for sustainability into teacher training in order to 
achieve the sustainable development goals (SDSs), which means 
training teachers capable of contributing to an environmentally 
friendly, economically viable and socially inclusive future. This 
has led to teacher training being established as a priority in in-
ternational policies, as reflected in the UNESCO 2030 Strategy 
on Education for Sustainable Development (UNGA  2020) and 
the EU Council Recommendation on learning for sustainable 
development and the green transition (Council of the EU 2022).

However, various studies show that the incorporation of these 
issues in higher education and, particularly, in initial teacher 
training, is still more of a discursive aspiration than a wide-
spread practice and is fragmented and unsystematic. This high-
lights the urgent need to review and reformulate initial teacher 
training curricula to incorporate a comprehensive ecosocial per-
spective (Ajaps 2023; Mulà and Tilbury 2023). Thus, although 
the presence of development education and ecosocial content 
in schools has grown in recent years (Mulvik et al. 2021), it re-
mains a non-mandatory component of teacher training in most 
cases (UNESCO 2014), and when it is mandatory, it tends to be 
offered superficially and relies on the individual discretion of 
teachers (Mulvik et al. 2021). In the specific case of Spain, ecoso-
cial and sustainability training in education degrees remains in 
its infancy (Susinos et al. 2022).

Consequently, and despite growing regulatory and institutional 
support, a significant gap has been identified in the literature 

regarding how this transformation is being addressed in specific 
initial teacher training contexts, especially in Spanish universi-
ties. This article seeks to contribute to filling this gap through a 
case study focusing on the Faculty of Education at the University 
of Cantabria from an ecosocial perspective, identifying a num-
ber of barriers that are hindering our progress towards this ob-
jective, while also exploring some proposals that might help us 
address this challenging collective goal.

Within this framework, the study poses the following research 
questions:

–	 Research Question 1: How is the ecosocial perspective 
currently integrated into the initial teacher training cur-
riculum in the Faculty of Education at the University of 
Cantabria?

–	 Research Question 2: What structural, pedagogical or ide-
ological barriers hinder a more profound incorporation of 
this perspective?

–	 Research Question 3: What proposals and lines of action do 
the actors involved identify as priorities for moving towards 
ecosocial teacher training?

2   |   Theoretical Framework

The concept of ecosocial justice is in its infancy, emerging from 
a recent understanding of the interconnectedness of social and 
ecological issues and the need to address them in an integrated 
way. However, although it appears to be a relatively new ap-
proach, it draws on two traditions which have had a major im-
pact on education for decades: education for social justice and 
inclusion, and education for ecological justice.

The notion of social justice encompasses a plurality of ideas 
and proposals that can sometimes dilute its recommendations 
(Cochran-Smith et al. 2009). However, as suggested by Boylan 
and Woolsey (2015), it is possible to identify three common el-
ements in the different ways of understanding this concept: a 
distributive dimension (Cochran-Smith 2009; Nussbaum 2006; 
Rawls 1996; Sen 2010), which recognises that injustice and in-
equalities are rooted in the socio-economic structure of soci-
ety; a relational dimension or one that recognises the diversity 
of identities, ways of life and cultures that coexist in a society 
(Fraser and Honneth 2003; Fraser 2008); and a participatory di-
mension (Young 1990; Fraser and Honneth 2003; Fraser 2012) 
that seeks active and critical citizen participation in the making 
of decisions that affect the life and well-being of the community. 
Based on these premises, teacher training for social justice seeks 
to connect these dimensions, promoting equity in educational 
opportunities, respect for differences and democratic participa-
tion in schools (Cochran-Smith 2009; Darling-Hammond 2004).

In this regard, the LOMLOE education law incorporates into 
its regulatory framework the need to guarantee inclusive, 
equitable and participatory education that addresses student 
diversity and promotes democratic values and human rights. 
However, the implementation of these principles in initial 
teacher training depends largely on the strategies developed in 
universities and schools, where the effective incorporation of 
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social justice remains limited and poorly structured (Susinos 
et  al.  2022). Ecological justice, meanwhile, means recogni-
tion of the intrinsic values of nature and seeks to ensure the 
survival of species and ecosystems, adopting an ecocentric 
perspective. Unlike environmental and animal justice, it ex-
tends the boundaries of justice beyond humans, including soil, 
water, plants and animals as rights-holders in their own right 
(Boff 2001; Leopold 2017; Montalván 2020; Riechmann 2000). 
In this way, the most critical currents of education for ecolog-
ical justice such as ecopedagogy (Flores 2013) go beyond pro-
moting changes in habits and protecting the environment and 
focus, as a priority, on questioning the models of society that 
are at the root of environmental problems (Barba  2019). At 
the school level, ecological education is addressed in practice 
through the integration of curricular content related to the 
environment and the crisis caused by human beings, the de-
velopment of sustainable projects and practices in school man-
agement (such as energy and water saving, waste management 
and the promotion of sustainable mobility), the promotion of 
learning experiences outside the classroom that connect with 
the surrounding area and with nature and the promotion of 
community action, encouraging student participation in en-
vironmental projects and actions in the community, such as 
the creation of school gardens, awareness-raising campaigns 
and collaboration with local organisations (Herrero 2017). In 
initial teacher training, these proposals continue to have a 
marginal presence and are poorly systematised in curricula.

Ecosocial justice thus becomes an essential framework for reori-
enting education and, particularly, teacher training, incorporat-
ing the traditions of both social and ecological justice in order to 
challenge the political and economic structures that jeopardise 
the sustainability of life on the planet. Based on an ethic that 
recognises eco-dependence and interdependence, an educa-
tion is proposed that fosters values, attitudes and skills aligned 
with respect for all forms of life. Ecosocial justice therefore rep-
resents a condemnation of the current model of unsustainable 
development and promotes a profound transformation of our 
lifestyles, our economy and our social relations (González-Reyes 
and Gómez-Chuliá 2022; Lang 2024). Thus, its integration into 
teacher training is key to training educators capable of sup-
porting new generations in building a society that guarantees 
collective well-being within the limits of the planet (Gutiérrez-
Bastida 2019; González-Reyes 2018).

The search for ecosocial justice in primary and secondary edu-
cation has attracted greater attention, both at the legislative and 
praxeological levels and has been conceptualised, for example, 
through ecosocial competencies (Carneros et  al.  2018; Morán 
et al. 2021; Rodríguez and Herrero 2017), and in the terms pro-
posed by FUHEM (González-Reyes and Gómez-Chuliá  2022). 
In higher education, these efforts remain in their early stages 
(Dardelet et al. 2021; The Shift Project 2019; Susinos et al. 2022), 
despite the social responsibility that universities should uphold 
in integrating these approaches (Díez-Gutiérrez and Palomo-
Cermeño  2022; Wakkee et  al.  2019). Universities are, in fact, 
the ideal setting to lead the creation of educational frameworks 
and scenarios that promote sustainability and ecosocial justice 
(Valderrama et  al.  2020). In line with this, the Conference of 
Rectors of Spanish Universities approved guidelines in 2012 
to incorporate sustainability into university curricula (Geli 

et  al.  2019). Although ecosocial justice is not explicitly men-
tioned, these guidelines include social and ecological dimen-
sions, promote the development of critical citizens committed to 
equity, solidarity and responsibility, and foster the development 
of skills to address complex challenges.

To understand the incorporation of these principles into teacher 
training, it is necessary to consider the current model of ini-
tial teacher training in Spain. This is divided into two stages: a 
bachelor's degree for Early Childhood and Primary Education, 
and a qualifying master's degree for Secondary Education. The 
bachelor's degree in Early Childhood and Primary Education, 
the subject of this study, lasts 4 years and carries 240 ECTS cred-
its, combining disciplinary, didactic and practical training. The 
latter, known as a practicum, is an essential training experience 
where students apply and test the practicality of their knowl-
edge in real schools, under the supervision of university tutors 
and practising professionals. The length of the practicum varies 
depending on the autonomous community, ranging from 12 to 
18 ECTS credits (equivalent to approximately 400–600 h). It is 
carried out during periods when there is no in-person university 
teaching, although it is monitored by supervisors.

The incorporation of ecosocial justice into initial teacher train-
ing programmes remains limited and fragmented within this 
curricular structure. Although initiatives are emerging that aim 
for greater institutional involvement—for example, the inclusion 
of specific subjects in some teaching degrees, such as ‘Ecosocial 
Education for Sustainable Development’ at the Complutense 
University of Madrid3—these efforts are carried out in isolation, 
without structural integration into official curricula or system-
atic regulatory support. Meanwhile, on an international scale, 
Education for Sustainable Development is becoming established 
as the most widespread paradigm (Fischer et al. 2022; Palomino 
et  al.  2022), and often appears linked to active methodologies 
such as project-based learning to foster ecosocial competencies 
in the future teachers. In any case, as we mentioned in the in-
troduction, although its appearance in the literature and regula-
tions has increased, ecosocial teacher training continues to be 
more of a programmatic objective than a consolidated curricu-
lar practice in many contexts, and its presence in initial train-
ing remains compartmentalised, weakly institutionalised and 
subject to the individual will of the teachers involved (Mulvik 
et al. 2021). This situation therefore represents an outstanding 
challenge that requires more decisive attention both in Spain 
and in other educational contexts.

In this context, more than ever, faculties of education play a fun-
damental role in training future teachers at all educational lev-
els. Therefore, in this article we propose to adapt the framework 
proposed by FUHEM, an independent, nonprofit foundation 
that promotes social justice, the deepening of democracy and 
environmental sustainability through educational activities and 
work on ecosocial issues. It is recognised as one of the pioneer-
ing and leading organisations in ecosocial education in Spain. 
This framework is designed for primary and secondary educa-
tion to the context of university teacher training, focusing on the 
elements that we summarise in Table 1, (González-Reyes 2018):

As we can see, this framework offers a comprehensive ap-
proach that seeks to overcome the current fragmentation and 
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4 Sustainable Development, 2025

lack of institutionalisation of ecosocial education through a 
proposal that offers key ecosocial content with a methodologi-
cal and evaluation approach that is also consistent with ecoso-
cial principles.

3   |   Methodology

The purpose of this article is to analyse the initial teacher train-
ing provided at the Faculty of Education of the University of 
Cantabria (Spain) from an ecosocial perspective, identifying 
a number of barriers that are hindering our progress towards 
this goal, as well as the priorities for action. Given the explor-
atory and contextualised nature of the research objective, a 
qualitative case study approach was adopted (Denzin and 
Lincoln 2012; Flick 2018; Yin 2018). This methodological choice 
is based on the desire to utilise the narratives (Rapley  2014; 
Ruiz-Olabuénaga 2012) offered by teachers and students of the 
Degree in Early Childhood and Primary Education to explore 
which elements we need to incorporate in teacher training to 
achieve the ecosocial goal.

3.1   |   Sample

In this study, we present the results obtained after analysing 
the data collected from focus groups (FGs) and semi-structured 
interviews. Participants were selected through purposive sam-
pling, aiming to ensure a complete representation of the diverse 
experiences of the different actors involved in the teaching 
and learning processes in the teacher-training curricula of the 
University of Cantabria. To this end, teachers and students were 
selected from the only two-degree programmes offered at the 
faculty: the degree in Early Childhood Education and the degree 
in Primary Education.

More specifically, the FGs involved 10 student teachers and were 
led by two university professors. Each FG included 5 students 
(10 in total) from different courses and degree programmes. The 
student selection criteria were

–	 Two to three students from each of the second, third 
and fourth years.

–	 Students from both degree courses: Early Childhood and 
Primary.

–	 Students who have participated in a teaching innovation 
project with an ecosocial perspective.

The interviews (six in total) were carried out with teach-
ers belonging to the Faculty of Education of the University of 
Cantabria. The teacher selection criteria were:

–	 Teachers who teach on the Early Childhood Education 
and Primary Education degree courses.

–	 Teachers representing the different areas of knowledge 
taught in the Early Childhood and Primary Education de-
gree courses include didactics of social sciences, sociology, 
school didactics and organisation, psychology and experi-
mental sciences.

–	 Teachers at different stages of their professional careers: 
permanent and temporary teaching staff.

–	 Teachers responsible for core or compulsory subjects in the 
curriculum who have the authority to define the content, 
methodology and assessment of the subjects.

3.2   |   Techniques

In order to address the objective of the study, we conducted two 
group discussions with students and six semi-structured inter-
views with teachers.

The selection of different strategies according to the group 
was based on criteria of suitability for the participants and 
the most appropriate informational dynamics for each group. 
Thus, the use of semi-structured interviews with university 
professors reflects the potential of this technique for obtain-
ing more detailed and appropriate information for the analysis 
that the professors could carry out within the framework of 
their subjects. In contrast, FGs with students were chosen for 
two reasons: first, because this strategy allows for access to 

TABLE 1    |    Elements of ecosocial teacher training (own elaboration 
based on the proposal by González-Reyes 2018).

Culture

Humanistic approach aligned 
with urgent ecosocial needs, 

rather than prioritising 
the needs of production

Ecosocial content Biocentric approach based 
on eco-dependence

Climate change and unequal 
responsibilities and vulnerabilities

Energy and raw material crises
Agro-industrial vs. agro-

ecological food
Capitalist system and 
economic alternatives

Care for life
Feminism and gender inequality

Citizenship and social movements
Peaceful conflict management

Intersectional inequalities
Ecosocial competencies and values

Methodology Participatory and experiential, 
bringing students into contact with 

the needs of and projects taking 
place in their local environment

Promotion of coconstruction 
of knowledge

Underpinned by the premise of care
Use of service learning, cooperative 
groups, project-based learning, etc.

Evaluation A tool for shared learning, 
not for control

Relationships Promotion of horizontality and 
community connections

Promotion of democratic coexistence
Social and educational participation
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the interpretations of a larger number of participants at the 
same time. Second, because FGs allow for group conversa-
tional dynamics that are enriched by listening to and discuss-
ing different points of view, which do not occur in the case of 
interviews (Kamberelis et al. 2017).

Both the FGs and interviews were conducted in person in quiet, 
familiar settings (classrooms and offices within the faculty), 
where the interviewers maintained a neutral stance to minimise 
the researcher's influence on participants' responses. The ses-
sions lasted between 60 and 75 min, were audio-recorded with 
prior consent, and transcribed verbatim, preserving relevant 
paralinguistic cues (pauses, emphasis and silences).

As part of the development of the research tools, a script was 
drawn up consisting of various topics and questions that were 
intended to structure the conversations. This script was de-
signed by three researchers with experience in ecosocial edu-
cation. Despite the predefined structure of the script, we opted 
for a flexible and open approach to its format, which allowed 
the emergence of other relevant issues that had not been con-
sidered initially (Fontana and Frey 2005; Kvale 2011). Although 
the questions varied, both scripts presented the same topics of 
inquiry (Table 2):

Three researchers from the University of Cantabria with spe-
cialist knowledge of the subject matter participated in the devel-
opment of the script and the validity of the tool was established 
through a process of joint reflection.

3.3   |   Analysis

Once the information had been produced through the applica-
tion of the research techniques, it was transcribed and subse-
quently analysed. To carry out the data analysis, we opted to 
use a thematic coding approach, which involved the definition 
of analysis categories and codes (Huber 2002) using both induc-
tive and deductive strategies given that, despite having an initial 
framework of questions to be analysed, the process of working 
with the data occasionally required the redefinition of a number 
of the categories and codes.

The coding process consisted of three phases:

1.	 Initial coding by a single researcher.

2.	 Cross-validation and discussion of codes and topics by the 
researchers involved.

3.	 The final coding was agreed upon to ensure consistency 
and reduce interpretive bias.

Software such as NVivo or Atlas.ti was not used. Instead, the 
data were manually handled and coded using Excel matrices, 
allowing for systematic comparison and triangulation between 
groups.

This coding and comparison process identified several recur-
ring patterns and tensions. These were subsequently grouped 
into four broad thematic priorities through a process of induc-
tive synthesis, which involved mapping relationships between 
codes and reinterpreting them in light of the research questions 
and the theoretical framework. The categories of analysis that 
emerged from this process were as follows (Table 3):

4   |   Results and Discussion

In the process of analysing the data produced in the interviews 
and FGs, we have been able to uncover a number of barriers to 
teacher training from an ecosocial perspective, as well as exam-
ples of good practices that are being implemented or are planned 
with the aim of overcoming these barriers. This allows us to or-
ganise this section based on the four priorities in teacher train-
ing for ecosocial justice.

1. Rethinking initial training based on social commitment, with a 
humanist and ecosocial project

This priority, which provides an answer to Research Questions 
1 and 2, implies a profound re-evaluation of the essential prin-
ciples and purpose of initial teacher training in response to 
the contemporary demands of society and the environment. In 
doing so, it goes beyond mere rhetorical or superficial transfor-
mations (McDonald and Zeichner 2009), addressing embedded 

TABLE 2    |    Thematic blocks for the interviews and focus groups.

Thematic blocks for the interviews and 
focus groups Example interview questions Example focus group questions

Concept of ecosocial justice What role or relevance should ecosocial 
justice have in teacher training?

What does ecosocial 
justice mean to you?

Characteristics of an ecosocial university In the case of the University of 
Cantabria, how do you rate the 
actions carried out within the 

framework of ecosocial training?

In the case the University of 
Cantabria, do you know of any 

actions that are carried out with 
an ecosocial perspective?

Ecosocial teacher training
•	 Curriculum
•	 Methodology
•	 Evaluation
•	 Relationships

To what extent are ecosocial 
issues present in your course? If 
they are present, what topics are 

addressed? If not, why not?

Within these courses identified as 
having ecosocial justice content, 

what types of relationships 
exist between students and 
teachers? And between the 

students themselves?
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6 Sustainable Development, 2025

cultural aspects (such as collective imaginaries, traditions and 
professional cultures) that shape and justify the practices that 
can be seen in teacher training.

In this regard, almost all the participating university profes-
sors draw attention to a fundamental emergency: the danger-
ous penetration of neoliberal ideology in universities that has 
promoted a culture of individualism, meritocracy and selection 
(Saura and Bolívar 2019), as reflected in the industry of publi-
cations, accountability processes (Cannizzo  2015; Jankowski 
and Provezis 2014), ranking policies and the vision of the uni-
versity as a component of cognitive capitalism (De Angelis and 
Harvie 2009).

The university has also been drawn into 
applying this logic of accumulation, that is, of 

productivity—of the more papers, the better—and 
of competitiveness, at the expense of moments of 
dialogue like this one that we are having. I would 
love it if we could talk openly about these issues 
among professionals at the University of Cantabria. 
(Interview_1)

In this way, by prioritising the number of publications, cita-
tion metrics and success indicators (Saura and Bolívar 2019), 
there is a risk of relegating research related to sustainability, 
social justice and ecological responsibility to a secondary role. 
Although these are crucial in a context of a civilisational cri-
sis, they find no place in the current system of publication 
rankings, with its obsession with criteria of quantification 
rather than quality. In other words, although its main objec-
tive is the creation of knowledge, this shift that has occurred 

TABLE 3    |    Analysis categories and subcategories.

Thematic category Dimensions of analysis Subcategories

1. Ecosocial justice 
concepts and 
discourses

1.1 Ambivalences and 
contradictions in institutional 

and personal discourses

–  Tension between ecosocial discourse and traditional 
practices

–  Presence of instrumental approaches serving neoliberalism
–  Lack of conceptual consensus
–  Reproduction of fragmentary models

1.2 Positions of teachers and students –  Educational significance attributed to ecosocial justice
–  Degree of commitment and critical understanding
–  Expectations and resistance to these approaches

2. Curricular content 
linked to ecosocial 
justice

2.1 Inclusion and treatment of 
ecosocial content in the curriculum

–  Subjects with an explicit ecosocial focus
–  Specific or cross-cutting nature of the content
–  Topics covered: environment, care, gender, inclusion, 

democracy

2.2 Limitations to meaningful 
curricular integration

–  Lack of real transversality
–  Dependence on teachers' personal interests
–  Lack of clear institutional guidelines

3. Teaching-learning 
methodologies

3.1 Pedagogical models used –  Predominance of transmissive methodologies
–  Experiences with inductive, dialogic and critical 

methodologies
–  Practices that promote reflection, participation and 

collaboration

3.2 Structural and cultural obstacles –  High student–teacher ratios and classroom configuration
–  Hierarchical teacher–student relationships
–  Assessment culture focused on reproduction
–  Students' expectations of certainty

3.3 Assessment as a 
transformative tool

–  Continuous, participatory and critical assessment
–  Difficulties in implementing qualitative approaches
–  Perception of assessment as a driver or inhibitor of critical 

thinking

4. Connection with 
the environment 
and collaborative 
networks

4.1 Institutional culture and 
networking within the university

–  Isolation between subjects and teachers
–  Need for shared spaces for pedagogical reflection
–  Initiatives to mainstream ecosocial approaches

4.2 Community engagement 
and transformative experiences 

outside the classroom

–  Service-learning experiences
–  Community and volunteer projects
–  Coordination with social organisations, schools and other 

territorial actors
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7

in the university system operates by virtue of its contribution 
to the accumulation of capital and economic value, neglecting 
or underestimating essential aspects of the human and social 
condition, such as ethics, solidarity and general welfare. This 
tension has also been highlighted in UNESCO's global educa-
tion reports, ‘Reimagining our future together’ (2022), which 
call for transformative education systems focused on sustain-
ability, ethics and global solidarity. In this scenario, the uni-
versity is trapped in a constant search for productivity and 
provides little opportunity for dialogue and the contemplation 
of ecosocial challenges.

Our teacher training students leave without having 
even slightly questioned the economic system and the 
consequences that it has on human beings themselves 
and on, well, our neighbouring species, our fellow 
species […] It seems to me that most of them are 
leaving without doing that, but it's possible that we 
[the university teachers] haven't done it either. I'm 
only just beginning to realise it myself. (Interview_1)

These findings had already been noted by Díez-Gutiérrez and 
Palomo-Cermeño (2022), who, in analysing university lecturers' 
approaches to education for degrowth and sustainability, found 
that despite their critical intentions, they tended to reproduce 
the dominant neoliberal model.

In the light of these challenges, the participants in our study raise 
the need, in the initial training, to rethink ‘the social commitment 
that the school must have as an institution which is also humanist, 
and I say humanist thinking of global citizenship’. (Interview_2).

This declaration resonates with UNESCO's (2014) call to develop 
global citizenship and planetary responsibility as core values 
in teacher training, integrating ecological literacy and human 
rights into all aspects of the curriculum. This entails giving 
greater emphasis in teaching and research to issues linked to the 
emancipation of the most vulnerable social classes and groups, 
as well as carefully considering the transition towards an eco-
logical paradigm. As the participants clearly state, the guiding 
principle of the curriculum should be the universality of the 
right to education and educators should internalise an ethical 
commitment to this fundamental right (Interview_3). Similarly, 
human rights must permeate all academic programmes at the 
University of Cantabria, transcending the educational sphere. 
In addition, the participants underline the need to update our 
relationship with the planet and other species and to adopt a 
feminist perspective in teacher training. This means overcom-
ing the current anthropocentric and capitalist approach that is 
still present even in globally accepted frameworks such as the 
SDGs. Despite representing the most ambitious international 
agenda to address the most pressing social and environmental 
challenges, some participants consider the SDGs to have lim-
ited transformative potential. One of the main concerns raised 
is their alignment with the imperatives of economic growth, 
particularly through their endorsement of free trade and pri-
vate sector participation, often without requiring adherence to 
fundamental UN conventions, such as those relating to human 
rights (Gómez-Gil 2018). From this perspective, the SDGs risk 

reinforcing the very systems of exploitation and extractivism 
they seek to mitigate. In this context, the discourses of the ma-
jority of teachers interviewed are aligned with the idea of car-
rying out a more profound review of teacher training, based on 
what Braidotti (2013) proposes: a posthuman ethic of planetary 
sustainability, fostering a transformative vision that makes it 
possible to discuss alternative options for economic and social 
organisation.

It seems narrow to me in the sense that, well, there 
is a debate within ecofeminism about the work 
being done to address the ecological crisis right 
now, between which type of thinking continues to 
be anthropocentric, which, in other words, still puts 
the human species at the centre of reflections and 
philosophy, and which tries to give a vision of us 
as one of the many species that inhabit the earth. 
(Interview_1)

In summary, the informants outline the need to promote a 
paradigm shift in teacher training that distances itself from 
individual initiatives and, in contrast, approaches training as a 
systemic issue in which the social and the ecological are inti-
mately intertwined. This entails recognising and dismantling 
the hidden curriculum that perpetuates neoliberal rationalities, 
even in well-intentioned academic settings.

2. The need for a comprehensive review of the degree curriculum

This section also seeks to answer Research Questions 1 and 2 
and reflects the concerns expressed by participants regarding 
the structural and epistemological foundations of the current 
teacher training curriculum. In particular, they question how 
curriculum design has responded more to disciplinary interests 
and accreditation demands of systems for the assessment of aca-
demic quality4 (Saura and Bolívar 2019) than to the educational 
and ethical imperatives of a world in crisis. Those participating 
in the project offer their opinions on this issue while explaining 
the processes of designing teacher training curricula.

[Talking about the configuration of the current 
curriculum] If you want to apply the principle of 
neoliberalism to the university, some people talk 
about cognitive capitalism. Well, this was a good 
example, each area having so many subjects, and that 
they are in this year and not in the other etc. […] the 
sum of individual selfishness never produces general 
well-being. (Interview_5)

This view resonates with critiques of curriculum as a technique 
(Biesta 2023), where educational content becomes a mechanism 
for transmitting skills and indicators, rather than a reflective 
and ethical engagement with the world.

As a consequence of these choices, a highly fragmented curric-
ulum was generated with little connection between subjects, 
which made it impossible to develop a curriculum that would 
address the global understanding of the type of human being, 
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8 Sustainable Development, 2025

society and education required to successfully address the cur-
rent collective challenges.

It's very difficult for the curricula […] to allow us 
to imagine people who have thought and asked 
themselves big questions about the model of human 
being required and the society in which they will 
carry out their functions. (Interview_2)

Consequently, the informants, both teachers and students, 
highlight the fact that there is insufficient ecosocial content in 
teacher training curricula and that, where this does exist, it is 
addressed from superficial points of view without looking at 
what is known about the current ecological and social situation 
in any depth.

I think we're still at the stage where we see the climate 
crisis from the point of view of ‘we have to reduce 
pollution, we have to reduce oil, we have to, we have 
to …’ and so on. But what does that have to do with 
the inequalities that already exist in society? I don't 
think we've arrived at considering that approach yet. 
(Interview_5)

That's it, the … I mean, I do see that in schools they 
do more about the environment but here at university 
we do less, which is curious—it's a bit the wrong way 
round. (FG1)

We see that the dominant approach remains focused on isolated 
ecological aspects, disconnected from their links with structural 
social inequalities, thus limiting the potential for transformative 
ecosocial literacy (Gruenewald 2003).

Furthermore, participants identify that the current 
course structure—organised into short modules 
with limited time periods—reinforces superficiality 
and reduces the capacity to address complex issues 
in depth. This restriction results not only from 
institutional inertia but also from implicit decisions 
about which knowledge is valued and which is 
considered marginal (Apple and Apple  2004; 
Biesta  2023). Due to lack of time, I suppose they 
have to make choices. So, in the end they say, well, 
although this is important, I can't teach it […] (FG2)

And now what I see is a […] model, here I teach you a 
little bit of mathematics or didactics of mathematics, 
here a little bit of curriculum or didactics, and 
it seems that we never get an approach taking 
into account the complexity educational context. 
(Interview_1)

Ultimately, these judgements form part of a critique of the neo-
liberal and technocratic model prevailing in higher education 

(Apple and Apple 2004), which fosters curricular fragmentation 
and segmentation as a reflection of market logic.

Despite the limitations indicated, a notable influence of the con-
cepts of curricular justice, educational inclusion, collaboration 
in the professional skill of teaching, citizenship education and 
shared leadership is perceived in the discourses of the teachers 
and students, perhaps closer to the epistemological development 
of the subjects. However, there is clearly potential to address the 
concept of ecosocial justice in greater depth, so that it really in-
spires and guides the future professional practice of the educa-
tors being trained (Susinos et al. 2022).

Consequently, according to the informants, the priorities 
for action identified in this curricular dimension focus on 
changes in the curricula and also in the way contents are 
associated.

The need to address the inclusion of these contents is raised 
from two different and crucial perspectives. First, the incor-
poration of mandatory subjects in the curriculum, specifically 
designed to explore both the ecological and social aspects of the 
civilisational crisis that we currently face is proposed. Second, 
it is emphasised that content related to ecosocial justice should 
not be restricted to an isolated subject; rather, it is essential that 
teachers are encouraged to reflect on how to integrate ecosocial 
content and perspectives within their field of competence in a 
cross-cutting manner into all subjects of the curriculum. This 
is a challenge for individual teachers, but also for the institution 
as a whole.

It seems to me that it is urgent that we establish it in 
a cross-cutting way in all subjects. Perhaps, as a start, 
it would be good to propose subjects, but in any case 
they should be compulsory (Interview_1)

This approach emphasises the need—already highlighted by 
scholars in the field (Calafell et al. 2024)—to move towards an 
integrated and systemic curriculum that enables future teachers 
to address ecosocial problems through a holistic, systemic and 
critically informed perspective.

3. Moving towards participatory, inductive teaching methodol-
ogies connected to the local needs and possibilities of the social 
environment

This section addresses Research Questions 2 and 3.

The content is important, but the organisational and method-
ological models are also carriers of educational messages. Thus, 
it would not be consistent to work on content such as democratic 
coexistence, ecosocial justice, care or equality, through trans-
missive and unidirectional methodologies where there is a com-
plete absence of dialogue and collaboration. Nor does it seem 
reasonable to adhere to a competitive and standardised evalu-
ation focused solely on the measurement of individual learning 
results. However, these approaches continue to predominate in 
teacher training, judging by the declarations of the interviewed 
informants.
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When you try to create a context in which knowledge 
is not simply reproduced, but reconstructed by 
everyone, in which things are produced, you obviously 
enter a terrain in which there are no certain answers 
or answers given beforehand, and that generates more 
ambiguity. […] Nevertheless, many students ask me 
every year what my theory is—where is the theory. 
Well, that already says a lot about what idea they have 
about theory: theory is the notes. […] But it has to do 
with this. In other words, when they demand the 
theory they are saying: Tell me exactly what I have to 
learn for the exam. Why? Because it's less ambiguous. 
(Interview_6)

This excerpt illustrates an important discursive contradiction: 
on the one hand, the need for a collective and critical construc-
tion of knowledge is recognised, but on the other, assessment 
culture and student expectations seem to demand certainties 
and rigid content. This paradox makes the implementation of 
inductive and participatory methodologies difficult.

The participants also emphasise the problem of the excessive 
size of the groups in the classrooms, the physical configuration 
of the spaces and the hierarchy of relationships, which hinders 
the establishment of meaningful links and an approach to more 
dialogical methodologies or in which there is a more genuine en-
counter between teachers and students and among the students 
themselves.

Pupil 1: We're a very big group to have a … I think that 
to have a lot of relationship between students—I'm 
talking about just in class, not outside—the problem 
is that in class there are too many students … (FG1)

I'd like to shake up the hierarchy more, but sometimes 
I think that yes, they don't dare to … The idea that 
you can't contradict the teacher is still very persistent. 
(Interview_5)

These spatial and relational limitations, in turn, reflect an insti-
tutional structure that reproduces hierarchical and centralised 
models, far removed from the collaborative pedagogies recom-
mended in the specialist literature (Cruz et al. 2022). Thus, the 
lack of spaces conducive to interaction limits the development 
of social and collaborative skills that are essential for ecosocial 
education.

Even with what we've just said, both teachers and students 
have shared experiences related to some subjects, which try 
to promote teaching spaces based on dialogue, reflection 
and trust.

Within this spectrum, a diverse range of approaches emerge 
that seek to strengthen the connection between teacher 
training in the field of ecosocial justice and the reality of the 
classroom. For example, the students mention the review or in-
clusion of case studies or outings into the environment carried 
out in an ecosocial way (FG_2). Also, among the methodologies 

presented as vehicles for implementing these principles of ac-
tion in the future, service learning emerges as an approach 
with a great deal of potential. By combining academic learning 
with participation in projects that address community needs, 
service learning not only enables the acquisition of knowledge 
in real contexts, but also promotes citizen engagement and fos-
ters greater awareness of social justice (Baldwin et al. 2007), 
contributing to the training of professionals who possess the 
skills to listen, reflect collaboratively, document challenges, 
advocate for improvements and mediate in conflict situations 
(Susinos et al. 2022).

You have to help or teach to participate. That's also 
part of citizenship education, and teaching how to 
participate. Well, I haven't done it enough, or I've done 
it little, and it's something I still have to do. In other 
words, to use more service-learning type strategies, 
so that this is not just something that is useful for my 
term teaching the subject, but that has a more far-
reaching impact, etc. (Interview_1)

These proposals are consistent with the literature, which empha-
sises the need to connect students with real-world problems and 
foster a critical understanding of the impact that different types 
of action can have on the community (Mulà and Tilbury 2023), 
as it has been shown that teaching approaches focused exclu-
sively on raising awareness about sustainable development are 
insufficient to achieve active student engagement (Scott and 
Gough 2003).

In addition, cooperative work, research projects and debates are 
seen as strategies that favour the development of key collabora-
tive skills in future teachers. Teamwork not only reflects real 
school dynamics but also promotes the collective generation of 
knowledge. Research projects and debates, meanwhile, encour-
age students to critically analyse information, to argue coher-
ently and to cultivate listening and the consideration of diverse 
perspectives.

I think that, with debates, because in some subjects 
we have done debates, with one group or another, and 
perhaps one group talks about the benefits of … I don't 
know … this subject, for example, and another says 
why it's not taught, or the disadvantages or something 
like that. So, some explain the benefits, then the 
roles are exchanged, and in the end things come out 
of it, but I think it's more difficult for volunteers to 
participate like that. (FG1)

If we could organise research seminars where student 
dialogue each other t in smallgroups, but of course, 
with more time. Maybe it would be, well, in this 
cross-cutting way that could be tried, like American 
universities do, research seminars and when they 
defend their work themselves in front of other 
students. I think that would be a useful pedagogical 
technique and, above all, involving as much dialogue 
as possible with them. (Interview_1)
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10 Sustainable Development, 2025

As far as assessment is concerned, a suggestion is made to de-
sign processes that involve a deeper level of reflection, where 
students not only memorice information, but also demonstrate 
a critical understanding and a capacity for analysis of complex 
and interdependent realities.

An assessment that encourages that: critical thinking. 
There would also be many other issues, cooperative 
work, let's see, of course, the research work we do 
ourselves … which is done in groups, so group work 
is encouraged, cooperative work, that's true, but … 
for me, critical thinking is at the heart of everything 
and … […] Of course, carrying out an assessment 
that encourages critical thinking takes a lot of time, 
because it's not the same to correct 150 multiple-
choice tests as it is to correct 150 essays. There's no 
comparison. (Interview_5)

The following make up a set of strategies that are already 
being used and are, as the words above show, aligned with 
this perspective: debates and discussions; collaborative proj-
ects; critical analysis of texts and case studies; problem solv-
ing; oral presentations, self-assessment and co-assessment. 
These strategies, intrinsically linked to the methodological 
approaches mentioned above, allow assessment to become a 
shared learning tool.

I've learned more in the subjects where there was no 
exam. And I feel that subjects have been more useful 
to me when I've worked more throughout the course 
and I've stopped more to be able to do the things than 
when there are exams too, because there's coursework 
and stuff like that, but it's not the same, you know, it's 
not at all the same to have to … I have to learn this for 
the exam, and I have to learn that for the exam, and 
that's it. To go little by little within the course … in 
inclusive schools there were some subjects with more 
sustained work, but not in the sense that it was too 
arduous, for example because it was continuous and 
also in class there was … they tried to do a lot of debate 
[…] I've learned more doing that sort of thing. If there 
was a lot of syllabus to study for the exam I could tell 
you everything perfectly the next day, but later on … 
oops! (FG2)

4. Creating and strengthening collaborative networks both within 
the faculty of education and between faculties, as well as estab-
lishing alliances with community associations

This final section relates to the third research question.

The complexity of the current ecological and social situation 
requires coordinated action that connects knowledge, ac-
tors and processes at multiple scales, within and outside the 
university. Various studies underline the fact that this trans-
formation requires forms of distributed leadership and insti-
tutional cultures that foster collaborative work, community 

engagement and openness to ecosocial issues as an organising 
principle (Avissar et al. 2018). Consequently, the participants 
emphasise the need to promote the creation of cultures that 
favour a relational institutional culture, transcending the iso-
lation of subjects and individualistic dynamics and fostering 
the creation of meeting spaces that act as instruments for re-
flection and collective construction among teachers, students 
and social agents.

Sitting down to talk and discuss would also 
serve to start talking about and discussing major 
programmatic principles around which to build initial 
teacher training. Because if you ask us, we might all 
be more or less satisfied with what we do, we could 
say that, well, it's reasonable, but if you ask about the 
overall picture, I'm sure that we all perceive some 
insufficiency. So, let's start talking. (Interview_7)

These ideas are consistent with the reflections on social justice 
by McDonald and Zeichner (2009), who argue that any process 
of curriculum reform must involve all stakeholders in order to 
ensure that these inclusive and democratic deliberations give 
rise to socially just and ecologically engaged decisions that offer 
responses to the emerging reality.

Another emerging pattern in the informants' discourses is the 
need for openness to what is happening outside the faculty, a 
movement of institutional overflow that allows teacher training 
to be connected with real-life experiences of community trans-
formation, intersectoral collaboration and citizen action, and 
which is aligned with current proposals where the university 
is committed to the local area (Leal Filho et  al.  2023), and in 
which learning is understood as a form of situated and ecologi-
cally conscious action.

Linking much more what happens in the faculty 
with what happens outside it, and I'm not just talking 
about school […], but also other spheres of public life, 
from non-governmental organisations to citizen and 
civic movements and institutions that help them to 
broaden their perspective a little. (Interview_2)

Even from more practical student perspectives, specific expe-
riences such as volunteer groups are mentioned that, although 
limited, allow for the generation of critical awareness through di-
rect action and an emotional connection with the environment:

Yes, maybe it's silly to go and pick up rubbish because 
you don't achieve anything, but […] In the end, a 
group of volunteers, you meet people, you help, so it's 
not only that …’ (FG1)

5   |   Conclusions

We are currently in the initial stage of a review and reformu-
lation of initial teacher training curricula in Spain. In view of 
the pressing ecosocial challenges we are currently facing, the 
fundamental question of what kind of teachers we need arises, 
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together with the contribution that teacher training could make 
to address this important collective challenge. This need has 
been acknowledged at the university level, where the Conference 
of Rectors of Spanish Universities has expanded and ratified 
the guidelines of the Sectoral Commission of the Conference of 
Rectors for Sustainable Development (CADEP) to integrate sus-
tainability and the 2030 Agenda into university curricula (Díez-
Gutiérrez and Palomo-Cermeño 2022).

However, a key finding of our study, in line with the observations 
of authors such as Díez-Gutiérrez and Palomo-Cermeño (2022) 
and Valderrama et  al.  (2020), reveals that both curricula and 
pedagogical approaches within courses have yet to systemat-
ically and comprehensively incorporate ecosocial issues and 
sustainability.

Building on this insight, this article contributes to outlining 
an itinerary that points out the possible directions that initial 
teacher training could explore, illuminated by the lighthouse of 
ecosocial justice. In this regard, we have identified four priority 
areas for action that we believe are imperative.

First, we have identified a priority that relates to the cultural and 
political frameworks in which university education takes place, 
which inexorably influence the configuration and legitimisation 
of the practices that we observe in teacher training. In connection 
with this, the participants, particularly the teachers, highlight the 
marked influence of neoliberal ideology, which has promoted the 
commodification of higher education, and which is reflected in the 
publishing industry and the processes of accountability in which 
the university teacher assumes what Saura and Bolívar  (2019) 
conceptualise as the role of the ‘neoliberal academic subject’. The 
priority that stands out in this context is the need to dismantle 
and challenge this predominant neoliberal mentality or, as Díez-
Gutiérrez and Palomo-Cermeño  (2022) put it, to ‘decolonise the 
dominant imaginary’ (243), and consciously reconfigure the focus 
of higher education, reaffirming its humanistic mission and its 
contribution to the development of societies founded on justice, 
centred around shared assets and committed to the ecological reg-
ulation of life (Díaz-Salazar 2016).

Rethinking initial training based on social commitment, with 
a humanist and ecosocial approach involves reviewing existing 
curricula, methodologies and pedagogical practices to ensure 
that they are aligned with these principles. In this context, a 
fundamental priority involves introducing ecosocial contents 
into the degree curricula, both through the incorporation of 
compulsory subjects specially designed to explore the ecosocial 
dimension, delving into the challenges and solutions needed to 
address the current civilisational crisis, and through the cross-
cutting integration of ecosocial aspects in all the subjects in the 
programme, according to their field of competence.

Similarly, the prevalence of transmissive methodologies and 
traditional approaches to evaluation that prioritise the rep-
etition of information with a view to examination, together 
with teacher–student relationships based on a marked asym-
metry, are factors that contribute to restricting opportuni-
ties to work from perspectives based on enquiry, dialogical 
exchange and participation and sacrifice the opportunity to 
experiment and generate solutions in a collaborative manner. 

It is precisely this kind of experimentation, tentative trials 
that we undertake collectively, that have a crucial role in ini-
tial teacher training (Susinos et  al.  2022), as the challenges 
ahead will be complex and will require novel approaches to 
solve them (Assadourian 2017). Along these same lines, par-
ticipants express the need to incorporate experiences in real 
environments linked to the life and needs of the local context. 
Among the methodologies presented as means to implement 
these principles in the future, service learning stands out as 
a robust approach, along with collaborative work, research 
projects and debates. These methodological choices prevent 
assessment from simply being a stereotypical measurement of 
rote learning in order to make it a tool for shared learning, 
where students can practice their critical understanding and 
analytical skills.

In turn, for this transformation to take place, various studies 
highlight the need to strengthen teacher educators' training 
in areas such as ecosocial justice, degrowth and sustainability 
(Aznar et al. 2017; Oscar 2020; Vilches and Gil 2020) in order 
to foster a critical reflection on curricular priorities, assess-
ment approaches and teaching methodologies. Thus, these 
reflections underline the importance of establishing teacher 
training that is reflective and more experiential (Gorski and 
Dalton  2020; Schön  1998; Sorensen  2014), that effectively 
harmonises theoretical and practical training and that un-
derstands teaching as a collaborative enterprise undertaken 
with both peers and students (Korthagen  2010; Susinos and 
Saiz 2016).

Finally, a last priority emerges: on the one hand, the need for 
institutional backing and resources, an issue already evidenced 
in previous research (Mínguez and Pedreño 2021); and on the 
other, the urgency of developing and consolidating collabora-
tive networks both within the faculty of education and between 
faculties, as well as establishing alliances with community 
associations, strengthening the democratic culture in univer-
sity environments and recovering the social, cultural and po-
litical functions of higher education institutions (Romero and 
Luis 2007).

To conclude, although this study offers an in-depth and con-
textualised view of initial teacher training from an ecosocial 
perspective, it is important to acknowledge certain limitations. 
First, as this is a case study conducted at a single university, 
the results may not be directly generalisable to other contexts 
or institutions with different characteristics. However, the de-
tailed analysis allows for a rich and meaningful understanding 
that can serve as a reference for similar research and curric-
ulum reform processes in similar contexts. Furthermore, the 
sample, although diverse in terms of roles and perspectives, 
is relatively small, and in this sense, it may limit the possi-
bility of capturing all the possible different voices within the 
educational community. However, the depth of the interviews 
and FGs compensates for this limitation, providing valuable 
qualitative data that allows for the identification of relevant 
trends and structural problems. Thus, the value of this study is 
to inspire other research that delves deeper into these aspects 
and to continue to fuel the academic and political debate on 
the effective integration of ecosocial justice into initial teacher 
training.
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Endnotes

	1	Ecologically speaking, we have exceeded eight of the nine physical 
limits of the planet, such as those related to climate change, biodi-
versity loss and changes in the global nitrogen cycle, as reported in 
the famous study by Rockströn et al. (2023). In addition, this report, 
which is a revision of a 2009 report, has introduced a new idea: the 
notion that the security of the “Earth system” cannot be separated 
from justice.

	2	The 2021 IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) report 
warns of the impacts of climate change on vulnerable communi-
ties, including coastal zones, agricultural areas, and populations in 
tropical regions and with extreme climates. These communities face 
threats such as the rising sea level, changes in precipitation, ocean 
acidification, droughts, floods and landslides. Marginalised ethnic 
and cultural groups are also particularly affected due to their lack 
of access to resources and decision-making (Pajares-Alonso 2023). 
According to the World Bank, 1 billion people live in extreme pov-
erty, 2.5 billion lack access to bank accounts and 1.4 billion have no 
electricity. In addition, 795 million people do not have enough to eat 
and 13% of the population in developing countries suffers from mal-
nutrition. In Spain, the Foessa report reveals that 8.5 million people 
are in a situation of social exclusion and 4.1 million suffer severe so-
cial exclusion, with homelessness and job insecurity (Foessa 2019).

	3	The course syllabus can be found here https://​educa​cion.​ucm.​es/​
estud​ios/​grado​-​educa​cioni​nfant​il-​plan-​800319.

	4	University curricula in Spain are governed and must be approved by 
the national evaluation agency.
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