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Abstract. This case study reconstructs how identical ESD policy directives 

produce divergent practices in Germany’s second phase of teacher education, 

conducted in Studienseminare where seminar leaders (teacher educators)mentor 

trainees and prepare them for state examinations. Narrative interviews with ten 

seminar leaders from one federal state were conducted and analyzed using the 

documentary method, distinguishing communicative from conjunctive 

knowledge. For this article, two contrasting cases were chosen. They reveal 

divergent practices under shared governance conditions: Case 1 integrates ESD 

as subject-specific curriculum analysis within established teaching routines; Case 

2 develops project-based approaches despite partial curriculum integration limits. 

Seminar leaders’ conjunctive orientations constitute these divergent practice 

configurations: Case 1 frames “teacher education as preparation for teachingˮ, 

marginalizing ESD as supplementary; Case 2 exhibits “teacher education as 

praxis-induced attitude changeˮ, embedding ESD within iterative project-

reflection routines. These carrier-level mechanisms suggest policy translation 

hinges on practical knowledge rather than formal mandates alone. The findings 

advance practice theory by illuminating orientation-driven practice divergence in 

educational governance and raise questions about practice transfer across 

professionalization phases. 

Keywords: Education for sustainable development, teacher education, practice 

theory. 

1 Introduction 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) has become an institutionalized govern-
ance response to global crises, codified in competency frameworks such as GreenComp 
(Bianchi et al., 2022). Yet the enactment of ESD policy reveals divergent educational 
practices, arising from interrelated dynamics: ESD’s conceptual ambiguity, marked by 
critical discourses on instrumentalization, depoliticization, and postcolonial continui-
ties (Fischer et al., 2022; Stein et al., 2022); diverse tacit orientations of teacher educa-
tors shaping practical routines (Sinakou et al., 2023); and the interaction of governance, 
institutional and everyday practices (Viennet & Pont, 2017). These dynamics become 
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visible in teacher education, which monitoring studies repeatedly identify as one of the 
weakest links in the enactment of ESD policy (Holst et al., 2020).  

In Germany, teacher education is organized in three phases, with the second phase 
playing a key role in the professional socialization of future teachers. During this phase, 
the Studienseminare function as “People Processing Organizations” (Bohnsack, 2020), 
where experienced seminar leaders mentor trainees and mediate between educational 
theory and classroom practice. As key multipliers for ESD (Goller & Rieckmann,
2022), they thus warrant particular attention. Despite formal curricular mandates and 
related governance practices, little is known about the practical constitution of ESD 
within the everyday routines of this phase of teacher education (Fischer et al., 2022). 

To better understand how ESD practices arise in teacher education, this study con-
ceptualizes ESD as a configuration of practices that unfold across loosely coupled
macro-level governance practices (such as curricular steering) and meso-level organi-
zational practices (such as institutional meetings) and micro-level teaching practices 
enacted and reconfigured by seminar leaders. These practices are shaped by seminar 
leaders’ implicit orientations (Bohnsack, 2020). Policy translation is thus understood 
not as the linear implementation of predefined policies, but as an emergent process in 
which different practices intersect and are reconfigured within institutional contexts, 
giving rise to diverse forms of ESD practice that mirror the plurality of conceptualiza-
tions in scholarly discourse.  

Adopting a praxeological perspective, the analysis focuses on the empirical consti-
tution of practices rather than on normative debates about “good” ESD (Reckwitz, 
2003). Practices are understood as knowledge-dependent routines enacted through em-
bodied skills, social interactions, and material arrangements, carried by actors whose 
heterogeneous practical knowledge can generate both frictions and opportunities for 
transformation within institutional routines (Reckwitz, 2003). This perspective high-
lights how governance, organizational, and training practices co-constitute professional 
socialization processes in the second phase of teacher education (Hangartner, 2019; von 
Seggern & Singer-Brodowski, 2020; Bohnsack, 2020). Drawing on narrative inter-
views analyzed through the documentary method, this study reconstructs how ESD 
practices emerge in Germany’s second phase of teacher education. 

2 Objectives 

This article analyzes two contrasting cases to explore how ESD practices emerge in the 
second phase of teacher education. Focusing on seminar leaders’ narratives, the analy-
sis reconstructs the implicit orientations and institutional arrangements that shape dif-
ferent ways of integrating—or disregarding—ESD in everyday teacher education prac-
tices. The study is guided by the following questions: Which ESD-related practices 
emerge from seminar leaders’ narratives in the context of the second phase of teacher 
education? Which orientations underlie seminar leaders’ practices concerning the (non-
)integration of ESD? 
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3 Methodology 

From a practice-theoretical perspective, institutional practices are shaped by implicit 
orientations that guide their enactment. To reconstruct these orientations underlying 
seminar leaders' practices, this study applies the documentary method (Bohnsack, 
2010), which distinguishes between explicit communicative knowledge (everyday
knowledge individuals can articulate and reflect upon) and tacit conjunctive knowledge 
(collectively shared orientations internalized through habitualized practice). By recon-
structing these orientations, the analysis captures not only what actors say but how they 
implicitly structure their practices. Within this framework, macro-, meso-, and micro-
level contexts illuminate how governance practices (e.g., policy steering), organiza-
tional practices (e.g., coordination routines), and professional practices (e.g., everyday 
seminar routines) intersect with seminar leaders’ practical knowledge. This enables re-
construction of divergent ESD practice configurations within teacher education. 

4 Research Design 

Ten narrative, guideline-based expert interviews were conducted with seminar leaders 
at two seminar sites within one German federal state (5–27 years of experience, diverse 
school types and roles). For the case analysis, two contrasting cases from the same 
federal state, school type, and institution were purposefully selected following theoret-
ical sampling principles (Nohl, 2010). Case 1 illustrates how ESD governance practices 
are accommodated within existing seminar routines due to the absence of institutional 
coordination practices; Case 2 demonstrates how meso-level institutional practices
(collective strategy development, planning routines) reconfigure these governance
practices to generate novel project-based professional practices. This identical macro-
level governance configuration enables reconstruction of divergent practice configura-
tions at meso- and micro-levels.  

Participants provided informed consent; data anonymity was ensured through pseu-
donymization and restricted access. Narrative interviews were chosen because narra-
tives follow inherent constraints (detail, closure, condensation) that reveal conjunctive 
knowledge structuring ESD practice configurations (Nohl, 2010).  

For the analysis, the documentary method was applied, which distinguishes between 
communicative and conjunctive knowledge (Bohnsack, 2020), enabling reconstruction 
of practice-constituting orientations through formulating interpretation (thematic struc-
turing of communicative knowledge) and reflecting interpretation (comparative se-
quence analysis revealing homologous expressions across narration, description, and 
argumentation). Multiple cases enable reflection on the researcher’s positionality and 
provide comparative reference points for reconstructing shared orientations underlying 
divergent ESD practice configurations. 
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5 Results 

The following case analyses first summarize practices at macro-, meso-, and micro-
levels, followed by narrative excerpts and their reflective interpretation. 

5.1 Case 1: Teacher Education as preparation for teaching 

At the macro-level, ESD governance practices are materialized through federal curric-
ulum requirements establishing ESD integration as a cross-cutting theme in teacher ed-
ucation. At the meso-level, ESD was addressed in staff meetings, but lacked shared 
institutional coordination practices. At the micro-level, ESD appear within existing 
seminar routines, e. g. during curriculum analysis as standard activity at the beginning 
of teacher training. Trainees may address it in self-designed sessions, and external ac-
tors conduct a single annual service-learning workshop introducing trainees to forms of 
civic engagement connecting school learning with societal issues. 

In Case 1, the seminar leader frames his primary responsibility as ensuring that train-
ees “learn to teach” within a tightly scheduled programme, while ESD is described as 
“one topic among many” competing with other demands and potentially addressable in 
a single self-directed assignment.  

He states: “And the profession is, after all, the core business. I stand in the school 
every day for five hours. in front of my classes. in my subjects. So, um, that’s the chal-
lenge right now. And I have to be completely honest, ESD is not the central challenge 
at the moment.”  

The quote's linguistic structure reveals an orientation toward subject-specific class-
room teaching as the profession's constitutive core practice. The use of the particle “af-
ter all” suggests that teaching is treated as a self-evident and unquestioned core of the 
profession, while the noun phrase “core business” condenses the idea that subject-spe-
cific classroom teaching represents the primary professional task on which other activ-
ities depend. The listing “every day, five hours, in front of my classes, in my subjects” 
constructs teaching as a routine, recurring and clearly focused activity.  and the intro-
ductory phrase “I have to be completely honest” legitimizes the prioritisation of this 
core business as a socially acceptable standpoint rather than a position to be debated. 
The absence of any justification why ESD is not considered core business suggests that 
the speaker takes this position as generally familiar and not requiring further debate. In 
this way, the quote directly links the orientation towards the core business with the 
current definition of what the most important challenge in teacher education is.  

This shows also in this quote: “Well, that’s how it is, you know, there really is very 
little time for, actually one has to say too, stuff to the left and right of it.ˮ  

The quote’s linguistic structure reveals an orientation toward everyday time con-
straints as the profession’s constitutive barrier. The use of the discourse marker “Well, 
that’s how it is” establishes a resigned consensus about the unalterable reality of the 
status quo, while the intensifier “really” underscores the factual inescapability of time 
scarcity as an objective condition. The fragmentary clause “there really is very little 
time for,” abruptly broken off, performs the very interruption it describes, evoking the 
speaker’s experiential frustration with insufficient space for elaboration. The reflexive 
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correction “actually one has to say too” introduces a normative counterpoint—implying 
that a more comprehensive approach ought to be acknowledged—yet remains incom-
plete, mirroring the systemic neglect it critiques. The spatial metaphor “stuff to the left 
and right of it” condenses the hierarchy of priorities, flanking elements like ESD as 
expendable sidelines, with the deictic “of it” anchoring this to an unspoken curricular 
mainstream.  

Further sequences reinforce this orientation: the seminar leader notes that, given a 
very tight schedule, trainees must primarily “learn how to teach, write lesson plans and 
prepare for exams,” leaving little opportunity to devote multiple seminar sessions to 
ESD. If ESD were confined to a single self-directed assignment, he remarks that he 
“would probably have done enough justice to ESD idea in a certain way,” immediately 
distancing himself from this approach. These formulations present ESD as something 
that is in principle negotiable and reducible, whereas teaching as core business is not. 
Moreover, ESD-related practices are often shifted to external actors, such as a volunteer 
service-learning agency that provides a one-day event per cohort, “opening the school 
beyond its four walls” and exposing trainees to experiences not normally available in 
everyday school life. These external offerings remain supplementary practices – addi-
tional and time-limited rather than reconfiguring the seminar’s core professional rou-
tines.  

Taken together, these examples reconstruct a conjunctive orientation in which sub-
ject-specific classroom teaching constitutes the primary practice configuration of the 
teaching profession. Teacher education is organized around preparing trainees for this 
core practice bundle, while ESD practices are accommodated alongside established 
seminar routines rather than reconfiguring the central professional practices. This prac-
tice configuration manifests across weakly coordinated macro-, meso-, and micro-level 
practices. In the absence of meso-level organizational practices, macro-level ESD re-
quirements are accommodated within the seminar leader’s orientation toward subject 
teaching as the core practice configuration. Consequently, ESD materializes as supple-
mentary practices that are integrated into – but do not reconfigure – established teacher 
education routines. 

5.2 Case 2: Teacher Education as Praxis-induced attitude change 

At the macro-level, ESD governance practices are articulated through the federal cur-
riculum and national frameworks, which position ESD as a cross-cutting theme. Similar 
to Case 1, the seminar leader participates in institutional meetings addressing potential 
ESD anchor points. Unlike in Case 1, however, these discussions extend into collective 
strategy development: the seminar leader engages colleagues in a collaborative plan-
ning process that establishes shared organizational routines for integrating ESD. At the 
level of everyday seminar practices, ESD is taken up through project-based work, in-
terdisciplinary collaboration, and collegial teamwork. Following introductory sessions, 
trainees design and implement interdisciplinary ESD projects in their training schools, 
supported by seminar leaders and school staff. These projects create opportunities for 
experiential engagement and reflection within the seminar context. Organizational
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practices at the meso level—such as poster presentations and discussions in ESD work-
ing groups—feed back into seminar practices by incorporating trainee experiences and 
reflections. In this way, project outcomes are collectively discussed and used to refine 
subsequent seminar formats. Supporting materials such as planning templates and
shared documentation further stabilize these practices and facilitate their circulation 
within the institution. Through this recursive interplay between seminar practices and 
organizational coordination, ESD becomes embedded in the ongoing development of 
project-based seminar routines.  

Illustrating this, the seminar leader said: “uhm, actually I have no chance in four 
hours to change anything about such inner attitudes, mindsets, and beliefs. (.) and that’s 
why ESD for me, I say °now° a softer form, to pick up these things, and especially to 
bring them into language through doing and acting. (2) in order to then initiate thinking 
processes and also processes of change.” 

The word “actually” functions as a modal particle, signaling that the seminar leader 
does not expect to exert immediate control over trainees’ inner attitudes through a tra-
ditional seminar. By referring to “such inner attitudes, mindsets, and beliefs,” she high-
lights that ESD targets selected dispositions rather than all personal orientations. The 
doubling in “through doing and acting” emphasizes the importance of practical engage-
ment as the medium for learning. The phrase “in order to initiate thinking processes 
and also processes of change” indicates a clear pedagogical intent: ESD is designed to 
stimulate both cognitive reflection and practical transformation. Overall, these linguis-
tic cues reveal an underlying understanding in which ESD is approached as a gradual, 
experiential, and project-based approach to fostering reflection and change, rather than 
a tool for immediate behavioral correction. 

This shows also in this quote, when the seminar leader speaks about what education 
should look like: “One hope is that, after all the understanding, learning, and (2) eval-
uating, assessing, and coming to terms with things, I’ll be able to figure out what my 
life would look like if I actually faced up to it.” 

The enumerative escalation “understanding, learning, and (2) evaluating, assessing, 
and coming to terms with things" escalates from detached cognition (“understanding, 
learningˮ) through intensifying judgment (“evaluating, assessingˮ) to existential grap-
pling (“coming to termsˮ). The marked pause (2) perform the rupture between detached 
cognition and existential transformation. The phrasal verbs “figure outˮ and “faced up 
to itˮ shift abruptly to embodied agency—“figure outˮ demands active problem-solving 
beyond passive reception, while “faced up to itˮ and “actuallyˮ (modal contrast) signals 
authentic confrontation with personal reality. The conditional visualization “what my 
life would look likeˮ projects concrete behavioral transformation, not abstract reflec-
tion. “One hope isˮ frames this as normative aspiration rather than achieved reality, 
with “hopeˮ softening the demand into professional vision. 

The seminar leader interprets ESD as a stimulus capable of initiating thinking and 
reflection processes, indicating an orientation toward initiating reflection and potential 
changes in beliefs through practical engagement. Other sequences reinforce this orien-
tation. The seminar leader contrasts traditional “course teaching” with “other forms of 
group teaching,” such as project work and open learning formats, noting that schools 
of the future “will not get along with course teaching alone” and that teachers must 
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therefore learn to design and reflect on such formats during their training. She further 
emphasizes the collaborative dimension of ESD projects, explaining that it is “very 
much in order, desired and also fruitful” to work in teams rather than “doing everything 
alone.” In this way, ESD serves not only as a thematic stimulus but also as a medium 
for practicing collegial collaboration and for questioning narrow, subject-bound notions 
of professional responsibility.  

These examples reconstruct a conjunctive orientation toward practice-induced atti-
tude change through iterative practice development. ESD appears as project-based ex-
periential learning beyond subject routines. Strong meso-micro coupling is evident in 
integrated feedback loops between ESD projects, collegial exchange, and organiza-
tional routines. 

6 Discussion and Reflection 

This study demonstrates that seminar leaders’ conjunctive orientations constitute which 
practice bundles dominate under identical governance conditions: subject-teaching rou-
tines (Case 1) marginalize ESD as supplementary practice, while project-reflection rou-
tines (Case 2) integrate ESD as constitutive practice. Governance practices do not de-
termine educational practices – rather, competing bundles selectively integrate or mar-
ginalize policy impulses. This extends teacher ESD studies (Heinze, 2022) from class-
room to seminar leader level, showing that conjunctive knowledge at carrier level me-
diates policy translation more decisively than formal curricular mandates. While inter-
national research documents policy penetration limits through institutional filtering 
(Viennet & Pont, 2017), this study reveals the carrier-level mechanisms – seminar lead-
ers' conjunctive orientations – that enable or block translation under identical govern-
ance conditions (Hangartner, 2019; von Seggern & Singer-Brodowski, 2020). 

Case 2's project-based ESD integration might suggest project-based learning adop-
tion – yet Espino-Díaz et al. (2025) found project-based learning enhances sustainabil-
ity knowledge but has limited effects on curriculum integration or perceived profes-
sional relevance. These bundle misalignments exemplify Breidenstein’s (2021) practice 
interference concept. “To what extent do practices interfere with each other? To what 
extent do they fit together or complement one another?ˮ (Breidenstein, 2021, p. 947). 
To what extent do competing routines reinforce or crowd out ESD? Case 1 couples 
ESD also to curriculum analysis (potentially discipline-bound), Case 2 to project-based 
Learning (which shows documented integration limits). Whether these bundle-specific 
integration patterns travel to classroom practice – amplifying or extinguishing ESD – 
remains empirically open. While this analysis focuses on teacher education’s second 
phase, future research must examine how these bundle-specific ESD practices travel 
across professionalization phases and transform in the transition to school classrooms. 

The study has several methodological limitations. First, practices were reconstructed 
exclusively through narrative interviews with seminar leaders. While this approach is 
well suited to capturing orientations and reported routines (Nohl, 2010), interviews can-
not fully capture situational meso-dynamics, such as staff interactions or material me-
diation, nor the broader multi-actor complexity of governance processes (Emerson et 
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al., 2011). Second, ethnographic triangulation could strengthen the analysis of practice 
interference and material dimensions, for example by examining how curricular docu-
ments shape ESD practices at the meso- and micro-levels. Finally, governance pro-
cesses unfold through complex interactions between different actor groups and across 
temporal developments. A focus on seminar leaders’ perspectives can therefore repre-
sent this complexity only partially. Trainee perspectives should be included in future 
research. 

7 Conclusion 

Identical ESD governance produces divergent teacher education practices through sem-
inar leaders' conjunctive orientations constituting competing practice bundles. Teach-
ing routines marginalize ESD as curriculum analysis; project routines partially enable 
it amid integration limits. Practice theory reveals: Policy translation depends not on 
formal mandates, but carrier-level practical knowledge. These bundle-specific integra-
tion patterns and their classroom travel warrant systematic future investigation across 
professionalization phases. 
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