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University of Gothenburg (2023) is internationally recognized for its work on sustainability in education and research that is a crucial aspect of the university's mission. To ensure courses and programs educate for sustainability the university has a system for labelling courses and programs since 2006 as sustainable. (Uusimaki, 2025)
The labelling of courses is based on criteria reflecting the multidimensional concept of sustainable development. Today 20% of courses and 25% of programs are labelled sustainable, and the goal is to further develop and strengthen sustainability efforts while increasing the university’s relevance as a societal actor and collaborative partner, thereby contributing to Agenda 2030 and the global goals for sustainable development, encompassing economic, social, and ecological dimensions (Uusimaki, 2025).
Selecting the course Development Work and Action Research for Vocational Teachers for the EduSTA pilots was a logical choice, as its content and structure perfectly matched the criteria for the micro-credential Knowledgeable Problem Articulator (Kunnig Problemformulerare). This micro-credential was also which the Swedish team had contributed to developing. As previously mentioned, the course is sustainably certified by the University of Gothenburg, making it an ideal fit for the EduSTA pilots.
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The course content covers various aspects of school development, with a strong emphasis on sustainable development, both as a concept and as a didactic element within vocational education. Alongside mandatory readings, the VET student teachers conducted interviews with school Principals about systematic quality work, which serves as the foundation for their reflections on quality in vocational education. 
Despite the low number of 20 badge applications related to only one competence-based digital open badge being integrated into one course instead of allowing VET student teachers to apply for several digital open badges. This decision made the project somewhat vulnerable, with the risk of it being seen as a short-term initiative, quickly checked off and not given lasting value. It was recognized that providing real opportunities to earn digital open badges throughout the university vocational teacher program could greatly benefit future Swedish VET student teachers. 
Further reflection on our experiences in the Swedish EduSTA project highlights the critical importance of role models—particularly teachers who possess a deep understanding of how to include all students in sustainability education. Their inclusive practices not only ensure broader participation but also model the very values of equity and engagement that underpin sustainable development.  
Students need role models in sustainable education
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Swedish activist Greta Thunberg has become a global symbol of the environmental movement, inspiring people of all ages to believe in the possibility of a sustainable future. Scholars have even referred to this phenomenon as “the Greta effect,” highlighting how her activism empowers both the young and the old. But who, in turn, inspired Greta?
As a student, Greta faced challenges related to her autism spectrum diagnosis and at times even stopped attending school. Yet, the turning point in her story came from a classroom experience. During a lesson on the impact of climate change on polar bears, something shifted. This moment—what could be called a critical event—sparked a powerful emotional response in Greta. It became a catalyst, awakening a deep sense of urgency and commitment to act.
From that moment forward, Greta never wavered in her belief in herself or in her capacity to make a difference. She began protesting every Friday outside the Swedish parliament—an act that soon grew into the now-famous "Fridays for Future" movement.
Fridays For Future is an international climate movement active in most countries and our website offers information on who we are and what you can do.
What We Can Learn from the Greta Case: Empowering Sustainable and Inclusive Education
The case of Greta Thunberg offers valuable lessons. Despite facing challenges related to her autism spectrum diagnosis, she never doubted her ability to act. This confidence was sparked by a teacher who integrated sustainability into classroom learning—highlighting the profound role educators play in shaping environmental awareness. This underscores a vital message for all teachers, including those in vocational education and training (VET): to encourage all students to develop an “environmental eye” and adopt environmentally responsible behaviours.
But what does it mean to foster an “environmental eye”? Teachers have a responsibility to equip students with the ability to critically read and interpret texts about pollution, toxicity, and unsustainable production. This includes guiding and encouraging students to question environmental narratives and to listen critically to news and public discourse.
Social Sustainability: A Missing Piece in VET?
In higher VET education, sustainability discussions tend to focus primarily on ecological concerns. While this is essential, sustainability rests on three interdependent pillars: ecological, social, and economic. In the Swedish context, we particularly emphasize the intersection between ecological and social sustainability. So, how can both dimensions be promoted within VET?
Social sustainability in VET implies that education should be inclusive and accessible to all students—regardless of their background or ability. Greta’s story serves as a powerful example of this inclusive approach. Her teacher didn’t just provide knowledge about climate change; she created a space where students with disabilities were empowered to see themselves as contributors to sustainability. VET education, with its focus on practical skills, holds unique potential to integrate ecological awareness with occupational competence—effectively blending the practical with the ethical.
Empowering Students Through Inclusive Sustainability
Including students with disabilities in sustainability education is critical. For this to succeed, teacher attitudes play a key role (Uusimaki et al. 2018). Teachers must be persuaded of the value of inclusion and must believe in their own ability to teach sustainability to students with diverse needs. Greta’s teacher exemplified this confidence and commitment. She believed in her capacity to reach all her students—a belief that empowered Greta and, in turn, inspired millions.
Confidence in one’s teaching capability, or self-efficacy, is not innate. According to Bandura (2008) and Seligman et al. (2009), self-efficacy is developed through social learning—via inspiration, persuasion, and successful experience. However, some teachers may lose confidence due to discouraging social or institutional circumstances. That is why it is crucial to cultivate environments that foster optimism, trust, and empowerment—so that teachers feel supported in their mission to include all students in sustainability education (Uusimaki, 2025).
When teachers believe in their own capabilities, they are more likely to encourage similar beliefs in their students (Uusimaki, et al, 2018). This aligns with Giddens (2015)[footnoteRef:1], who emphasized the central role of educators in advancing sustainability. Fostering capability involves two key practices: (a) encouraging students’ beliefs in their capability to contribute to a sustainable society and (b) promote the development of these capabilities in creating a sustainable society. [1:    This is in line with Giddens (2015) who argues for urgency for change, regional actions. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2009/may/23/hay-festival-climate-change?CMP=share_btn_url] 

Ultimately, students must not only acquire skills—they must also believe in their capacity to make a difference. This belief, their self-efficacy, is the foundation for meaningful participation in climate action and sustainable development (Bandura, 2008).
Concluding reflections
The importance of the EduSTA project has shown how international collaboration, digital innovation, and competence-based learning can reshape education. By empowering educators as leaders in sustainability and making their learning visible, portable, and transferable, EduSTA supports a shift toward a more sustainable, equitable, and interconnected future for education across Europe.
Thing is, here in Sweden, we are not there yet! The use of micro-credentials in Swedish higher education is in its infancy, and important questions remain: How can we ensure quality and consistency in assessment? What infrastructure is required? How do we avoid overwhelming educator while ensuring meaningful recognition for all learners?
Going forward, we suggest two concrete steps:
1. Pilot badge-aligned assessments within existing courses to explore alignment between curriculum goals and badge criteria.
2. Develop professional learning opportunities for educators, focused on assessment literacy and digital credentialing tools.
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