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Universities are increasingly expected to contribute to the Sustainable Development Goals, yet
implementation is often discussed through institutional strategies, reporting frameworks and curriculum
mapping rather than through the pedagogical practices by which sustainability commitments become
learning experiences. This article examines how participatory pedagogy can translate SDG oriented
commitments into student agency, critical reflection and institutional learning in higher education. It
contributes specifically to Sustainable Development Goal 4.7 by analysing how Education for
Sustainable Development can be enacted through curriculum design, dialogical learning, student
participation and critical engagement with sustainability problems. The article draws on a qualitative
single case study of the 2021 iteration of Sustainability and Development in Latin America at CEMUS,
Uppsala University.

The study combines course documents, evaluation material, interview data and reflective
research materials, analysed through thematic analysis and document analysis. The findings show that
dialogical seminars, student-led discussion, interdisciplinary sequencing and project-based assessment
supported systems thinking, normative judgement, interpersonal learning and critical engagement with
contested sustainability problems. The case also illustrates how a Global North university setting can
address the ethics of teaching the Global South when course design is built around Latin American-led
teaching, situated expertise, epistemic plurality and student-led dialogue. The article contributes by
conceptualising participatory pedagogy as a mechanism of SDG 4.7 implementation, not merely as a
teaching method.

education for sustainable development; higher education; institutional agency; participatory
pedagogy; student agency; Sustainable Development Goals.
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Universities are increasingly positioned as key actors in the implementation of the
Sustainable Development Goals. Their contribution is often discussed through research,
institutional strategy, governance, curriculum reform, reporting, and public engagement. Less
attention has been given to the pedagogical mechanisms through which SDG oriented
commitments become concrete learning practices. This article addresses that gap by
examining how participatory pedagogy can translate sustainability commitments into student
agency, critical reflection, and institutional learning. It does so through a qualitative case study
of the 2021 iteration of Sustainability and Development in Latin America at CEMUS, Uppsala
University.
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The article’s contribution is especially connected to Sustainable Development Goal 4.7,
which calls for learners to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable
development, including through Education for Sustainable Development, global citizenship,
human rights, gender equality, cultural diversity and a culture of peace. Holst et al. (2024)
show that SDG 4.7 is increasingly monitored through the mainstreaming of Education for
Sustainable Development in education policies, curricula, teacher education and student
assessment. This article complements that input-level perspective by examining a process-
level question: how Education for Sustainable Development becomes pedagogically enacted
in a concrete higher education setting. Rather than asking only whether sustainability is
present in course documents, it asks how students are invited to interpret sustainability
problems, deliberate across difference and develop forms of agency relevant to SDG 4.7.

The article asks how participatory pedagogical practices can translate SDG oriented
sustainability commitments into concrete forms of learning, student agency, and institutional
practice in higher education.

The 2030 Agenda presents the Sustainable Development Goals as an integrated
framework for addressing poverty, inequality, environmental degradation, climate change,
peace, prosperity, and institutional capacity. United Nations (2015) frames the goals as
universal, indivisible, and interlinked, which means that implementation requires action across
different policy areas, institutional levels, and forms of knowledge. Education occupies a
distinctive place in this agenda because it is both a specific goal and a broader condition for
social transformation. Sustainable Development Goal 4 places emphasis on inclusive and
equitable quality education, while target 4.7 connects learning to sustainable development,
human rights, gender equality, peace, global citizenship, and cultural diversity.

UNESCO (2017) develops this educational responsibility by linking the Sustainable
Development Goals to cognitive, socio emotional and behavioural learning objectives. This is
significant because SDG education is not reduced to factual knowledge about global targets.
It also concerns the capacities through which learners interpret problems, evaluate competing
values, and imagine forms of action. UNESCO (2020) later reinforces this point by presenting
Education for Sustainable Development as a holistic and transformational project involving
learning content, pedagogy, learning environments and social transformation. In this view,
education for sustainability is not only about what is taught, but also about how learning is
organised.

This broader understanding is especially relevant to higher education. SDSN
Australia/Pacific (2017) identifies four main areas through which universities can contribute to
the Sustainable Development Goals: learning and teaching, research, organisational
governance and operations, and external leadership. This framing is useful because it places
pedagogy within the institutional work of SDG implementation. Learning and teaching are not
secondary to sustainability governance, but one of the core channels through which
universities contribute to sustainable development. In this regard, McCowan (2023) argues
that higher education exerts a crosscutting influence across the SDGs by shaping knowledge
production, civic engagement, institutional transformation, and the development of
sustainability-oriented capabilities.
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Holst et al. (2024) provide a valuable framework for assessing SDG 4.7.1 through
policies, curricula, educator training and student assessment, but they also show that
implementation can remain at the level of isolated mention, add-on integration or partial
integration. Veidemane (2022) reaches a related conclusion in relation to higher education
rankings, observing that Education for Sustainable Development indicators are highly relevant
but remain difficult to operationalise in internationally comparable ways. Her analysis is
particularly useful for this article because it distinguishes learning content from process
variables such as pedagogy, student engagement and learning environment. The present
study responds to that gap by analysing not only the presence of Education for Sustainable
Development related content, but the pedagogical processes through which students
encountered sustainability as a field of knowledge, judgement and action.

Recent reviews show that universities have increasingly engaged with the SDGs,
although this engagement remains uneven. Alcantara-Rubio et al. (2022) found that SDG
implementation in universities is most frequently addressed through research and education,
with curricular integration appearing as one of the most common actions in the reviewed
studies. Lim et al. (2022) similarly map Education for Sustainable Development in higher
education across categories such as awareness, commitment, structural transformation,
course coordination, and university management.

These studies demonstrate that SDG implementation has become a recognised concern
in higher education research. They also suggest a remaining limitation: implementation is often
examined at the level of institutional areas, reported actions, strategic commitments, and
curricular presence, while the pedagogical processes through which students encounter,
interpret and act upon sustainability problems remain less visible. This gap matters because
SDG implementation in higher education cannot be assessed only by whether sustainability
appears in course descriptions, institutional strategies, or reporting systems. Wals (2013)
argues that sustainability in higher education involves learning and institutionalisation
processes, including teaching styles, engagement opportunities and the learning experiences
of students, educators, and coordinators. His review also shows that higher education
institutions attempt sustainability reorientation while operating under pressures of efficiency,
accountability, privatisation, management, and control. These pressures are not always
conducive to systemic educational change. If SDG implementation depends partly on
pedagogical processes, then its success also depends on whether universities create
institutional conditions that can sustain such processes over time.

The literature on sustainability competencies provides an important foundation for
analysing how SDG commitments become educational practice. Wiek et al. (2011) identify
systems thinking, anticipatory, normative, strategic, and interpersonal competencies as central
to sustainability education. Their framework shifts attention from the transmission of
sustainability information to the capacities needed to analyse complex systems, anticipate
future developments, evaluate normative questions, design interventions, and collaborate with
others. This is directly relevant to SDG oriented education because the goals require learners
to work across ecological, economic, social, and political dimensions rather than treat
sustainability as a single-issue area.
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Brundiers et al. (2021) refine this discussion by clarifying how sustainability
competencies can guide higher education programmes. Their contribution is especially useful
because it responds to the expansion of sustainability education across universities and
professional fields. As sustainability becomes more institutionally visible, programme
designers need clearer ways to connect learning outcomes, teaching methods, and
assessment practices. Competency frameworks therefore help to specify what students should
be able to do with sustainability knowledge, not only what they should know. Yet competency
frameworks also create a pedagogical problem. If sustainability education requires systems
thinking, normative judgement, anticipatory reasoning, strategic action, and interpersonal
collaboration, then conventional content transmission is insufficient. Lozano et al. (2017)
address this problem directly by examining the relationship between sustainability
competencies and pedagogical approaches. Their review argues that competencies and
pedagogy have often been studied separately, even though the development of competencies
depends on how courses are delivered. This insight is central to the present article. SDG
oriented education requires not only relevant content, but a pedagogical architecture capable
of developing competencies through participation, interaction, reflection, and application.

Lambrechts et al. (2013) add an important caution by showing that sustainability
competencies can be present in higher education in fragmented and uneven ways. Their
analysis suggests that some competencies may be more visible than others, while action
oriented, future oriented and system-oriented dimensions can remain weakly developed. This
matters for the present study because the existence of sustainability content does not
automatically imply the balanced development of sustainability competencies. A course may
generate strong dialogical and normative learning while offering weaker support for strategic
or anticipatory capacities.

O’Byrne et al. (2015) show that sustainability degree programmes vary considerably in
how they organise curriculum content and structure. Their work reinforces the need to examine
sustainability education through the organisation of curriculum, interdisciplinarity and
pedagogy, rather than through declared aims alone. Buil-Fabrega et al. (2019) contribute to
this discussion from the perspective of active learning by showing how flipped classroom
methodology can support student engagement with sustainable development. Although the
present article does not focus on flipped classroom design, their study supports a broader
argument: active learning approaches can make sustainability education more participatory,
reflective and competency oriented.

Transformative sustainability learning deepens this argument by connecting knowledge,
practice, and values. Sipos et al. (2008) propose the integration of head, hands and heart,
linking cognitive learning, practical engagement and affective or value-based dimensions. This
framework is useful because SDG oriented education requires more than analytical capacity.
It also requires motivation, responsibility, and the ability to connect knowledge with practice.
Leal Filho et al. (2018) make a related point by arguing that transformation in sustainability
education depends on faculty commitment, student engagement, and institutional redesign.
Sustainability learning is therefore both pedagogical and organisational.
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This literature review supports three claims that guide the present article. First,
sustainability education requires competencies that go beyond knowledge acquisition.
Second, those competencies depend on pedagogical approaches that enable reflection,
collaboration, and action. Third, the integration of sustainability into higher education remains
incomplete when competencies, pedagogy and institutional support are disconnected. This
paper builds on these claims by analysing participatory pedagogy as a mechanism through
which SDG oriented commitments can be translated into concrete learning practices.

Participatory pedagogy offers a way to understand how sustainability learning can move
beyond content transmission. Freire (1970) criticises banking education because it positions
students as passive recipients of knowledge. His alternative, problem posing education, treats
learners as participants in the production of meaning and as subjects capable of interpreting
and transforming their social reality. This matters for sustainability education because the
Sustainable Development Goals involve contested problems rather than neutral technical
facts. Poverty, inequality, environmental degradation, migration, energy transition, climate
change, and development all require interpretation through history, power, values, and
collective responsibility.

Mezirow (1991) complements this perspective by emphasising the transformation of
frames of reference through critical reflection. Sustainability problems often disturb inherited
assumptions because they expose tensions between economic growth, ecological limits,
social justice, and institutional responsibility. Mezirow (1997) further develops transformative
learning as a process through which learners become critically aware of assumptions and
revise their perspectives through discourse. In SDG oriented education, this suggests that
students need opportunities to examine not only what they think about sustainability, but also
how they have come to think in particular ways.

Brookfield (2017) provides a practical language for understanding this process in
teaching. His account of critically reflective teaching focuses on identifying and examining
assumptions through multiple lenses, including students’ perspectives, colleagues’
perceptions, theory, and personal experience. Brookfield also links reflection to power and
hegemony, which is important for sustainability education because many sustainability
problems are structured by unequal power relations and normalised institutional assumptions.
In the present article, Brookfield is useful not only for thinking about teacher reflection, but also
for understanding participatory pedagogy as a practice that reorganises authority, voice, and
responsibility in the classroom.

Hooks (1994) extends this democratic understanding of pedagogy by treating teaching
as a practice of freedom. Her work stresses voice, participation, and embodied engagement,
which are particularly relevant to learning environments where students are expected to bring
their experiences, uncertainties, and political interpretations into dialogue. Giroux (2020)
similarly argues that pedagogy is not a neutral technique, but a cultural and political practice
linked to agency, democracy, and public life. These perspectives help explain why student led
seminars, dialogical formats, and collaborative learning matter for SDG implementation. They
create conditions in which students practise the forms of agency that sustainable development
requires.
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The need for such pedagogies is intensified by the character of sustainability problems
themselves. Lotz-Sisitka et al. (2015) argue that higher education pedagogies must be
reconsidered in response to accelerating change, complexity, contested knowledge claims and
uncertainty. Their account of transformative and transgressive social learning is especially
relevant because sustainability education cannot be limited to resilience or adaptation when
existing systems are themselves unsustainable. Wals & Corcoran (2012) frame learning for
sustainability as a response to uncertainty, contestation, information overload, and the
weakening of simple expert authority. Their work supports the view that sustainability learning
requires capacities such as systems thinking, anticipatory thinking, empathy, open
mindedness, and the ability to cope with uncertainty.

Participatory pedagogy also raises an institutional question. Dialogue, student agency
and transformative learning require time, coordination, trust, and institutional space. Moore
(2005) argues that sustainability education at the university level depends on structural and
cultural changes that allow collaboration, reflection, and experimentation. Mula et al. (2017)
similarly emphasise the need to catalyse institutional change in higher education for
sustainable development. Barnett (2018) offers a broader philosophical account of the
ecological university, in which universities are not only knowledge producing institutions but
also institutions entangled with the world and responsible for cultivating forms of educational
openness, care and possibility.

This article brings these strands of literature together. The first strand concerns SDG
implementation in universities. The second concerns sustainability competencies and
pedagogical approaches. The third concerns participatory, critical, and transformative
pedagogy. By connecting these strands through an empirical case study, the article argues
that participatory pedagogy can be understood as a mechanism of SDG implementation when
it translates sustainability commitments into practices of dialogue, interdisciplinary sequencing,
student agency, critical reflection, and institutional learning.

This research is based on a qualitative single case study of the 2021 iteration of
Sustainability and Development in Latin America: Past, Present and Future, a 7.5 credit course
offered by CEMUS, the Centre for Environment and Development Studies at Uppsala
University. A case study design was selected because the article examines a bounded
educational setting in depth, with attention to the relationship between pedagogical design,
student learning, and institutional context. Yin (2018) argues that case study research is
particularly suitable when a study seeks to understand a contemporary phenomenon in relation
to its real-life context. In this article, the case is not treated as representative of all sustainability
education, but as an analytically useful example of how SDG oriented commitments can be
translated into pedagogical practice.

The 2021 course iteration was selected because it represented the most internally
coherent and pedagogically developed version of the course. It also offered a rich empirical
basis for analysis because the course combined interdisciplinary content, invited lecturers,
student led activities, structured dialogue, project-based assessment and formal course
evaluation.
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The 2021 iteration enrolled twenty-one students, of whom nineteen were active during
the course. Eighteen of the nineteen active students completed the course evaluation,
corresponding to a response rate of 94.74%. The overall student impression of the course was
4.7 out of 5, or 94%. These quantitative indicators are not used for statistical inference, but
they provide contextual information about participation, completion, and student evaluation of
the course.

Data were collected from four main sources: course documents, course evaluation
material, semi-structured interviews, and reflective research materials. The course documents
included the welcome letter, schedule, course webpage, literature schedule, assignment
instructions, final examination information, and course reports. These materials were used not
only as background information, but as empirical sources for reconstructing the formal
pedagogical architecture of the course. Bowen (2009) notes that document analysis can
provide stable and contextually embedded evidence, especially when documents are
interpreted in relation to other forms of qualitative data.

The course documents were particularly important for identifying how pedagogical
intentions were formalised. The welcome letter described the examination model, including
written preparation, active participation in seminars and workshops, oral presentation, and
written documentation of a project. The schedule showed an interdisciplinary sequence of
sessions addressing colonial history, development, sustainability, geopolitics, human rights,
migration, social movements, feminism, energy, art, mobilisation, and climate change. The
assignment instructions required students to develop an individual case report on a Latin
American social movement, linking course literature to a specific sustainability and
development case. These documents made it possible to analyse how the course organised
sustainability learning through content, assessment, and student participation.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with ten participants who were directly
involved in the 2021 course. The participants included five students, three instructors and two
staff members. Participants were selected purposively because of their direct experience of
the course and their ability to discuss its pedagogical design, implementation, and perceived
outcomes.

Kvale & Brinkmann (2015) emphasise that qualitative interviews are especially useful
when the aim is to understand participants’ interpretations of their experiences. In this study,
interviews made it possible to examine how students, instructors and staff understood the
pedagogical model, the learning environment and the institutional conditions surrounding the
course. The interviews were conducted in 2025, which means that the study includes a
retrospective dimension. This allowed participants to reflect on the course beyond immediate
course impressions, including how they understood its longer-term significance. At the same
time, retrospective interviewing introduces possible limitations related to memory,
reinterpretation, and the influence of later experiences. For this reason, interview material was
interpreted alongside course documents and evaluation data rather than treated as direct
access to the past. All interview transcripts or summaries were validated by participants before
analysis, strengthening the credibility of the dataset.

The data were analysed through thematic analysis, supported by document analysis.
Braun & Clarke (2006) define thematic analysis as a flexible method for identifying, analysing,
and reporting patterns within qualitative data. The analysis began with repeated reading of
course documents, interview material, evaluation reports, and reflective materials. Initial codes
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were generated inductively from the data, focusing on recurring patterns related to pedagogical
design, student agency, interdisciplinary learning, sustainability competencies, and
institutional conditions. These codes were then reviewed, refined, and organised into broader
themes.

Although the initial coding was inductive, later stages of analysis were informed by the
conceptual framework developed in the literature review. This allowed the study to remain
grounded in the empirical material while also interpreting the findings in relation to SDG
implementation, sustainability competencies, participatory pedagogy, and institutional
learning. The analysis therefore moved between empirical patterns and theoretical
interpretation. This abductive movement was necessary because the article does not merely
describe the course, but asks how participatory pedagogical practices can function as
mechanisms of SDG implementation in higher education. Triangulation was used to strengthen
the trustworthiness of the analysis. Patterns identified in interviews were compared with course
documents, evaluation material, and reflective research notes. Lincoln & Guba (1985)
conceptualise trustworthiness in qualitative inquiry through criteria such as credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. In this study, credibility was supported by
using multiple data sources and participant validation of interview material. Transferability was
addressed by providing detailed contextual description of the course and institutional setting.
Dependability and confirmability were supported through systematic documentation of
methodological decisions, analytical categories, and interpretive tensions. Reflexivity was
particularly important because the researcher had direct prior involvement with the course.
This position provided detailed contextual knowledge, but also required careful attention to
interpretive bias. Brookfield (2017) argues that critical reflection involves examining the
assumptions that shape teaching practice, including assumptions about power, authority, and
effectiveness. In this study, reflexivity involved treating prior involvement not as neutral
expertise, but as a position that needed to be examined throughout the analysis. Course
documents, participant accounts, and evaluation material were therefore used to assess,
complicate and refine the researcher’s interpretations.

The study has three main limitations. First, it focuses on a single course iteration and
does not claim statistical generalisability. Second, the interviews were conducted
retrospectively, which may have shaped participants’ recollections. Third, the case was
situated within CEMUS, an institutionally distinctive educational environment with a strong
tradition of student driven and interdisciplinary sustainability education. These limitations do
not undermine the value of the case, but they clarify the scope of the article’s contribution. The
purpose is analytical rather than representative: to examine how one pedagogically developed
sustainability course translated SDG oriented commitments into concrete practices of learning,
student agency and institutional reflection.

The case examined in this article is the 2021 iteration of Sustainability and Development
in Latin America: Past, Present and Future, a 7.5 credit course offered by CEMUS at Uppsala
University. The course was taught in English, offered on campus in the evening, and organised
around sustainability and development challenges in Latin America. Rather than approaching
sustainability as a general policy agenda, the course situated sustainable development within
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historical, political, ecological, and social conflicts. This made the course relevant for analysing
how SDG oriented commitments can be translated into concrete higher education practice.

The course description framed sustainability and development through a series of
questions concerning historical and contemporary cases, different actors, social equality,
environmental protection, power, justice, natural resources, economy, politics, identity, culture,
and poverty. This framing is significant because it positioned sustainability as a contested and
relational field rather than as a fixed body of knowledge. It also connected sustainability
education to multiple disciplinary traditions, including history, sociology, anthropology, political
science, and development studies, while also drawing on interdisciplinary areas such as
political ecology, environmental justice, gender studies, historical ecology, and action-based
research. This architecture corresponds to the kind of educational translation required by SDG
implementation in higher education. SDSN Australia/Pacific (2017) argues that universities
contribute to the SDGs not only through research and governance, but also through learning
and teaching. In this case, the learning and teaching contribution did not consist in listing the
SDGs as course content. It consisted in designing a course where students could examine
how questions associated with the SDGs, including inequality, climate change, gender,
migration, social movements, energy, justice and development, appear through situated
conflicts and histories.

The welcome letter made this pedagogical orientation explicit. It stated that teaching
would consist of lectures, seminars, and workshops, with guest lecturers from different
academic disciplines and relevant societal sectors. It also described the teaching method as
based on active student participation and critical thinking. This indicates that participation was
not treated as a secondary classroom preference, but as a formal feature of the course design.
The course learning outcomes reinforced this orientation by requiring students to critically
analyse sustainable development work in Latin America, relate critically to different
perspectives on sustainability, development, power and justice, evaluate visions of the future,
and initiate, plan, deliver and evaluate a defined project within the course themes. The
assessment model further embedded this participatory orientation. Students were assessed
through written preparation, active participation in seminars and workshops, oral presentation,
and written documentation of an individual project. This structure matters because it linked
student participation to formal course progression. Participation was not merely encouraged
rhetorically. It was built into the examination model and therefore became part of how learning
was organised, assessed, and valued.

A further distinctive feature of the 2021 iteration was that the guest lecture series was
led by Latin American scholars and coordinated by a Brazilian course coordinator, making the
composition of the teaching team part of the course’s pedagogical and epistemic design. The
final schedule included sessions led by lecturers with expertise in colonization, development,
sustainability, geopolitics, migration, social movements, feminism, energy, art, mobilization,
and climate change in Latin America, and all lecturers were Latin Americans. This structure
meant that the course not only taught about Latin America as an object of sustainability
analysis, but also drew on regionally situated expertise to shape how those issues were
introduced, discussed, and interpreted. From the perspective of sustainability competencies,
this design provided several pedagogical affordances.
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Wiek et al. (2011) define sustainability competencies as interlinked capacities for
addressing complex sustainability problems, including systems thinking, normative
competence, anticipatory competence, strategic competence, and interpersonal competence.
The course architecture created space for several of these capacities by combining
interdisciplinary content, discussion-based learning and project work. Lozano et al. (2017)
argue that competencies cannot be separated from the pedagogical approaches through
which they are developed. The SDLAT case illustrates this point because the course did not
rely only on thematic coverage. It organised learning through seminars, workshops, oral
presentation, student led discussion and case based written work.

The course therefore functioned as a form of SDG pedagogical translation. It translated
broad sustainability commitments into a sequence of learning activities through which students
encountered development as historically produced, sustainability as politically contested, and
knowledge as something to be discussed rather than simply received. This is the first
mechanism identified in the case: SDG implementation in higher education can occur through
course architecture when curriculum, assessment and classroom format are aligned around
critical, participatory, and interdisciplinary learning.

The 2021 schedule shows that interdisciplinarity was not only declared in the course
description. It was built into the temporal sequence of the course. The semester opened with
an introduction, course overview, and critical thinking workshop, followed by sessions on
colonisation, post colonisation and decolonisation of Latin America, development,
sustainability, international relations, geopolitics, and democracy. The second part of the
course moved through human rights and migration, social movements, urban movements,
feminism, energy, art and social mobilisation, climate change, and final examination synthesis.
This sequence matters because it prevented sustainability from being reduced to
environmental management or technical problem solving. Students first encountered Latin
America through colonial and postcolonial histories, then through development debates,
geopolitical relations, social movements, rights struggles, and ecological challenges. The
pedagogical effect of this sequencing was to construct sustainability as a multi-layered field in
which environmental questions are inseparable from political economy, historical violence,
social mobilisation, and competing visions of development.

O’Byrne et al. (2015) show that sustainability programmes vary significantly in how they
organise curricular content and that many do not fully achieve the integration of social and
natural sciences proposed in the literature. The SDLAT course addressed this problem at the
level of course design by bringing together environmental, social, political, historical, and
cultural dimensions. This does not mean that the course achieved a complete or perfectly
balanced integration of all sustainability domains. It does mean that interdisciplinarity was
pedagogically structured rather than merely assumed.

The Latin American-led composition of the teaching team strengthened this
interdisciplinary structure. The schedule included lecturers from Cuba, Argentina, Brazil,
Mexico, Chile and Nicaragua, as well as sessions coordinated by the Brazilian course
coordinator and students. This composition mattered because it placed regional expertise and
situated perspectives at the centre of the course. It also gave students access to different
forms of knowledge about Latin America, including academic, professional and movement-
oriented perspectives. In this sense, interdisciplinarity was not only a matter of combining
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disciplines, but also of diversifying the social and geopolitical locations from which knowledge
entered the classroom. The use of guest lecturers contributed to this structure. The course
brought students into contact with academics and practitioners working from different
disciplinary and professional positions. This created a learning environment in which
sustainability was mediated through multiple situated perspectives. Such design is important
because SDG related learning often requires students to navigate disagreement, uncertainty,
and partial knowledge.

Wals & Corcoran (2012) argue that learning for sustainability takes place in contexts
marked by complexity, contested knowledge and information overload. The SDLAT course
responded to this condition by exposing students to diverse perspectives rather than
presenting sustainability as a settled consensus. The mandatory and recommended literature
reinforced this interdisciplinarity. The three central books approached Latin America through
political economy, development alternatives, and rural social movements. These readings
gave students access to macro historical critique, contemporary development debates, and
grounded cases of collective action. The literature did not function only as background
material. It was integrated into seminars and project work, including a student led seminar on
Open Veins of Latin America and a final case report in which students examined a specific
Latin American social movement or sustainability related case.

This structure also created space for normative learning. Brundiers et al. (2021)
emphasise that sustainability competencies in higher education require clearer frameworks for
learning objectives, especially because students and educators need to understand what
sustainability graduates are expected to do. In SDLAT, normative judgement was supported
through recurring engagement with justice, power, inequality, social movements, coloniality
and environmental conflicts. Students were not only asked to understand sustainability issues.
They were asked to evaluate competing visions of development and to relate course themes
to specific cases. At the same time, the course evaluation points to a tension within this
pedagogical model. Students appreciated the diversity of lectures and discussions, but some
also noted that the literature could be more diverse, that the course needed more structure
and that the connection between lectures could be strengthened. This is analytically important
because it shows that interdisciplinary sequencing alone is not enough. For interdisciplinary
sustainability education to support SDG implementation, it also requires explicit connective
work across sessions, readings, and assessment tasks. Without such scaffolding, diversity of
perspectives can become fragmented rather than cumulative.

This leads to the second mechanism identified in the case: SDG oriented learning was
supported by interdisciplinary sequencing, but its effectiveness depended on pedagogical
mediation. The course made sustainability visible as a field of contested knowledge, but the
evaluation data suggest that students also needed stronger structures for synthesis, continuity,
and conceptual integration. This finding is relevant beyond the case because it clarifies a
practical challenge for SDG implementation in higher education. Adding multiple sustainability
themes to a course is not enough. The themes need to be sequenced, connected and
pedagogically interpreted so that students can build cumulative understanding.
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The case also raises an ethical question that is central to sustainability education:
Sustainability and Development in Latin America was taught in Sweden, within a Global North
university setting, while focusing on histories, social movements and sustainability struggles
in Latin America. This location could reproduce a familiar problem in higher education, namely
the treatment of the Global South as an object of Northern academic interpretation. The course
design, however, complicates this risk because the 2021 iteration was deliberately organised
around a Latin American-led teaching team and coordinated by a Brazilian course coordinator.
Rather than presenting Latin America primarily through external Northern expertise, the course
created a pedagogical space in which Latin American scholars, practitioners and situated
perspectives shaped the thematic sequence.

Teaching the Global South from the Global North does not automatically reproduce
knowledge colonialism, but it can do so when knowledge authority remains concentrated in
Northern institutions, Northern authors and Northern interpretations. Tikly (2023) argues that
sustainable futures are shaped by competing narratives of development, and that decolonial
perspectives are needed to challenge the Western-centred assumptions that often organise
these narratives. Stein et al. (2023) similarly warn that sustainability and climate education can
reproduce colonial futurities when it offers solutions from within the same modern and colonial
systems that produced socio-ecological crisis. In this case, the ethical question is therefore not
only where the course was taught, but whose knowledge, experience and interpretive authority
were made central.

The SDLAT case addressed this tension through three connected design choices. First,
the guest lecturer sequence was Latin American-led, giving students access to situated
academic and professional perspectives from the studied region. Second, the course literature
and assessment model centred Latin American histories, social movements and sustainability
conflicts as sources of analysis rather than as passive examples. Third, participatory formats,
including student-led seminars, small-group discussion, oral presentation and case-based
written work, created space for students to question dominant development narratives rather
than simply reproduce them.

This does not mean that the Global North location of the course became ethically neutral.
The course remained embedded in a Swedish university context, with the privileges,
institutional resources and epistemic asymmetries that such a location entails. Nevertheless,
its pedagogical design is significant because it treated Latin America not only as content, but
as a source of knowledge production. In this sense, participatory pedagogy supported SDG
4.7 not only by encouraging student engagement, but by redistributing epistemic authority
within the classroom.

This finding is relevant for universities that teach about regions, communities or struggles
located outside their own institutional and geopolitical context. Ethical Global South teaching
in the Global North requires more than thematic inclusion. It requires deliberate lecturer
selection, attention to positionality, diverse and situated sources, dialogical classroom formats
and assessment tasks that recognise movements, communities and regional scholars as
producers of knowledge. In the course case, Latin American-led teaching did not fully resolve
the problem of knowledge colonialism, but it made the problem pedagogically visible and
institutionally actionable.
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The strongest empirical pattern in the case concerns the role of student agency. The
2021 iteration did not treat students only as recipients of expert knowledge. It positioned them
as participants in shaping discussion, interpreting course themes, and connecting
sustainability questions to their own experiences and cases. This was visible in the formal
examination model, where active student participation, oral presentation and an individual
case report were part of the assessment structure. It was also visible in the recurring student
led seminar format, which gave students responsibility for questioning, discussion, and
synthesis.

The course evaluation supports this interpretation. Students identified small group
discussions, student led seminars, open dialogue, the relaxed study environment, and the
opportunity to speak in class as central strengths of the course. Several comments
emphasised that students could exchange knowledge and experiences, hear different views,
and engage directly with lecturers and peers. One student described the scheduled discussion
time as especially valuable because, in other courses, discussion was often encouraged but
not actually built into the timetable. In SDLAT, by contrast, more than an hour of discussion
was formally planned into each class session. This distinction is important because
participation was not left to chance. It was structurally protected by the timetable.

This finding clarifies the nature of student agency in the course. The course did not
simply create an open classroom and assume that agency would follow. It combined expert
input, moderated dialogue and student led discussion in a repeated rhythm. Freire (1970) helps
explain why these matters. In problem posing education, learners become subjects of inquiry
rather than objects of instruction. In the SDLAT case, this principle was enacted through
structured opportunities for students to pose questions, respond to guest lecturers, relate
course themes to their own knowledge, and discuss problems without the immediate authority
of the lecturer in the room. The student led seminar on Open Veins of Latin America illustrates
this mechanism clearly. Students were required to submit a question or reflection before the
seminar, and these contributions were used to shape the discussion. This transformed
preparation into a collective resource. It also shifted the seminar away from a model in which
the teacher decides in advance which interpretations matter most. Student questions became
part of the pedagogical material. This structure encouraged learners to approach the text not
only as required reading, but as a contested historical and political account through which
development, colonial extraction and inequality could be discussed. The evaluation material
suggests that students valued this openness, particularly because the class included students
from different national, disciplinary, and cultural backgrounds. Students referred to the
possibility of sharing experiences from Mexico, exchanging knowledge with students from
different countries, and hearing lecturers who had direct experience of the places and conflicts
being discussed. This supported a dialogical learning environment in which knowledge was
not only transmitted from lecturer to student, but also circulated among students and across
lived experience, academic interpretation, and political context.

Brookfield (2017) argues that critical reflection requires attention to the assumptions that
shape teaching and learning. The SDLAT case shows that student agency can support such
reflection when students are given recurring opportunities to examine ideas collectively.
Several evaluation comments indicate that discussions helped students question what
development means, what sustainability looks like, and how power and governance shape
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environmental and social problems. This suggests that the course produced not only
engagement, but also reflective questioning of basic categories. At the same time, the
evidence shows that student agency required mediation. Evaluation comments praised the
open discussion format, but some students also asked for more structure, clearer links
between literature and lectures, and more regular guidance through the mandatory books. This
tension is analytically important. Participatory pedagogy did not eliminate the need for
coordination. On the contrary, it made coordination more important. Student agency worked
best when openness was supported by clear expectations, preparatory tasks, discussion
prompts, and visible connections between course components. Instructor 003 made a similar
point when describing the triadic structure of the course. They noted that the combination of
preparatory dialogue, guest lecture and layered circle discussions gave students space to
listen, process and speak from their positionality. They also observed that this format brought
out perspectives that would otherwise remain silent in a standard classroom (Instructor 003,
2025). This suggests that the participatory model did not simply increase the quantity of
student talk. It changed the conditions under which different perspectives could become
pedagogically relevant.

The case therefore shows that student agency should not be understood as the absence
of structure. It was produced through structure. The repeated class rhythm, mandatory
participation, preparatory tasks, discussion spaces, oral presentation, and case report created
a framework in which students could gradually assume a more active role. This finding is
relevant for SDG implementation because the SDGs require learners to engage with
complexity, disagreement, and ethical uncertainty. Student agency becomes educationally
meaningful when it enables students to practise these capacities within the course itself.

The second major pattern concerns the uneven development of sustainability
competencies. The SDLAT case provides strong evidence of systems thinking, normative
judgement and interpersonal collaboration. The evidence for anticipatory and strategic
competence is present but less systematic. This unevenness is important because it shows
that participatory pedagogy does not automatically develop all sustainability competencies
equally. Different competencies require different pedagogical supports.

Systems thinking was the most visible competency. Wiek et al. (2011) define systems
thinking as the capacity to analyse complex systems across domains, scales and
interdependencies. In SDLAT, this was supported by the course’s interdisciplinary sequencing
and by the requirement that students relate historical, political, social, and environmental
issues to concrete Latin American cases. The course did not isolate sustainability from colonial
history, economic dependency, social movements, migration, gender, energy, or climate
change. Instead, it repeatedly asked students to interpret sustainability problems as relational
and historically produced. Instructor 003 described this as one of the strengths of the course,
noting that its thematic range invited students to make cross cutting connections between
power, history, ecology, and activism (Instructor 003, 2025). This interpretation is supported
by the course schedule and evaluation comments. Students valued the variety of lectures and
themes, the different angles from which Latin America was approached, and the way specific
sessions brought new perspectives on development and sustainability. These comments
indicate that systems thinking was supported not through an abstract lesson on systems, but
through repeated exposure to interconnected problems.
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Normative judgement was also strongly developed. Brundiers et al. (2021) emphasise
that sustainability competencies require students to engage with values, responsibility, and
contested futures. SDLAT created such engagement through recurring attention to justice,
power, inequality, coloniality, rights, social movements, and ecological conflict. The course’s
assessment model asked students to produce case reports on social movements or
sustainability related conflicts, which required them to evaluate not only what happened, but
why it mattered and which values were at stake. The student evaluation confirms the
importance of this normative dimension. Students noted that they questioned what
development means, what sustainability looks like, and how power and governance shape the
issues discussed in class. One student also described the oral debate as valuable because it
forced participants to think from perspectives that questioned their own values. These
comments suggest that normative learning was not confined to moral statements. It emerged
through structured encounters with disagreement, alternative perspectives, and contested
interpretations of development.

Interpersonal collaboration was also central to the case. Lozano et al. (2017) argue that
sustainability competencies need to be connected to pedagogical approaches because
collaboration and communication cannot be developed only through content delivery. SDLAT’s
use of small group discussions, circle-based dialogue, student led seminars, oral presentation
and peer exchange created repeated opportunities for interpersonal learning. The short course
report lists small group discussions, student led seminars, learning to express oneself and
speaking out in class as strengths identified by students. These elements show that
interpersonal competence was built into the rhythm of the course rather than added as a
separate skill. Instructor 003 also identified interpersonal collaboration as one of the strongest
areas of the course, giving it the highest rating and connecting it to group seminars and
dialogical spaces (Instructor 003, 2025). This interpretation is consistent with the evaluation
data, where students repeatedly referred to the classroom atmosphere, the group dynamic,
the possibility of open discussion and the community built around the course. The informal
movie club also appears to have supported this environment by extending learning beyond the
formal classroom and strengthening social trust among students.

The evidence for anticipatory competence was weaker. Anticipatory competence refers
to the ability to consider future scenarios, consequences, and possible pathways. The course
did address futures indirectly through sustainability, development alternatives, climate change,
and social movements. However, the empirical material suggests that future oriented
modelling, scenario building, or systematic anticipation were not central pedagogical aims.
Instructor 003 rated anticipatory competence lower than systems thinking, normative
judgement and interpersonal collaboration, explaining that the course placed greater emphasis
on historical diagnosis and critical analysis than on future oriented scenario work (Instructor
003, 2025).

Strategic competence was also less systematically scaffolded. The final case report
required students to construct an argument, examine a case, and relate it to course literature.
This involved some strategic organisation of inquiry. The oral debate also required students to
formulate positions and respond to competing claims. Yet the course did not strongly
emphasise the design of interventions, implementation plans, or practical pathways for
sustainability action. In this sense, the course was stronger in critical interpretation than in
applied strategic planning.
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This pattern is not a weakness in a simple sense. It reflects the pedagogical identity of
the course. SDLAT was designed to open historical, political, and ethical understanding of
sustainability and development in Latin America. It was less oriented toward managerial
planning or policy design. Sipos et al. (2008) argue that transformative sustainability learning
involves head, hands, and heart. SDLAT was particularly strong in the head and heart
dimensions, because it supported cognitive understanding, critical reflection, ethical
awareness, and affective engagement. The hands dimension, understood as applied
intervention and strategic action, was present but less developed.

Leal Filho et al. (2018) argue that sustainability learning requires both student
engagement and institutional transformation. The SDLAT case supports this argument
because competency development depended on how the course was organised. Systems
thinking was supported by interdisciplinary sequencing. Normative judgement was supported
by ethical and political content. Interpersonal collaboration was supported by discussion-based
formats. Anticipatory and strategic competencies were weaker because the course offered
fewer structured activities for future scenario work and applied planning. Pedagogy therefore
shaped not only whether competencies developed, but which competencies became more
visible.

This finding has implications for SDG implementation in higher education. The SDGs
require students to understand complexity, evaluate values, collaborate across difference,
imagine futures, and design action. A participatory course can support these capacities, but
not evenly unless they are explicitly scaffolded. In the SDLAT case, participatory pedagogy
worked powerfully as a mechanism for dialogue, critical interpretation, and relational learning.
To become a more complete mechanism of SDG implementation, it would need stronger
pedagogical structures for anticipation and strategic application.

The third major pattern concerns the institutional conditions that enabled and constrained
the course. SDLAT was situated within CEMUS, an educational environment with a long
tradition of interdisciplinary and student driven sustainability education. This institutional
setting mattered because participatory pedagogy requires more than individual enthusiasm. It
requires permission to experiment with course design, flexibility in assessment, openness to
guest lecturers and trust in students’ capacity to participate actively in knowledge production.

The evidence suggests that CEMUS functioned as an enabling environment for this
pedagogical model. The course could combine invited lectures, dialogical circles, student led
discussions, case-based assessment, informal cultural activities, and an interdisciplinary
literature structure. Instructor 003 described CEMUS as a setting that gave guest teachers
freedom and trust, making experimentation with participatory tools possible (Instructor 003,
2025). This institutional openness was important because the pedagogical model differed from
more conventional lecture centred formats. It required teachers, students, and coordinators to
accept a less hierarchical distribution of classroom authority.

The course reports also show that the model depended on careful coordination. The
course was planned through a workgroup that included the course coordinator, an educational
coordinator, researchers, and a former student. Meetings addressed course structure,
sessions, literature, and assessment. This planning process indicates that participatory
pedagogy was not improvised. It was assembled through organisational work before and
during the course. This point is important because student led education is sometimes misread
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as a reduction of teacher responsibility. In this case, student agency depended on substantial
preparatory and coordinating labour.

The course coordinator’s role appears repeatedly across the empirical material as a
central mechanism of continuity. Student evaluations identified the coordinator’'s engagement
as one of the course strengths. Instructor 003 described the coordinator as the connective
tissue between instructors, guests and students, ensuring continuity and supporting the
dialogical atmosphere of the course (Instructor 003, 2025). This metaphor is analytically useful
because it shows that participatory pedagogy did not operate only within isolated class
sessions. It required someone to connect readings, lectures, discussions, student
expectations, and assessment.

This finding complicates simple accounts of institutional innovation. Wals (2013) argues
that sustainability in higher education involves learning and institutionalisation processes, but
also notes that such processes unfold under pressures of efficiency, accountability,
management, and control. SDLAT illustrates this tension in practice. On one hand, CEMUS
created a permissive and supportive environment for pedagogical experimentation. On the
other hand, the course still relied heavily on coordination work, informal mediation, and the
capacity of individual lecturers to adapt to the pedagogical format. The evaluation data make
this fragility visible. Students praised the diversity of lecturers, open discussions, and relaxed
classroom atmosphere, but also asked for stronger structure, clearer links between mandatory
literature and weekly themes, better sequencing of lectures and more guidance through
complex readings.

These suggestions do not contradict the success of the participatory model. They reveal
the organisational conditions required for such a model to work well. When a course brings
together multiple lecturers, broad themes and student led activities, coherence cannot be
assumed. It must be actively produced. Instructor 003 identified a similar challenge from the
perspective of guest teaching. While they described CEMUS as highly supportive, they also
noted that there could be a better onboarding process for instructors unfamiliar with the student
led model (Instructor 003, 2025). This is significant because guest lecturers were central to the
interdisciplinary design, but their participation also introduced variability. Some lecturers could
adapt easily to dialogical and student-centred methods, while others were more aligned with
conventional lecture formats. The course therefore depended not only on who was invited, but
on how each invited lecturer was prepared for the pedagogical logic of the course.

Moore (2005) argues that sustainability education at the university level requires
structural and cultural change, including space for collaboration, reflection, and
experimentation. SDLAT confirms this point, but also adds that experimentation needs
infrastructure. Pedagogical freedom alone is not sufficient. Participatory sustainability
education requires onboarding, communication across sessions, time for lecturers to
understand course aims, and mechanisms for connecting literature, lectures, and student
projects. Without these supports, a participatory course can remain successful at the level of
student experience while still being fragile at the level of institutional continuity. The eventual
discontinuation of the course after 2022 reinforces this point. The course was not discontinued
because the 2021 model failed pedagogically. On the contrary, the evaluation data show
strong student approval and high engagement. Its discontinuation instead points to the
vulnerability of pedagogical innovation when it is not structurally embedded. The course
depended on institutional space, coordinator labour, available resources, and alignment with
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broader priorities. When these conditions changed, the model did not necessarily have
sufficient organisational protection to continue.

This institutional fragility has direct relevance for SDG implementation in higher
education. The SDSN guide presents learning and teaching as one of the main ways
universities can contribute to the SDGs. Yet the SDLAT case shows that teaching based
implementation is not secured by course content alone. It depends on material and
organisational arrangements that allow educators to sustain participatory, interdisciplinary, and
reflective learning over time. If universities want SDG oriented education to move beyond
isolated innovation, they need to treat pedagogy as part of institutional strategy.

The preceding findings show that SDLAT functioned as more than an innovative course
format. It operated as a pedagogical site where SDG related commitments were translated into
learning practices. This translation occurred through four connected mechanisms:
interdisciplinary sequencing, student agency, competency development, and institutional
mediation.

The first mechanism was interdisciplinary sequencing. The course organised
sustainability and development through colonial history, political economy, rights, migration,
feminism, social movements, energy, art, and climate change. This sequence enabled
students to encounter sustainability as a relational field rather than as a technical category. It
also reflected the integrated character of the Sustainable Development Goals, which require
attention to social, ecological, economic, and political interdependencies. United Nations
(2015) frames the goals as indivisible and interlinked, and the course made this interlinkage
pedagogically concrete by situating environmental questions within histories of extraction,
inequality, and collective action.

The second mechanism was student agency. Through student led seminars, small group
discussions, oral presentation and case-based assessment, the course positioned students as
participants in interpretation rather than passive receivers of content. Freire (1970) helps clarify
the significance of this design because problem posing education depends on dialogue and
the active participation of learners. In SDLAT, this was visible in how students generated
questions, discussed required literature, brought their own experiences into class, and
developed individual case reports. Agency was therefore not an abstract value. It was
embedded in the recurring practices of the course.

The third mechanism was competency development. The strongest areas were systems
thinking, normative judgement and interpersonal collaboration. These competencies were
supported by the course’s thematic breadth, ethical and political orientation, and dialogical
classroom structure. Anticipatory and strategic competencies were less consistently
developed, which points to a practical limitation for SDG oriented curriculum design.
Participatory pedagogy can support deep critical engagement, but future oriented and action-
oriented learning require more explicit scaffolding. If SDG implementation in higher education
is expected to prepare students for transformation, then courses need to connect critique with
foresight and practical strategy.
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The fourth mechanism was institutional mediation. The course depended on CEMUS’s
openness to pedagogical experimentation, but also on the coordinator’s role in connecting
lecturers, students, literature, sessions, and assessment. This shows that SDG
implementation through teaching is not only a curricular matter. It is also organisational. Wals
(2013) makes clear that sustainability in higher education involves both learning processes
and institutionalisation. SDLAT demonstrates the practical meaning of this claim. A
participatory course can become a mechanism of SDG implementation only when institutional
conditions support the labour needed to sustain it.

This interpretation distinguishes the article’s contribution from more general claims about
innovative teaching. The case does not simply show that students liked discussion-based
classes or that active learning is beneficial. It shows how a course can translate sustainability
commitments into pedagogical form. The SDGs entered the course not as a list of global
targets, but as a set of problems, values and competencies that were made learnable through
dialogue, interdisciplinarity and student participation. This is why participatory pedagogy can
be conceptualised as a mechanism of SDG implementation. At the same time, the case also
warns against romanticising participation. Student led and dialogical education requires more
structure, not less. It requires explicit connections between literature and lectures, careful
sequencing, instructor onboarding, guidance through complex material and sustained
coordination. Without these elements, participatory learning can become fragmented or
dependent on individual charisma. The SDLAT case was successful precisely because
participation was scaffolded by formal assessment, recurring classroom rhythms, and active
facilitation. Its fragility arose because this scaffolding depended heavily on local conditions and
individual coordination.

The broader implication is that universities should not treat SDG education as a matter
of adding sustainability content to existing courses. Nor should they assume that institutional
commitments automatically translate into student learning. The translation occurs through
pedagogical design. Course architecture, assessment, discussion formats, lecturer
preparation, student responsibility, and institutional support all shape whether SDG oriented
learning becomes meaningful. SDLAT provides an illustrative case of this translation process,
while also showing the organisational conditions needed to sustain it.

A limitation of the SDLAT case is that it was situated within CEMUS, an educational
environment already shaped by student-led and interdisciplinary traditions and narratives.
Many universities do not have this institutional culture. The transferability of the case therefore
depends on identifying which elements of the model are culturally specific and which can be
adapted elsewhere. The findings suggest that universities do not need to replicate CEMUS as
an organisation to adopt some of its pedagogical principles. However, they do need minimum
institutional conditions that protect participatory learning from becoming informal, optional or
dependent on individual enthusiasm. The following toolkit presented in Table 1 summarises
the prerequisites that emerged from the case. It is not presented as a universal model, but as
a practical framework for adapting participatory SDG 4.7 oriented pedagogy in universities with
different organisational cultures:
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Table 1. Prerequisites for adapting participatory SDG 4.7 oriented pedagogy beyond CEMUS

Institutional
permission for
experimentation

Allows lecturers and coordinators
to use dialogical, student-led and
interdisciplinary formats

Programme directors should formally
approve participatory formats in the
syllabus and assessment plan

Dedicated course
coordination

Connects guest lecturers,
students, literature, assignments
and learning outcomes

One coordinator should be responsible for
coherence across sessions, not only
administration

Ensures that invited teachers

Guest lecturers should receive a short

discussion time

structural feature rather than an
optional add-on

Lect . , . . .
ec urerl understand the course’s pedagogical brief explaining discussion
onboarding - ) , :
participatory logic time, student role and course aims
Turns participation into a Each session should reserve time for
Protected

moderated discussion, small-group work
or student-generated questions

Assessment
aligned with
participation

Makes student agency
academically recognised

Participation, oral presentation, reflective
tasks or case-based projects should count
towards examination

Situated teaching
expertise and
source plurality

Reduces the risk that Global
South contexts are taught mainly
through Northern interpretation

Courses should include lecturers, authors,
practitioners or movement-based
knowledge from the regions and
communities being studied, especially
when taught from Global North institutions

revision loops

during and after the course

Structured . C Coordinators should provide short weekly
. Prevents interdisciplinarity from : :
synthesis across . . bridges between lectures, readings and
; becoming fragmentation ;
sessions assignments
T, . Mid-course feedback, end evaluations and
Feedback and Enables institutional learning ’

coordinator reflections should inform the
next course iteration

Source: Author’s compilation.

The toolkit clarifies that the course model presented at CEMUS is not transferable as a
fixed organisational template. It actually has no exact continuation in that same institution and
other courses are organised in different ways. Its transferable contribution lies in the relation
between institutional support, situated expertise, pedagogical structure and student agency.
Universities without student-led traditions can begin with smaller changes: protecting
discussion time, aligning assessment with student participation, preparing lecturers for
interactive formats, involving regionally situated expertise and using course coordination to
connect diverse sessions.

Over time, these practices can create a culture of institutional learning even where
student-led structures are not already established. This becomes relevant because recent
research on decolonisation in global higher education shows that decolonising work is often
carried by committed individuals without sustained institutional redress, which makes
institutional support central to the durability of pedagogical change (Wheeldon & Sahay, 2025).
UNESCO (2022) argues that higher education institutions need to become more open, inter-
and transdisciplinary, and able to integrate diverse ways of knowing in response to the 2030
Agenda.
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The SDLAT case supports this recommendation but adds a concrete pedagogical layer:
openness requires infrastructure. Student agency depends on timetables, assessment rules,
lecturer preparation, source selection and coordination. In this sense, the article’s practical
contribution is to show that SDG 4.7 implementation can begin at course level, but it becomes
sustainable only when institutions recognise the organisational work that participatory
pedagogy requires.

This article examined how participatory pedagogical practices can translate SDG
oriented sustainability commitments into concrete forms of learning, student agency and
institutional practice in higher education. Drawing on a qualitative case study of the 2021
iteration of Sustainability and Development in Latin America at CEMUS, Uppsala University,
the analysis showed that SDG implementation can occur through pedagogical design, not only
through institutional strategies, curriculum mapping or sustainability reporting. The article’s
most direct contribution is to SDG 4.7, showing how Education for Sustainable Development
can be enacted through pedagogical processes rather than represented only through
curriculum statements or institutional reporting. The course supported SDG 4.7 by creating
learning conditions in which students engaged with sustainable development, human rights,
cultural diversity, gender, social justice, environmental conflict and global citizenship through
situated Latin American cases. This process-level contribution is important because SDG 4.7
requires more than the presence of sustainability terminology in formal documents. It requires
learning environments in which students can practise interpretation, dialogue, critical
judgement and responsible agency.

The central contribution of the article is to conceptualise participatory pedagogy as a
mechanism of SDG implementation in higher education. In the case examined, this mechanism
operated through interdisciplinary sequencing, dialogical seminars, student-led discussion,
project-based assessment and institutional mediation. These practices made sustainability
learnable as a contested field of historical, ecological, political and social relations. The course
did not approach the Sustainable Development Goals primarily as a list of global targets.
Rather, it translated SDG related concerns into situated questions about development,
inequality, coloniality, social mobilisation, environmental conflict and collective agency.

The findings have theoretical implications for sustainability education research. Existing
literature has shown that universities are increasingly expected to contribute to the SDGs and
that sustainability competencies require more than knowledge acquisition. This study extends
that discussion by showing how competencies are shaped by the pedagogical arrangements
through which students encounter sustainability problems. Systems thinking, normative
judgement and interpersonal collaboration were strongly supported in the case because the
course combined interdisciplinary content, ethical and political debate, and recurring dialogical
formats. Anticipatory and strategic competencies were less systematically developed, which
suggests that participatory pedagogy requires explicit scaffolding when future-oriented and
action-oriented learning are expected outcomes.

The findings also have practical implications for university teaching. First, SDG oriented
courses should not rely only on adding sustainability themes to existing syllabi. They need
pedagogical architectures that connect content, assessment, dialogue and student
responsibility. Second, student agency should not be understood as the absence of structure.
In the SDLAT case, agency was made possible by structured seminar formats, preparatory
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tasks, oral presentation, case-based assessment and repeated opportunities for discussion.
Third, interdisciplinarity requires active synthesis. The course evaluation showed that students
valued diverse perspectives, but also needed clearer connections between lectures, readings
and assignments. This indicates that successful SDG oriented learning depends on both
epistemic plurality and pedagogical coherence.

The article also points to institutional implications. Participatory sustainability education
requires time, coordination, trust and organisational support. The case showed that CEMUS
provided an enabling environment for experimentation, but also that the model depended
heavily on coordinator labour, guest lecturer alignment and local institutional conditions. This
is a significant finding because it challenges the assumption that pedagogical innovation can
be sustained by individual commitment alone. If universities want to implement the SDGs
through teaching and learning, then participatory pedagogy must be treated as part of
institutional strategy. It requires staff support, lecturer onboarding, coherent course design,
recognition of coordination work and conditions for continuity.

The case has implications for universities that lack CEMUS’s student-led culture. The
analysis suggests that participatory SDG oriented pedagogy can be adapted when four
minimum conditions are present: formal institutional permission for pedagogical
experimentation, dedicated coordination, assessment structures that recognise student
agency and deliberate attention to epistemic plurality. These conditions are modest but not
trivial. They require universities to treat Education for Sustainable Development as a
pedagogical and organisational commitment, not only as a curricular label.

The study has limitations. It is based on a single course iteration within a distinctive
educational environment, and the findings are not intended to be statistically generalisable.
The interview material was also collected retrospectively, which means that participant
recollections may have been shaped by later experiences. These limitations were addressed
through triangulation across interviews, course documents, evaluation materials and reflective
research notes. Nevertheless, the case should be understood as analytically illustrative rather
than representative. Its value lies in showing how SDG implementation through pedagogy can
be studied in detail.

Future research could examine similar pedagogical mechanisms across different
courses, universities and national contexts. Comparative studies would be particularly useful
for analysing whether participatory pedagogy supports SDG oriented learning differently in
institutions with stronger or weaker traditions of student-led education. Further research could
also investigate how anticipatory and strategic competencies can be more deliberately
integrated into participatory sustainability courses. Finally, more attention should be given to
the institutional labour behind pedagogical innovation, including coordination, facilitation,
lecturer preparation and the organisational conditions that determine whether experimental
courses survive beyond individual projects.

Finally, the article shows that SDG 4.7 implementation must be ethically attentive to
where knowledge is produced, from where it is taught and whose authority is recognised in the
classroom. Teaching Latin American sustainability struggles from Sweden could reproduce
knowledge colonialism if Latin America were treated as an object of Northern expertise. The
SDLAT case addressed this risk by making the course Latin American-led, by foregrounding
situated regional knowledge, and by using participatory pedagogy to invite students into critical
dialogue rather than passive reception. This does not remove the ethical tension of teaching
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the Global South from the Global North, but it shows how course design can make that tension
visible, discussable and pedagogically productive.

The broader implication is that higher education cannot implement the SDGs only
through declarations, strategies or curricular labels. Implementation also depends on the
everyday pedagogical forms through which students learn to interpret complexity, deliberate
across difference, question inherited assumptions and imagine possible forms of action.
Participatory pedagogy is therefore not merely a teaching method. When institutionally
supported and carefully designed, it can become one of the concrete ways through which
universities translate SDG commitments into learning experiences.
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