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Abstract
To effectively utilize picturebooks as teaching resources for Education for Sustainable
Development (ESD) in the English language classroom, teachers must possess a set of interrelated
competencies. Among these is the ability to analyse and evaluate the content of picturebooks to
determine their suitability for ESD in English Language Teaching (ELT). This study presents a
literature module that aimed to develop the ability of student teachers for the grade levels 1 to 3
(children in the age range seven to nine in Sweden) to combine ESD with ELT using picturebooks.
The activities in the module were designed to achieve a progression from simple and concrete to
complex and abstract forms of learning. The study outlines the module’s practical application in a
teacher education English course at a Swedish university and evaluates the outcome by assessing
lists of criteria that the student teachers created to help them determine the suitability of

picturebooks in English for ESD.
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Introduction

The role of English as a global lingua franca suggests that ELT can play a central part in introducing
learners to sustainable ways of living and acting. The implementation of Education for Sustainable
Development (ESD) is challenging for primary school teachers, however, since young learners are
taking their first steps towards acquiring a second language and they are on a cognitive level that
is likely to differ from intermediate and advanced learners (Alter, 2022). Picturebooks promise a
solution to this dilemma by providing primary school teachers a means by which to introduce
sustainability issues to young learners of English (Bland, 2014; Hsiao & Shi, 2015; Ibrahim, 2020;
Yeh & Li, 2022).

The national steering documents for English in Swedish primary school for grade levels 1
to 6 do not specify literature as part of the subject’s core content (Swedish National Agency for
Education, 2022), yet literature modules are typically included in English courses for student
teachers at Swedish universities. In syllabi for English courses in teacher education for grade levels
1 to 3, literature is defined primarily as an instrument for language learning (Dodou, 2021). The
literature module presented in this study is based on the belief that teachers can benefit from
harnessing the opportunities of picturebooks also for teaching ESD. The intended outcome of the
module presented in this study is a student teacher of grades 1 to 3 who feels confident in choosing

literary material suitable for both ELT and ESD.

Approaching Picturebooks

Picturebooks have received considerable attention from literary scholars and educators, who
recognize their value as multimodal forms of literature, as well as effective educational tools
(Bland, 2018). The picturebook is a formally complex genre that relies on both visual and verbal
means of communication (Kiimmerling-Meibauer, 2018; Nikolajeva & Scott, 2002; Nodelman,
1988). Indeed, Naranci¢ Kovac (2018) observes that ‘the relationship between pictures and words
1s a fopos of picturebook research’ (p. 411). As such, the format can ‘perplex teachers and children
alike’ (Bland, 2013, p. 36) and seems to demand an advanced reader, who can identify the full
potential of using picturebooks in the classroom (Naranc¢i¢ Kovac, 2016).

In a linguistic analysis of picturebooks, the verbal and the visual aspects of the format

should ideally be understood as integral (Gressnich, 2018). In several ELT tertiary textbooks,
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however, the images in picturebooks are regarded primarily as non-linguistic scaffolds, which serve
to improve reading comprehension or act as models for written and oral responses from young
learners (see, for example, Keaveney & Lundberg, 2023; Lundberg, 2020; Lado, 2012). In
comparison, a content analysis that seeks to identify how individual picturebooks address certain
topics must consider both the verbal and the visual properties of a book when trying to understand
how its specific characters, setting and plot contribute to the main theme. From a reader-oriented
perspective, words and pictures can be understood spatially, or holistically, as well as sequentially
(Naranci¢ Kovac, 2018; Nodelman, 1988). Both elements carry meaning informed by style, subject
and mood, but they might not convey the same message (Nodelman, 1988). Words and pictures
can exist in ‘counterpoint,” which means that the two properties communicate alternative
information (Nikolajeva & Scott, 2006, p. 17). They can also complement each other or exist in a

relationship of symmetry (Nikolajeva & Scott, 2006).

Picturebooks and ESD

In the 1990s, the UN put forth the need for sustainable development, defined in the Brundtland
Report as a ‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs’ (United Nations, 1987). The 17 sustainable
development goals that have been created since then make up a set of interlinked, action-based
objectives that function as a ‘plan of action for people, planet and prosperity’ (United Nations,
2017). The implementation of the goals has become worldwide. In 2022, the Council of the
European Union proposed that all educators become sustainability educators, no matter their
discipline or sector of education.

Educators and researchers have established that picturebooks can be used successfully to
teach environmental consciousness, address social justice issues and promote intercultural and
transcultural awareness in ELT and in early childhood education in general (see, for example, Alter,
2018; Bland, 2014; Hsiao & Shih, 2015; Spearman & Eckhoff, 2012). The cultural influence of
picturebooks on young learner can, in other words, be substantial if handled with competence and
purpose. The literature module outlined in this study follows the advice of, among others, Bland

(2014), who argues for the inclusion of Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) in ELT,
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as a vital and enriching complement to the communicative aspects of language learning emphasized
in the Common European Framework of Reference (Council of Europe, 2024).

ESD involves taking an ideological approach to literature. The action-based nature of ESD
requires that the question of what literature studies in ELT are for, beyond the communicative skills
that they are meant to develop, must be addressed. From a global perspective, young learners have
little actual agency and power over their own lives. As such, they have limited ability to ‘actively
and critically participate in and contribute to their local and global communities’ (Alter, 2022,
p- 59). The question of purpose has been brought up in relation to the ecocritical dimensions of
ESD (see Bartosch & Garrard, 2013; Major & McMurry, 2012). For Bartosch and Garrard (2013),
the answer to the question of purpose is that the study of literature from an ecocritical, and therefore
also from a sustainability, perspective makes possible ‘the right sorts of questions’ and encourages
learners in ‘their own search for answers’ (p. 7). If one considers the priority with which
environmental concerns and climate change hold vis-a-vis social justice topics, such as class,
gender and race (Bland, 2014), it is also worth turning to Bhagwanji and Born (2018) for a partial
answer to what literature can do for young learners in an ESD context. To Bhagwanji and Born
(2018), ‘environmental literacy,” ‘joy brought on by a closeness to nature’ and, not least, a ‘sense
of wonder, appreciation for beauty and mystery of the natural world,” they argue, are some of the
positive effects of thoughtfully selected children’s literature, including picturebooks, on young

learners (p. 87).

Module Design and Theoretical Framework
The literature module presented in this study takes as its starting point a content analysis of a
selection of picturebooks. The activities in the module were designed to correspond with a revised
version of Bloom’s taxonomy of objective outcomes (Bloom et al., 1956; revised by Krathwohl,
2002). The taxonomy categorizes and classifies the cognitive domain of learning at distinct levels
according to complexity and abstraction. More specifically, the different levels in the taxonomy
signify a progression from simple to complex, and concrete to abstract, forms of learning. In the
module presented in this study, the outcomes of the first activity aimed to correspond with the
levels knowledge and comprehension in the original taxonomy, which in the revised version has

been translated into verbs, such as identifying or recognizing, and classifying and explaining,

https://clelejournal.org/ ISSN 2195-5212




children's
literature in
en

Wt Children’s Literature in English Language Education
CLELE 12.1 (2024)
JOURNAL

clelejournal.org

respectively. The second activity progressed to application, which in the revised taxonomy is
expressed through the verbs carrying out or using. The third activity intended to move the students
further up the taxonomy, to the levels of analysis and synthesis, or categorizing and evaluating,
while the intended outcome of the fourth activity was creation, translated into the verbs combining,
choosing, and developing.

The module integrated Bloom’s taxonomy with the social constructivist theories of
Vygotsky (1978). All the activities in the module were conducted in small groups, based on the
assumption that intellectual growth is enhanced and accelerated through social interaction. The
module was structured on the principle that the members in each group would progressively reach
new heights of understanding and skill, or learning outcomes in Bloom’s taxonomy, by assisting
each other. Every activity sought to hone the student teachers’ ability to assess and evaluate, even
when these abilities were not primary aims.

The sections that follow outline the activities that made up the module and provide a short
account of the results of each activity. Every activity was begun and completed during a 90-minute
seminar, with the exception of activities four and five, which were completed outside the seminars.
The first two seminars focused on three picturebooks: Dear Earth (Otter & Anganuzzi, 2021), Tree
Full of Wonder (Smithers & Nejman, 2021) and Tidy (Gravett, 2016). The selection of the
picturebooks was thematic, but also a choice based on convenience, since the books are in print
and were therefore available to all participants. For the third activity in the module, the student
teachers were given access to a broader selection of picturebooks that touch on sustainability topics
such as social justice and global citizenship. Collectively, then, all picturebooks deal with topics
that can be linked to at least one of the three major aspects of sustainable development
(environment, society, economy) and have potential as material suitable for ESD. For a complete
list of the picturebooks, see the Appendix. The fourth activity asked the student teachers to create
a list of selection criteria to help them choose picturebooks suitable for both ELT and ESD, while

the final activity was a written reflection, which was completed individually.

The Participants in the Study
This study relies on assignments completed by a class of student teachers at a Swedish university.

The participants were already familiar with ESD as a concept, which they had been introduced to
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in a natural science course in their teacher training programme. They also possessed some
knowledge of the UN’s 17 sustainability goals before they began the module (United Nations,
2015). At the beginning of the module, many of the participants expressed enthusiasm for using

picturebooks in ELT but were doubtful whether such use could be combined with ESD.

Activity One: A Content Analysis
The first activity in the module asked the student teachers to perform a basic content analysis of
the three pre-selected picturebooks, Dear Earth (2021), A Tree Full of Wonder (2021) and Tidy
(2016), from an ESD perspective. The aim of the activity was to identify how nature is represented
in each book and how characters, setting and plot contribute to that representation. The study does
not leave room for a comprehensive presentation of the analyses performed by the student teachers
who partook in the module. A short summary will therefore have to suffice.

In Dear Earth, a young girl writes a letter to Earth, in which she envisions herself exploring
different parts of the natural world. Several participants in the module highlighted the scarcity of
plot development in the picturebook. Each double-page spread in the book portrays a different
natural environment, such as the ocean or the steppe, and the animals that typically habitat each
setting. The student teachers noticed that the girl character appears in every image, but they did not
identify the correspondence between her visual presence and the first-person voice in her letter
until this was pointed out to them, nor did they perceive the anthropocentric perspective of the
girl’s constant presence or her explorative aspirations as problematic from a sustainability point of
view. Instead, they observed that the girl’s diminutive appearance in the images highlighted the
magnificence of the natural environment, which they interpreted as one of the book’s main
messages. Most student teachers stated that they would include Dear Earth in their ELT if it could
encourage young learners to pay attention to the beauty and the wonders of the natural world.

In contrast, none of the groups liked Tree Full of Wonder, which lacks a plot and is best
described as an informational picturebook (Merveldt, 2018). Apart from the final pages, each
double-page spread in the book describes how trees contribute to the protection of the environment
and the aesthetic, historical and existential role that they play in the lives of humans. Merveldt
(2018) argues that successful informational picturebooks need to draw on culturally specific

narrative and descriptive forms to engage readers intellectually and emotionally. The student

https://clelejournal.org/ ISSN 2195-5212




children's
literature in
en

Wt Children’s Literature in English Language Education
CLELE 12.1 (2024)
JOURNAL

clelejournal.org

teachers found the organization of the verbal information presented in Tree Full of Wonder
confusing and no one could identify any visual links between the spreads apart from the recurrence
of trees and various child characters. All groups identified the message of the picturebook as tree
conservation through the planting of new trees and the conservative use of paper. Lack of time
stopped the class from considering the effects of such actions in a real-world context.

When Tidy was analysed none of the participants found the anthropomorphized animals in
the picturebook problematic. A possible explanation for this might be the prevalence of personified
animals in picturebooks (Hooykhaas et al., 2022). The plot in 7idy follows a classic structure,
where the rising action results in a climactic moment that changes the trajectory of events. Pete,
the badger, decides to tidy up his immediate environment but ends up destroying it instead. Once
he realizes that his actions have made him homeless, he sets out to recreate the environment that
his cleaning up has demolished. Several groups observed an ironic distance between the visual and
the verbal properties of the picturebook. While Pete is the text’s sole focalizer, the images include
additional animals, whose facial expressions reveal anxiety when observing the badger’s actions.
All groups found the plot amusing, but some were uncertain about the book’s message, since the
book does not provide a more environmentally friendly alternative to Pete’s destructive cleaning
up. As a result, they worried that young learners, too, would find the picturebook confusing. None
of the student teachers commented on the fact that the pictures present a park landscape rather than
a forest, even though a forest is referred to as the setting in the verbal text. Consequently, they did
not consider why an environment created entirely by humans is described ‘as it always has been’
(Gravett, 2016) after Peter has restored the landscape to its earlier condition, nor what ecological
message this comment might send to young readers.

Several student teachers recognized that the language and grammar in the picturebooks
might be too advanced for very young learners of English. That ESD through picturebooks in
English has to take place through the medium of Swedish because of the young learners’ limited
English knowledge, was not seen as a problem by the participants in the module. However, since
the hours assigned to teaching English in Swedish primary school for ages seven to nine are few (a
total of 60 hours divided over the course of three years) compared to the hours assigned to Swedish
(680 hours divided over three years), introducing a topic through a picturebook in English and then

conducting the discussion in Swedish was seen as a productive way to combine the two subjects.
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Activity Two: A Digital Picturebook
In the second seminar, the student teachers were tasked with considering the topics introduced in
seminar one through an aesthetic form of expression. The groups had to create their own
picturebooks in the programme Storyjumper. For this assignment, the student teachers were
supposed to apply the knowledge that they had presumably acquired during the content analysis in
seminar one to a particular and concrete situation. The assignment instructions stated that the digital
picturebook should be suitable for ELT in grades 1 to 3 and address a sustainability-related topic
or goal. Participants could base their picturebook on Dear Earth, Tree Full of Wonder or Tidy by
creating a sequel or parallel story, but this was not a requirement. The programme Storyjumper was
chosen for two reasons. It was free of charge and relatively easy to use also for a complete beginner.

The activity resulted in thirteen picturebooks. Of these, six picturebooks took their
inspiration from the picturebook 7idy, four from Dear Earth, and two from Tree of Wonder. One
picturebook was not based on any of the three picturebooks from seminar one. Of the thirteen
student-created picturebooks, most included writing at a language level that was suitable for
children in grades 1 to 3. Minor language mistakes in the picturebooks reflected variations in the
participants’ English proficiency. The collaborative nature of the assignment meant that these
mistakes could not be linked to individual student teachers’ contributions, and they were not
brought up when the picturebooks were presented in class.

All the picturebooks touched upon the topic of sustainability in their content. Together, the
thirteen picturebooks linked to a total of five identifiable sustainability goals. These were goal 6:
clean water and sanitation; goal 8: decent work and economic growth; goal 13: climate action; goal
14: life below water and goal 15: life on land. Of these goals, 13, 14 and 15 had previously been
identified by the students as addressed in the three picturebooks assigned to the first part of the
module, while goals 6 and 8 had not been brought up in previous discussions.

Extracts from two student-created picturebooks serve to illustrate what lessons, if any, the
student teachers had drawn from the content analyses performed in seminar one, and whether they
could articulate the content of these lessons when they created their own picturebooks. In the
student-made picturebook Letter from Earth, anthropomorphized animals are introduced on one

page of every spread. The animals speak in simple sentences and use set phrases, while the words
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on the opposite pages come from a letter written by Earth and address environmental concerns (see

Figures 1, 2 and 3).

= R y
~ “Hi, my name is Ted. I
love to play on the ice
and fish!”

Figure 1: Pages 3-4 from Letter from Earth (based on Dear Earth).

“Hi, my name is Will. I am a
wolf. I like to play but
humans are afraid of me.”

s Qﬁ A%
N A

Figure 2: Pages 19-20 from Letter from Earth (based on Dear Earth).
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The wolf can be dangerous so it is best
to leave it alone. For other animals,
like deer, humans can help with food in
the winter.

2

Figure 3: Pages 21-22 from Letter from Earth (based on Dear Earth).

Of particular interest are the anthropomorphized animals in Letter from Earth. Storyjumper allows
for the inclusion of pictures that users can upload from anywhere. In the picturebook, the student
teachers depart from the anthropocentric perspective of Dear Earth. Instead, they introduce ‘cute,’
anthropomorphized animals as main characters and the Earth as narrator. The anthropomorphizing
of the animals in the picturebook is occasionally challenged by the letters from Earth, such as the
warning to readers against real wolves (Figure 3). Such a warning, however, is missing when a
polar bear (Figure 1) is introduced earlier in the picturebook.

The anthropomorphizing of animal characters is a contested topic. Some researchers argue
that ‘cute’ visual portrayals of animals, such as polar bears and wolves with human-like features
(Figures 1 and 2), can affect children’s knowledge of animals negatively (Ganea et al., 2014;
Marriott, 2002). Others contend that anthropomorphically portrayed animals make them relatable
for children (Chan, 2012), which can aid in their learning about the natural world (Geerdts et al.,
2016). The extent to which the appearance of ‘cute’ animals makes young readers care more about
the threats to animals and their habitats, is therefore up for debate and should ideally be brought up
as a topic for discussion in future iterations of the course, especially since many award-winning
creators of picturebooks seek to avoid cuteness in their portrayal of animals.

The student-made picturebook Can I Get a Break? serves as an example of how a loose
adaptation of Tidy allowed another group of student teachers to bring up a topic that departs from

the environmental content of the three picturebooks which they had studied so far. Can I Get a
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1

Break? communicates the need for decent work conditions through a revision of the content of the
original book. Workers’ rights form part of sustainability goal 8, yet it is a topic that is not

addressed in Tidy.

He misses the dances and his bed, ‘Can )\ co
home now? He said.

Lance did evendfhina to But his home was deskogee\ and

make Pete haﬂa& un?o(‘h.\r\afehj he was stil emPlotjeo\.

But Pete was never

satisfied and s’rageo\

Lance is h3993 that the hard work is
done, now ‘l‘he.ﬁ have time to recover
under the sun.

To work as & team is always the best,

The\j decided to take a ak,
S0 +he3 could dance and eat cake.

then You even 3e+ a well deserved rest.

Figure 5. Pages 13-14 from Can I Get a Break? (based on Tidy).

In Can I Get a Break?, Pete is a badger who puts the other animals to work in cleaning up the forest
and does not allow them any rest (Figure 4). It is only when the other animals protest that Pete

realizes that he has created unfair working conditions for them, and he subsequently changes these
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conditions for the better. As a result, everyone is happy, including Pete, who realizes that his
ambition to clean up the forest had gone too far (Figure 5).

The landscape in the picturebook resembles the environment in 7idy, yet in the student-
produced picturebook the park-like milieu matters less, since the theme in Can I Get a Break?
appears to differ from the main theme of 7Tidy, although none of the participants in the course was
sure what message the latter sought to communicate. The content of Can I Get a Break? reveals a
basic awareness of the kind of content a picturebook needs to make it suitable for ESD. Equally
important, the picturebook demonstrates that the student teachers who created it recognize that

ESD include topics beyond purely environmental concerns.

Activity Three: A Thematic Assessment

The third group activity aimed to develop the student teachers’ ability to critically assess and select
picturebooks suitable for ESD in ELT. In the process, it also sought to hone their metacognitive
skills, such as the ability to select, implement and critically assess their use of classroom material
and accompanying activities. To achieve these aims, the groups were asked to rely on a pre-made
assessment guide in the form of a grid (see Tables 1 to 4), loosely based on the four ‘knowledge
processes’ established by New London Group (1996) and Kalantzis and Cope (2016), and further
developed by Reyes-Torres and Portalés Raga (2020). Here, the grid has been revised and divided
into four tables for the sake of clarity.

In activity three, the student teachers were assigned picturebooks on topics that could be
connected to sustainability goals promoting global citizenship and social justice, such as goal 1: no
poverty, goal 5: gender equality, goal 10: reduced inequalities and goal 16: peace, justice and strong
institutions. A complete list of the picturebooks used in the activity can be found in the Appendix.

Each group was randomly assigned two picturebooks from the list.

Involves learning by exploring issues of the real PRE-READING:

world, whether by drawing on young learners’ [dentify what is on the cover.

everyday reality (their community background or ~predict what the book is about based on the cover.

personal interests and motivations), or by Ask pupils to compare what is depicted on the cover

exploring cross-cultural differences among to their own experiences.
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young learners to induce personal growth. Pose questions:

Do you know the English words for what you see on

the cover, or what a word on the cover means?

Table 1. Experience

The first step of the activity (Table 1) asked the student teachers to analyse the covers of the two
picturebooks to determine whether the books seemed to explore real-world issues and sustainability
goals related to social justice or global citizenship. To help them in this task, the grid also included
questions that might be brought up in the primary school classroom when teachers introduce a

picturebook.

Involves learning to identify abstract concepts by DURING READING:

making distinctions, identifying similarities and Ask questions about the pictures and about the

differences, and categorizing with labels to explain story (characters, setting, time frame, plot etc).

those concepts. Talk about the pictures separately and ask
questions, never forgetting that there is no correct

ansSwer.

Make comparisons and identify similarities and

differences based on the pictures and the text.

Link words and images to help with language

learning.

Table 2. Conceptualize

The second part of the grid (Table 2) asked the participants to consider picturebooks as value-laden
literature that rely on abstract concepts which can be identified, categorized and then analysed. To
determine whether the picturebooks were suitable material for helping young learners develop
sustainability awareness, first the groups had to identify which abstract concepts could be found in
the content and then determine how to categorize these concepts.

At this stage, the ideological aspects of using literature in ESD became obvious. The
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activity resulted in sometimes heated discussions in the groups about which categories and topics
were appropriate to approach in primary school for the purpose of ESD. Some of students believed
that skin colour should never be discussed, while others argued that a picturebook such as Sulwe
(Nyong’o & Harrison, 2021), which addresses the topic of skin colour, should be part of every
classroom. Other groups argued for the inclusion of the picturebook The Kindest Red: A Story of
Hijab and Friendship (Muhammad et al., 2023) to promote diversity, while others criticized the

picturebook for seemingly normalizing hijabs on young girls.

Involves learning to examine causes and effects of POST-READING:

something and to evaluate one’s own world views Prompt pupils to express their opinions on
and those of others. dilemmas or emotionally charged moments in the

story.

Work with vocabulary, e.g., words for emotions

and feelings, through word games connected to the

story, or similar.

Ask questions relating to the plot or the message of
the picturebook, e.g.:

What is a good friend and what do you do if your
friends argue?

What do you like and dislike?

What kind of world do you want?

Table 3. Analyse

Attempts to conceptualize the kinds of values that seemed to inform the picturebooks also resulted
in the discussions about what kinds of activities could take place after reading (Table 3). This part
of the activity required the groups to imagine how they might practically apply the categories and
labels that they had identified in the earlier part of the seminar (Table 2). Once again, the grid
included example activities and questions for the primary school classroom to help the student

teachers assess the picturebooks’ suitability for ELT and ESD.
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Involves learning to act in the world by
reproducing a knowledge operation in a context
which is similar to the original context (the
picturebook) or by mixing and remixing existing
elements from the original context in completely
divergent ways, which leads to creative forms of

action and perception.

BEYOND READING:

Dramatize events from the picturebook.

Create a recycling project.

Make a tree of hope (with words for feelings or

wishes on the leaves).

Recreate the story from another character’s

perspective.

Table 4. Apply

The final part of the grid required that the participants explore how they could work with the themes
brought up in the picturebooks in ways that did not involve the picturebook itself. This part of the
activity demanded that the student teachers had read and analysed the content of the picturebooks,
but also considered how classroom activities could be applied to help young learners advance their
English language skills and sustainability awareness (Table 4).

In activity three, the participants in the module assessed their assigned picturebooks with
the help of an assessment guide in the form of a grid that described four knowledge processes of
learning (experience, conceptualize, analyse and apply), while also developing their own meta-
cognition. The purpose of the grid was to prepare the students for activity four, where the groups
collectively had to decide upon a list of criteria that might help them to determine whether to

introduce a certain picturebook into the ELT classroom.

Activity Four: Choosing Picturebooks Suitable for ESD in ELT
The final group activity in the module asked the participants to create a list of criteria for choosing
picturebooks suitable for ESD in ELT. Previous studies suggest that English language teachers lack
confidence in choosing picturebooks suitable for ESD (Spearman & Eckhoff, 2012; Yeh & Li,
2022). A set list of criteria could therefore help teachers to choose which picturebooks to include
in the ELT classroom for teaching sustainable development (Yeh & Li, 2022). In this activity, the
aim was to create a list of criteria. The students should also explain why these criteria were included
on the list and apply the criteria on three picturebooks of their choice from the module. Although
the groups were free to come up with their own criteria, they were given a list of 39 possible criteria

amassed from previous studies (Bhagwanji and Born, 2018; Bland, 2014; Buell, 1995; Derman-
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Sparks, 2023; Yeh & Li, 2022). Some of these criteria were revised for clarity and brevity before
they were sent to the groups at the start of the activity.

After the deadline, twelve groups had submitted lists. The twelve lists included a total of 48
selection criteria. All 39 criteria from the pre-made list could be found on the groups’ lists, but
more than half of these occurred on a single list, which was an outlier list consisting of fully 32
criteria. The other groups’ lists included between four and thirteen criteria each. Listed below are
the twelve criteria which were included on at least four lists. All the criteria on the compiled list
below came from the pre-made list. The number following each criterion state the number of group

lists on which that particular criterion appeared:

1  The pictures are captivating and hold children’s interest. (8)
The story and pictures trigger self-reflection and thinking. (8)
Solidarity and empathy with others are dominant themes in the story. (7)

Vocabulary and pictures promote diversity and inclusion. (5)

(U, I N VS I 8

At least one of the three major aspects of sustainable development (environment,
society, economy) is in focus. (5)

6  Stereotypes about particular identity markers (for example, gender, race, ethnicity,
class, sexual orientation, disability) and minoritized groups, whether in human or
non-human form, are not included. (4)

7  Groups and individuals that are often absent from picturebooks (for example,
families that practice Islam, low-income families, transgender adults and children)
are included. (4)

8  Human accountability to and responsibility for the environment is part of the text’s
ethical orientation. (4)

9  The pictures demonstrate a sense of wonder towards the beauty of nature. (4)

10 The story promotes verbal and visual literacy through the inclusion of words and
images relating to the natural world. (4)

11 Child characters are presented as individuals who can think critically and
logically. (4)

12 The story is engaging and hopeful. (4)
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Criteria 1, 2 and 4 recognize that picturebooks consist of both verbal and visual signs. These criteria
might appear high on the list because of the content analysis that the participants performed in
seminar one, or simply because the combination of words and pictures is a key feature of the
picturebook format itself. That the student teachers acknowledged the importance of pictures in
children’s enjoyment of picturebooks is suggested by the inclusion of criterion 1 on the list, while
criterion 9 specifies what might contribute to such an enjoyment. Criteria linked to social justice,
such as the need for diversity and inclusion in picturebooks, appear on at least seven lists through
criterion 3. Other criteria on the compiled list that emphasize social justice are criterion 7, which
articulates what diversity and inclusion can look like in picturebooks, and criterion 6, which warns
against picturebooks that promote stereotypes.

Criteria from the pre-made list that underline environmental and climate concerns also
made it onto the compiled list. Criteria 8, 9 and 10 relate directly or indirectly to connections
between human beings and their natural environment. Relatively few criteria relating to the
environment made it onto the compiled list when one considers that the picturebooks on which
most of the groups chose to apply their criteria were Tidy and Dear Earth, two picturebooks that
supposedly address the need for environmental conservation and care. Because these picturebooks
were obligatory reading material in the module, the decision to apply the criteria on these books
might have been made for practical reasons; every participant in the module was sure to have access
to the two picturebooks. The third obligatory picturebook, Tree Full of Wonder, was assessed by a
single group. That social justice topics appeared as often as environmental topics might have been
an effect of the proximity of activity three to activity four, when the groups were asked to create
their lists. During activity three some of the participants read and assessed picturebooks with social
justice themes.

Finally, certain criteria on the list indicate that the student teachers took their future young
learners into account when they came up with their lists. Criterion 11 requires picturebooks about
child characters who can think critically and logically, while criterion 2 asks for picturebooks that
will trigger similar (critical) thinking skills and self-reflection in their readers. Together with
criteria 8 and criteria 12, which ask for picturebooks that can visually stimulate readers’
imagination, and engage and give them hope, these four criteria suggest that the student teachers

were optimistic about the extent to which literature in ESD can contribute to raising learners’
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consciousness of the need for a sustainable future. None of the goals, however, required a

picturebook which demanded that readers take action to ensure such a future.

Concluding Thoughts

The purpose of this study was to present an outline for, and assess the outcome of, a small literature
module which sought to combine ESD with ELT and was aimed at future teachers of young
learners. A strong motivator for the creation of the module was a belief that CLIL can enrich the
communicative aspects of ELT. Another motivating factor is the notion that the very survival of
our societies and the planet depends on sustainable ways of living. The module, which has been
implemented only once at the time of writing this paper, was an attempt to answer the call from the
Council of the European Union on the need for educators of all kinds to promote sustainability.
The hope was that the module’s dependence on Bloom’s taxonomy for its design would lead the
participating student teachers to feel confident in choosing literary material suitable for both ELT
and ESD in primary school.

To achieve this aim, the module guided its participants through four related activities that
were designed to build on each other. Of these activities, the second asked the student teachers to
create a digital picturebook. The finished products suggest that a single seminar during which the
students were introduced to and analysed the content of three picturebooks was not sufficient
preparation for making their own picturebooks. Despite this realization, most students still named
the second activity as their favourite in their reflections. As an exercise in practically trying to
figure out what kind of content a picturebook needs to have to be considered for ESD in ELT, it
might still have its uses.

In future versions of the module, the student teachers’ assessment of picturebooks as
material specifically suitable for ELT will also require more support, ideally through reading
material that provides them with linguistically precise terminology (Gressnich, 2018). Any such
material must nevertheless be complemented by information about the social meaning of
picturebooks, which is created when picturebooks are read aloud and change depending on
participants and situations (Nikolajeva & Scott, 2002).

If activity two illustrated the illusory simplicity of picturebooks, the content analyses that

took place in the module revealed that sustainability is a concept that requires thoughtful
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consideration also by authors and illustrators of picturebooks. The picturebooks selected for the
module were not meant to be exemplary, but examples of picturebooks that in one way or another
made claims to promote sustainability. In future iterations of the module 7idy might benefit from
a comparison with, for example, Fox: A Circle of Life Story (Thomas & Egnéus, 2020), which
portrays the ecological processes involved in the decomposition of a fox corpse in a forest, the very
processes that Pete’s tidying destroys. The module might also benefit from the replacement of 7Tree
Full of Wonder with another picturebook, such as The Oak Tree (Donaldson & Sandey, 2023), in
which readers are introduced to the life of an oak, from acorn to toppled trunk, over a 1,000-year
period. Such a time span is difficult to comprehend even for adults yet is made understandable to
young readers through the picturebook.

As pointed out by Alter (2022), young learners have little actual agency when it comes to
having a meaningful influence over their environment. It is questionable whether the actions that
young learners are typically asked to perform in the name of sustainable development will have
any significant impact on their or other people’s lives. Dear Earth and Tree Full of Wonder include
child characters and list actions that young readers can supposedly take to help preserve and
improve the local and the global environment, such as recycling trash and conserving water. The
presence of child characters and lists of eco-friendly activities suggest that the onus lies on children
to improve environments, economies and societies in a meaningful way. Whether these

expectations are realistic or fair, only the future can tell.
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