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AbSTRACT
this chapter describes the austrian ecoloG programme and network as an example 
of a nation-wide school network in the field of education for sustainable development. 
embedded in social network theories this network aims at greening austrian schools. 
the network was established in 1996 and includes 450 schools in 2015. evaluation 
results show that communication, the head teachers, the backing of the initiative 
by the ministry of education as well as the openness of the concept are important 
factors that support the network. the chapter concludes with some advantages and 
challenges of the development and maintenance of networks in general.
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EDUCATION AND SUSTAINAbLE DEVELOPMENT IN AUSTRIA
current education debates in austria focus, among other things, on the notion of 
sustainable development and environmental education and these debates have 
sparked a wider discussion on the nature of education in general (Rauch and steiner, 
2006). as with human rights, sustainable development may be regarded as regu-
latory idea (Kant, 1787/1956). such ideas do not determine how an object is made, 
but serve as heuristic structures for reflection. they give direction to research and 
learning processes. In terms of sustainability this implies that the contradictions, 
dilemmas and conflicting targets inherent in this vision need to be constantly 
renegotiated in a process of discourse between participants in each and every 
concrete situation (minsch, 2004). this is a challenge, but one that has considerable 



22

potential to enhance innovative developments in education. In austria, one of these  
is the creation of the ecoloG school network that aims at ecologising schools and 
establishing a sustainable school culture. ecoloG was set up as a network, not only 
to disseminate innovation and best practice, but also to fill a structural gap in the 
austrian educational system.
 
THEORETICAL CONCEPTS Of NETWORKS IN EDUCATION 
according to castells (2000), networks constitute a new social morphology in 
society, where dominant functions and processes are increasingly organised around 
networks. these networks are enhanced through new information technologies 
that provide the material basis for their expansion throughout the entire social 
structure. castells (2000) conceptualises his notion of ’network’ as a highly dynamic, 
open system consisting of nodes and flows. 

In the wake of these general societal trends and structural transformations, net-
works have also become increasingly attractive in educational systems. In the 1990s, 
systemic school modernisation processes were launched by policymakers, prompted 
by the need for reformatory change in the light of the results of international 
assessments such as the tImss and pIsa studies. since proclaiming “school auto-
nomy” as key goal the central administration in austria has focused more and more 
on contextual activities whilst delegating responsibilities to decentralised units 
(posch and altrichter, 1993; fullan, 2007; Rauch and scherz, 2009). less bureaucratic 
steering generates a need for alternative ways of coordination (altrichter, Rauch and 
Rieß, 2010), and intermediate structures (czerwanski et al., 2002) such as networks 
are expected to fill a structural gap and take over functions traditionally assigned 
to the hierarchy. Ideally, networks are conceived as an interface and effective means 
of pooling competencies and resources (posch, 1995; oecd, 2003). as intermediate 
structures, they manage autonomy and interdependent structures and processes 
and try to explore new paths in learning and cooperation between individuals and 
institutions.

per dalin‘s (1999) description of how networks function in education is an important 
theoretical basis underlying the formation of the ecoloG network. according to per 
dalin networks have four functions. firstly they have an informative function which 
becomes visible in the direct exchange of practice and knowledge for teachers 
and schools, and through the network acting as a bridge between practice and 
knowledge. a second function is to enhance professionalism. through networking, 
opportunities for further learning and competence development are encouraged by 
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the members who themselves establish learning function of the network. trust is a 
prerequisite for cooperation within a network, it is the basis for the third function 
- the psychological function which encourages and strengthens individuals. the 
fourth function is the political function. the enforceability of educational concerns 
is based on the motto “together we achieve more” (Rauch, 2013).

In order to understand the development of education for sustainable development 
(esd) in austria through networks, social network theories might help. In this 
respect the authors consider the following aspect of a network to be paramount: 

1.  mutual Intention and Goals (liebermann and Wood, 2003);
2.  trust orientation (mcdonald and Klein, 2003; mclaughlin et al., 2008);
3.  voluntary participation (boos et al., 2000; mclaughlin et al., 2008);
4.  principle of exchange (Win-Win Relationship) (oecd , 2003; mccormick et al., 

2011);
5.  steering platform (dobischat et al., 2006);
6.  synergy (schäffter, 2006 );
7.  learning (czerwanski et al., 2002; o’hair and veugelers, 2005).
the following section describes the establishment and structure of the ecoloG 
network based on these network characteristics.

THE AUSTRIAN ECO-SCHOOLS PROGRAMME – EDUCATION fOR SUSTAINAbILITY 
(ECOLOG)
ecoloG is key action programme and network on the greening of schools and ed-
ucation for sustainability. the network was developed in 1996 by an austrian team 
of teachers co-operating through the international project environment and school 
Initiatives (ensI) (posch, 1999). It is a national support system with the aim of pro-
moting and integrating an ecological approach into the development of individual 
schools. attempts are being made to embed the programme in the federal states of 
austria through regional networks. overall coordination was originally undertaken 
by the foRum umweltbildung (foRum environmental education) which operated 
as a contractor for the austrian federal ministry for education and Women’s affairs 
(bmbf) and the austrian federal ministry of agriculture, forestry, environment and 
Water management (bmlfuW). since 2015 the Institute of Instructional and school 
development (Ius) at the alpen-adria-university Klagenfurt has coordinated the 
network in cooperation with the bmbf. Within this setting the ecoloG programme 
may itself have become sustainable and can be seen as an interface between 
environmental education and school development. by 2015, over 450 schools (out 
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of approximately 6,000 schools in austria) with about 90,000 students are cur-
rently engaged in the network. six university colleges of teacher education also 
participate and many others are reached by the website, teacher in-service-training 
seminars and newsletters. 

ecoloG is based upon an ensI approach (ensI, 2014): the mutual intention and 
goal of network members and esd-schools is to analyse the ecological, technical 
and social conditions of their environment and, on the basis of these results, define 
objectives, targets, concrete activities and quality criteria, to be implemented and 
evaluated. another objective is cooperation between schools, researchers, teacher 
education as well as instructional management. students as well as all the other 
actors within schools should be involved in a participatory way and collaboration 
with authorities, businesses and other interested parties is encouraged. areas of 
concern that the network focuses on include among others saving resources (eg 
energy, water), the reduction of emissions (eg waste, traffic), spatial management 
(from the classroom to the campus), the culture of learning (communication, orga-
nisational structure) health promotion and opening the school to the community. 1 

one area of work focuses on the reorientation of technical and vocational education 
and training in support of sustainable development and the transition to a green 
economy. since 1992 a whole range of training on environmental, health and social 
aspects have been offered in austrian vocational education and training system and 
curricula have been developed as a result. 

How are ECO-Schools supported and what are the incentives?
In order to provide support, bmbf organises network support structures. the groups 
mentioned below meet twice a year centrally and also function in their regions. 
most of the people involved know each other and collaborate in different projects 
as well as the network.  

• the ecoloG regional teams coordinate the network in their regions. 
• the ensI-teacher team advises the ministry as well as the ecoloG regional 

teams regarding the further development of the network.
• the scientific advisory board has an advisory role for the ministry and for the 

central coordination of the network.

1  the aims and principles of ensI are described under the following link: http://www.ensi.org/
media-global/downloads/publications/197/theroleofensIinaglobalen__1_.pdf (page 4, principles of 
procedure).
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the network of representatives of university colleges of teacher education also has 
an advisory and development role, especially for the university colleges. 
as stated above, the support provided by the bmbf and the Ius involves the co-
ordination of the regional support teams that meet twice a year to exchange 
information, the maintenance of the website (www.oekolog.at), the publication 
of periodical news, the organisation of events and seminars, synergies with the 
regional science networks of the  “Innovations make schools top – Imst” project, 
international contacts (eu projects), as well as evaluation and research. furthermo-
re, cooperation with the foRum umweltbildung provides educational materials, 
events and contacts with other stakeholders in the field of esd.

the inclusion of the bmbf in the network as well as representatives of university 
colleges of teacher education enhances the application and adoption of educational 
concerns, an important aspect of the political function of a network (dalin, 1999).

at a regional level, support is provided by the ecoloG regional teams. their major 
task is to organise further education and training and to promote the exchange 
of experience between schools so that teachers may benefit from the growing 
pool of esd competence. In addition, the regional teams provide annual regional 
activities and events aimed at all ecoloG schools of the federal state. as a link 
between practice and knowledge, the regional teams fulfil the information as well 
as the learning function of a network. the regional teams are made up of people 
nominated from the regional school boards and the regional university colleges 
of teacher education. one of the ensI teacher team is also a member of a regional 
team.  In some provinces the ecoloG regional teams have managed to establish 
co-operation with the environment departments of the provincial governments and 
with nGos, and have been able to access financial support for the ecoloG network 
schools. participation in the ecoloG network is based on trust orientation and 
volunteering both of which are related to the psychological function of networks.

three other measures of support provided are: seminars for heads and coordinators 
to enhance the quality of esd in schools; an education support fund for health ed-
ucation and education for sustainable development and a national environmental 
performance award for schools and university colleges of teacher education (Rauch 
and pfaffenwimmer, 2014).

the austrian ensI-teacher team has been involved in the development of the 
ecoloG programme from the beginning and is the link with the international ensI 
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network. It provides encouragement for the quality development of schools and 
innovation in teacher training and therefore operates between the informative and 
political function.

the advantages for schools participating in the ecoloG network are fourfold.  
schools receive a starter kit which includes information about sustainable school 
development and suggestions for concrete measures and projects as well as an 
access to freely available publications. schools may also apply up to euR 1,200, 
for a project that deals with environment and sustainability from the education 
support fund for health education and education for sustainable development. to 
make the schools’ achievements visible, annual school reports are published on the 
ecoloG website. another benefit is that ecoloG schools have a good pedagogical 
and organisational basis on which to work towards the eco-label for schools and 
university colleges for teacher education. finally the ecoloG programme acts as 
a good foundation for school quality management initiatives as it uses a common 
structure for planning and reporting. 

Evaluation of the ECOLOG Programme
throughout the 19 years of the ecoloG programme, a series of evaluations and 
studies have been written: thonhauser et al. (1998), ehgartner (1999), Rauch and 
schrittesser (2003) and Rauch and dulle (2011). these evaluations are based on a 
mixture of interviews with teachers, head teachers, and facilitators of schools as 
well as on observational data and an analysis of material produced by the schools. 
payer et al. (2000), schober-schlatter (2002) and Knoll and szalai (2009) used que-
stionnaires and heinrich and mayr (2005) did a cross-case-analysis of the reports of 
the regional networks. these evaluations highlighted a number of factors that have 
been critical to the success of the network.

communication has proved to be the central element allowing schools to produce a 
common understanding of esd. communication is a key precondition for learning by 
all members of the school community (i.e. thonhauser et al., 1998; ehgartner, 1999). 

head teachers play an important role through their “official” support of the project 
shown through actions such as putting sustainability on the agenda of teachers’ 
conferences and by repeated statements of support in the public arena. In addition, 
heads enhance motivation by recognizing small steps with photos or an informa-
tion wall by maintaining contacts outside the school through public relations and 
the media and by providing incentives, through for example, negotiating financial 
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support with the body responsible for maintaining and financing schools (payer et 
al., 2000; schober-schlatter, 2002).

the backing of the initiative by the ministry is also seen as a motivating factor. 
the homepage of the network (http://www.oekolog.at) is an important source of 
information.  Regular in-service training workshops for teachers provide time and 
space for meetings, bringing people together face-to-face and giving them a sense 
of identity.  activities in the future will focus on the need to maintain funding, 
to develop local advisory support further and to develop quality assessment and 
educational standards. support should also include a revised political mandate, 
strengthened quality assurance (agreements on goals that are clear and achievable), 
early feedback on feasibility, quality monitoring, scientific support, and continuing 
the resource base (material and non-material incentives) (Rauch and schrittesser, 
2003; heinrich and mayr, 2005).

the openness of the ecoloG concept allows a wide range of issues to be included 
and fosters creativity. Its impacts are seen in different areas, such as a change in 
teaching methods resulting in more project work and social learning, the increased 
integration of health education e.g. through the availability of  healthy snacks, 
including ecological and social issues in lessons and considering the design of buil-
dings such as the school yard and energy optimization of the school. participation in 
ecoloG results in an enhancement of a schools image and a further development 
of external relations such as those with the community (Rauch and dulle, 2011). 

ecoloG schools that are living out a sustainable culture can influence the envi-
ronmental consciousness and competencies of pupils in a positive way through for 
example demonstrating a sustainable use of resources. approximately one third of 
the 23 ecoloG schools that were surveyed in one evaluation noted an increased 
consciousness and self-reflection by pupils towards sustainability topics including a 
greater awareness of resources use, eating healthy snacks and changes in shopping 
habits. addressing values and the interconnection of knowledge are especially im-
portant. having said that, the importance of a school should not be overestimated 
as it is only one influencing factor among many. some schools successfully involved 
parents in sustainability activities and this is another supporting factor. more 
primary schools than secondary schools managed this (Rauch and dulle, 2011).

on the one hand ecoloG is an active network due to the personal engagement 
of individual teachers. on the other hand it is necessary to establish a culture of 
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teamwork to enable the development of a sustainable school culture. this is a 
challenge for schools (Rauch and dulle, 2011). 

ecoloG schools are committed to quality development and assurance. the produc-
tion of annual reports along the lines of a school development plan caused some 
difficulties in the beginning. after 10 years, schools have written these reports with 
greater ease and the ecoloG annual report is seen as a helpful tool for reflection 
and planning. ecoloG supports quality development through the definition of 
visions and aims such as the shaping a liveable world and the perception of nature 
as a whole. furthermore, ecoloG offers a broad range of evaluation and reflection 
methods and as a result  contributes to the implementation of legal provisions like 
the quality management of educational standards (especially in science) (Rauch 
and dulle, 2011).

RESUME AND OUTLOOK
the example of the ecoloG school network shows that the theoretical concept 
of networks, including the seven aspects from literature and the four functions of 
networks according to dalin (1999) serve as a good basis for the establishment of a 
national esd network in education.

the ecoloG network carries out creative projects and through these tries to raise 
the attractiveness of esd. based on the example of ecoloG the following points can 
be made about networks in general. 

• networks in education offer goal-oriented exchange processes among teachers 
(information function) which support the professional development of teachers 
through providing fresh ideas for classroom teaching and encouraging interdis-
ciplinary cooperation in schools for example (learning function). 

• networks have the potential to create a culture of trust, with the effect of 
raising self-esteem of, and risk-taking by, teachers (psychological function) and 
in particular of upgrading science at school (political function).

• Good practice cannot be cloned, but exchanging experience on a personal level 
promotes learning and innovation. 

• It is necessary to maintain a balance of action and reflection (goal-directed 
planning and evaluation) and autonomy and networking (analysis of one’s own 
situation).  critical friends are also useful when setting up a sustainable support 
system for schools. 
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• evaluation and research needs to be driven by an active link between the 
interest in gaining new knowledge and a developmental interest. a culture of 
self-critical and collective reflection might flourish, but reflection should not 
hamper a project from being taken forward.  When maintaining a network, 
the case of the ecoloG network shows that there are a number of risks. these 
include that
• the network moves away from the interests of the stakeholders;
• common visions and goals disappear; 
• the network fails due to weak coordination and steering;
• the network fails due to a lack of resources (money and time);
• the network mutates into a bureaucracy. 

the overall challenge might be described as keeping momentum between struc-
tures and processes or, in other words, between stability and flow, to enable sustai-
nable development and learning.
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