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Extended summary

The adoption of the Global Goals of Sustainable Development signified the perspective
of the future “after 2015”, when education plays a significant role. Special attention has been
given to higher education and its democratic character, as well as to the development and role
of the critically-thinking and responsible citizens “for the 21st century®. Global policies and
theoretical concepts include requirements for reflexive and innovative teachers whose teaching
is based on transformative approaches to learning and education and deep understanding of a
complex construct such as sustainable development.

According to the results of the research, the main obstacle to the implementation of this
concept is, apart from its various definitions, an inadequate offer of initial training and profes-
sional development programmes for teachers who are supposed to carry out this demanding
task.

Taking the important role of university teachers in this process as a staring point, and
bearing in mind the specificity of our conditions in the previously mentioned wider context,
this paper offers the findings of an empirical research conducted at the University of Belgrade.
The research was carried out at the beginning of 2016, and the goal was to analyse the universi-
ty teachers’ personal definitions or understanding of the concept of “sustainable development*

The technique used was a survey conducted by means of a specially designed question-
naire, prepared and distributed in a digital form (“online”). The respondents” personal defini-
tions were analysed by applying a qualitative content analysis, while the obtained data were
coded by taking the scope of sustainable development dimensions as a main criterium. As far
as quantitative data processing is concerned, Fisher’s Exact test was used for testing the associa-
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tion between categorical variables, while Cramer’s V Coefficient was used for determining the
strentgth of the association. The differences among the categories were tested by using a one-
factor univariate analysis of variance for independent samples, whereas Eta square was used as
a measure of effect size.

The sample included 109 teachers of the University of Belgrade, teaching at faculties that
belong to different scientific groups. Assistant professors, associate professors and full profes-
sors from 21 out of 31 faculties of the University of Belgrade, from all four scientific groups,
took part in the research.

Seven categories —from one-dimensional to comprehensive ones — were identified on the
basis of the qualitative analysis of the respondents’ definitions of sustainable development. Ac-
cording to the findings, the smallest percentage of respondents (approximately 5%) took into
account only the economic dimension in defining sustainable development, whereas the ma-
jority (nearly 40%) defined this construct comprehensively and in conformity with its essence.
However, roughly 15% of university teachers defined sustainable development too narrowly or
as an ideological concept, and these responses were therefore included in the “vague or unde-
cided” category.

By analysing the corelation among the definitions (as a dependent variable) and the
group of faculties that the institutions in which the respondents are employed belong to, the
years of working experience, representation of sustainable development in the formal high-
er education, and integration of sustainable development in the subjects the respondents are
teaching (as independent variables), the final statistical analysis indicated that there was no sta-
tistical significance in any of the monitored relations.

In contrast, the findings about the corelation between the groups of sciences and the rep-
resentation of the concept of sustainable development in the curricula show statistical signifi-
cance and speak in favour of primarily technological faculties (Fet =22,245,p =,001; V =318,
p =,001). Similarly, there is a significant corelation between the representation of sustainable
development in the current curricula of the University of Belgrade, or in the subjects taught by
the teachers from our sample, and the representation of this concept in the curricula that were
taught to the teachers when they were students themselves. Namely, only 30% of the teachers
who were not familiar with the sustainable development issues in the course of their own stud-
ies, incorporate these topics in the curricula of the subject they are teaching today. On the oth-
er hand, 50% (Pet = 9,689, p =,043; V = ,204, p = ,059) of the teachers who were familiar with
sustainable development to an extent while they were students, do incorporate at least some
topic related to sustainable development in the curricula of the subjects they are teaching now.

A tendency was also observed, though statistically not particularly significant, that the
majority of the respondents whose definitions demonstrate little or no understanding of the es-
sence of the sustainable development concept are exactly those teachers who had not been fa-
miliar with these issues during their student years.

The analysis of the teachers’ perceptions of sustainable development, though conduct-
ed on a small sample in this research, is a possible way of determining implicitly whether the
values inherent to sustainable development are acceptable to our university teachers. The ac-
knowledgment of teachers’ points of view regarding this area is a necessary prerequisite for




their involvement in the concept of sustainable development and motivation to implement it.
The lack of information regarding sustainable development in the previous formal education of
university teachers, with only 40% of the respondents having a thorough understanding of the
concept, indicates that further research of educational needs is necessary. Future programmes
of initial education, and particularly professional development of teachers, for integration of
sustainable development in the higher education should be based on the findings of that re-
search.
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