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the Conference of the Subdivision on Education for Sustainable
Development (ESD) within the German Educational Research
Association (GERA/DGfE)

Time for Hope?

Discourses, Dynamics, and Challenges of Education for Sustainable
Development

2-4 September 2026, TU Dortmund University (Germany)

The current societal, geopolitical, and ecological situation on Earth is marked by conflicts, crises,
and escalating tensions and is highly challenging, offering little cause for hope at first glance.
Global carbon dioxide emissions will reach a new record high in 2025; humanity has already
exceeded the seventh planetary boundary (PBScience, 2025); and COP 30 in Belém likewise failed
to deliver decisive progress. Accordingly, scientists point out that little to no time remains for
effective action to preserve the planet (Forster et al., 2025).

These and other global crises pose major challenges for educational processes and bring
questions concerning future perspectives of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) into
focus more urgently than ever before. While, contrary to this dramatic diagnosis, hopeful
narratives of a “Great Transformation” may provide orientation (WBGU, 2011), they are confronted
by sobering empirical findings (e.g. Batzing, 2023; Bluhdorn, 2020; Cline, 2014), contradictory
societal expectations, political goal conflicts, and complex social and emotional ambivalences
(e.g. Schad & Sommer, 2025; Mau, Lux & Westheuser, 2023).

Against this background, the conference focuses on the question of whether there is still “time for
hope?” (e.g. Hunze, Gartner & Dransmann, 2025; Bloch, 1954; 2022) and on the implications this
question entails for educational research on ESD. In particular, the conference theme seeks to
address which concepts of hope are appropriate within educational research on ESD and
examines the role hope plays, can play, and should play in educational processes — on the one
hand as an affective, normative, and motivational element, and on the other hand as a potentially
depoliticizing discourse that may obscure power relations or individualize structural
responsibilities (e.g. Kminek, 2019; Wendt & Gorgen, 2018). This raises the question of whether
new spaces for negotiation emerge between constructive future perspectives (Ojala, 2011) and
critical diagnoses of the present, and if so, how these can be described and assessed from an
educational science and subject-didactic perspective.
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The conference of the ESD Commission of the German Educational Research Association (DGfE)
at TU Dortmund aims to address these and numerous other educational research questions in
the context of ESD:

- How are hope, future, and transformation conceptualized, addressed, and negotiated in
current ESD discourses?

- Which dynamics and ambivalences emerge in the relationship between normatively
defined educational goals and the real conditions of pedagogical practice?

- What potentials, challenges, and blind spots arise for the further development of ESD?

- Whatrole do normative orientations, emotional dynamics, and future narratives play in a
hope-oriented alignment of educational processes?

- Whatrole does the concept of hope play from perspectives of power theory, postcolonial
studies, and critical theory?

- To what extent are hope-related aspects (in)visible in (extra-)school concepts,
frameworks, and design approaches?

- What demands are placed on educational professionals, and what role does the
“principle of hope” play in this context?

- Howdo ESD policies and structures unfold within institutional dynamics and governance,
taking into account different future perspectives of sustainable development?

- What role do dealing with uncertainty, awareness of crises, and self-efficacy play in
educational processes aimed at addressing climate-related emotions?

Call for Abstracts

We invite scholars at all career stages as well as actors from educational institutions to submit
theoretical, empirical, and conceptual contributions that engage with discourses, dynamics, and
challenges of ESD.

Contributions may be submitted in three formats:

Individual papers (a 15-minute presentation, 15-minute discussion), which will be grouped into
panels by the conference team. Abstract (max. 2,500 characters including spaces, excluding
references) outlining the research question, theoretical framework, research methodology or
conceptual approach, and key (empirical) findings or lines of argument.

Symposia (a 90 minutes) consisting of at least three thematically related contributions for a joint,
overarching discussion (with a discussant). Abstract (max. 4,000 characters including spaces,
excluding references) comprising a general abstract (explaining the shared research question and
providing brief descriptions of the individual contributions; max. 1,000 characters) and abstracts
for each individual contribution (max. 1,000 characters each). The inclusion of contributions by
early-career researchers is explicitly encouraged.

Roundtables (& 90 minutes) addressing challenges, ambivalences, and open questions for
discursive engagement (e.g. with 3-minute impulses followed by a structured discussion in
small groups). This format is flexible and particularly intended to continue current ESD
discourses (especially those from the latest commission conferences) in connection with the
conference theme. Possible discourses include, for example:
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- Normative tensions in ESD
- Emotions, crises, and hope
- Postcolonial critique and power relations

Abstracts for roundtables (max. 2,500 characters including spaces, excluding references) should
include the guiding question, theoretical references, and a description of the planned format
(structure and procedure).

Abstracts should include information on the authors (name, institution, research interests) and
can be submitted by 20 March 2026 to the following email address: bne-
kommissionstagung2026.iads.fk12@tu-dortmund.de

Extension of the Call for Abstracts to 10 April 2026!

Further information, which will be updated continuously, can be found on the website of the
Annual Conference of the DGfE Commission on Education for Sustainable Development 2026 at
TU Dortmund University:

https://iads.ep.tu-dortmund.de/institut/veranstaltungen/details/tagung-der-dgfe-kommission-
bildung-fuer-nachhaltige-entwicklung-bne-2026-59045/

Executive Board of the ESD Organizing Team of TU Dortmund University & RWTH
Commission Aachen University
Jana Costa & Helge Kminek Vanessa Henke, Lena Tacke & Magdalena Buddeberg
Claudia Gartner, Sabine Hornberg, Julia Lemke &
Katharina Schmidt
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