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Aim: This thesis examines how the sustainable food citizen is constructed in the 
national curriculum and school meal policy documents in Sweden and Finland. 
The study investigates how food education and school meals function as sites 
where sustainability, responsibility and citizenship are articulated through 
curriculum governance. 

Theory: The study draws on curriculum and citizenship theories. Building on 
Wahlström's framework for curriculum knowledge orientations, Barthes' 
concept of the hidden curriculum, Biesta's notion of subjectification, and 
Westheimer and Kahne's models of democratic citizenship, the analysis 
conceptualises curriculum as a political instrument that selects, organises, and 
hierarchises knowledge while constructing learner subjectivities. The 
distinction between instrumental and transformative approaches to 
sustainability education, developed by Sterling, Vare and Scott, and Sund and 
Öhman, provides the overarching analytical perspective through which these 
four frameworks are applied. 

Method: A qualitative document analysis was conducted on four national policy 
documents: the Swedish National Core Curriculum (Lgr22) and National 
Guidelines for School Meals, and the Finnish National Core Curriculum for 
Basic Education (2014) and the national school meal guidance document titled 
“Eating and Learning Together”. The analysis focused on three analytical 
dimensions: sustainability orientation, imagined learner, and knowledge 
selection and hierarchy, in line with the study's analytical framework provided 
by the theories. A cross-national comparison was then performed to identify 
convergences and divergences across the three analytical dimensions. 

Results: The analysis shows that while both countries integrate food education within 
sustainability goals and treat school meals as educationally significant, they 
construct the sustainable food citizen through fundamentally different 
educational approaches. Swedish documents frame sustainability through 
individual responsibility and behavioural guidance, while Finnish documents 
frame it as systemic, participatory, and collectively oriented. These differences 
are visible across all three analytical dimensions: sustainability orientation, 
imagined learner, and knowledge selection and hierarchy. 
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Introduction  

Food systems have become a central concern in sustainability research because they are deeply 
implicated in contemporary environmental and social crises. The ways food is produced, processed, 
distributed, sold, and consumed shape ecological systems, public health, economic relations, and 
everyday life. Current food systems are widely understood as unsustainable because they generate 
significant environmental pressures while also reproducing social inequalities and uneven access to 
healthy food (El Bilali et al., 2019). The environmental impacts of food systems are substantial. 
Agricultural production contributes to greenhouse gas emissions, biodiversity loss, soil degradation, 
and water stress, while global food supply chains intensify energy use, transport emissions, and food 
waste. These impacts are not isolated problems but interconnected features of how current food 
systems are organised. Sustainability challenges in food systems, therefore, cannot be reduced to a 
single issue such as climate or health; rather, they involve multiple ecological and social processes 
operating across scales (Weber et al., 2020). 

Political and economic inequalities also shape food systems. Global food chains distribute risks, 
labour, and resources unevenly, often placing the burdens of unsustainable production on some 
populations while concentrating benefits elsewhere. At the same time, diet illness, food insecurity, and 
unequal access to nutritious food demonstrate that food systems are not only environmental systems 
but also systems of justice, welfare, and power (Ruben et al., 2021). For these reasons, scholars 
increasingly argue that sustainability in food systems requires systemic transformation. Food systems 
transformation involves changes in production, governance, consumption, infrastructure, and social 
norms. It also involves questioning dominant assumptions about efficiency, growth, responsibility, and 
value in relation to food (Juri et al., 2024). Sustainable food systems are therefore not only a matter of 
improving food choices, but of rethinking how societies organise food life. 

This growing emphasis on transformation has important implications for education. If food systems 
are major sites of sustainability transitions, then education is relevant not only as a means of 
transmitting knowledge about food but also as a social practice through which future citizens learn to 
understand, evaluate, and act within food systems. Educational institutions can shape how young 
people think about food, health, environment, responsibility, and collective life. In that sense, 
education is part of the wider societal infrastructure through which food futures are imagined and 
reproduced (Weber et al., 2020). Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) emerged as an 
international response to the recognition that education must play a role in addressing environmental 
and social crises. Instead of treating sustainability as a specialised topic for environmental education 
alone, ESD positions sustainability as a broad educational concern that cuts across knowledge, values, 
and action. It links education to questions of ecological integrity, social justice, cultural diversity, and 
future-oriented responsibility (UNESCO, 2017). Within international policy, ESD gained renewed 
visibility through the Sustainable Development Goals, especially SDG 4.7, which calls for learners to 
acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including sustainable 
lifestyles, global citizenship, and appreciation of cultural diversity. In this policy framing, education is 
expected not simply to inform learners about sustainability, but to prepare them to contribute to more 
sustainable societies (UNESCO, 2017). 

However, the meaning of ESD is not straightforward. Scholars have long argued that sustainability 
education is a contested field, shaped by competing ideas about the purposes of education and the 
meaning of sustainability itself. Some approaches emphasise adaptation, awareness, and behaviour 
change, while others stress critical reflection, social transformation, and democratic engagement. 
Sterling argues that sustainability education should not only reform educational content but also 
question the assumptions and structures through which education operates, making learning itself 
more transformative and reflexive (Sterling, 2016). This distinction is important as it affects what 
kinds of learners education aims to produce. If sustainability education is understood primarily as 
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helping individuals adopt better habits, then the emphasis shifts to compliance, personal responsibility, 
and correct behaviour. If it is understood more transformatively, then the emphasis shifts toward 
critical thinking, ethical judgment, participation, and the ability to imagine alternative futures. ESD 
therefore raises not only pedagogical questions but also political and curricular ones: what counts as 
knowledge of sustainability, who should learn it, and for what purposes. At the same time, ESD also 
carries tensions. It may be framed as emancipatory and future-oriented, yet implemented in narrow, 
instrumental ways. It may invoke transformation while being translated into lists of behaviours or 
technical outcomes. Recognising these tensions is especially important for curriculum research, 
because curriculum documents are one of the main sites where broad sustainability ambitions are 
translated into educational priorities and expectations (Vare et al., 2022). 

Within this broader ESD landscape, food systems have emerged as a productive site for sustainability 
learning as food connects global systems and intimate everyday practices. Learners encounter food 
daily through meals, preferences, routines, and social relationships. At the same time, food is shaped 
by agricultural systems, labour relations, markets, environmental conditions, and cultural traditions. 
This makes food a powerful pedagogical entry point into sustainability issues that might otherwise 
remain abstract. Research on sustainable food systems education suggests that food can support 
interdisciplinary learning by linking ecological processes, health, culture, economics, and ethics. Food 
education can help learners explore how production and consumption are connected, how food choices 
are structured, and how sustainability issues are lived in ordinary practices and not only in policy 
debates (Valley et al., 2018). Food education is also relevant because it can support forms of systems 
thinking. By tracing how food moves from production to consumption, learners can begin to 
understand food systems as interconnected processes involving nature, society, and power. Food 
learning can therefore move beyond nutrition or household competence to include broader questions 
about responsibility, equity, and environmental consequences (Kantenbacher et al., 2025). 

In recent years, scholars have also pointed to the growing importance of sustainability knowledge in 
food and nutrition education. This research suggests that food education is increasingly expected to 
respond to sustainability concerns, not only in terms of health and dietary guidance, but also in relation 
to environmental impact and food system awareness (McDonagh et al., 2025). Food education is thus 
becoming a site where questions of sustainability are translated into pedagogical content. At the same 
time, food education is not automatically transformative. It can be framed in relatively narrow ways, 
for example, through correct diet, healthy habits, or responsible consumer choice. It can also be 
framed more critically, as a space for examining how food systems are shaped by power, inequality, 
and environmental limits. This makes food education a particularly relevant site for investigating how 
sustainability is constructed in curriculum and policy. 

If education is expected to contribute to sustainability, then curriculum becomes a key site of analysis. 
Curriculum documents define what is worth teaching, what students should know and be able to do, 
and what values and social purposes education should serve. In this sense, curriculum is not simply a 
technical plan for instruction; it is a policy text that organises knowledge, values, and expectations 
within education systems (Wahlström, 2023). Curriculum studies have long shown that curricula are 
selective. They do not represent all possible knowledge equally, but prioritise some forms of 
knowledge, some values, and some images of the learner over others. This selectivity is especially 
important in relation to sustainability, because sustainability itself is a broad and contested field. How 
sustainability is represented in curricula depends on decisions about what aspects should be 
emphasised, what educational aims should be attached to it, and how it should be integrated into 
subject structures and broader school practices (Barthes & Lange, 2018). Scholars have also shown 
that sustainability can operate implicitly within curriculum texts, normalising particular values and 
assumptions while appearing neutral or technical (Barthes, 2018). This insight is especially useful for 
analysing policy documents, because sustainability may be present not only through explicit 
statements but also through how responsibility, behaviour, and knowledge are organised within the 
curriculum. 
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Curriculum analysis has increasingly been used as an important methodological approach for 
examining how educational systems integrate sustainability concepts within policy and educational 
frameworks. By analysing curriculum documents, researchers can investigate how sustainability issues 
are represented in educational policy, what forms of knowledge are prioritised, and how students are 
positioned in relation to sustainability challenges. This approach allows scholars to explore how global 
sustainability agendas are interpreted and translated into national educational contexts through 
curriculum policy (Barthes, 2018; Fredriksson et al., 2020). Comparative curriculum analysis has 
therefore become a particularly valuable approach for investigating how sustainability education is 
conceptualised across different national contexts. Comparative studies allow researchers to identify 
similarities and differences in the ways sustainability concepts are framed within educational policy 
and to examine how education systems respond to global sustainability challenges (Fredriksson et al., 
2020).  

Recent comparative studies confirm that sustainability is represented differently across national 
curriculum frameworks. Research on curriculum policy shows that sustainability can appear as a 
cross-curricular value, a competence, a subject content area, or a broader policy discourse about 
citizenship and the future (Pae et al., 2023). These variations make curriculum analysis an important 
method for examining how sustainability is educationally constructed. Curriculum analysis is therefore 
particularly relevant for this study. It allows the researcher to examine policy documents as structured 
texts that communicate priorities, define educational purposes, and position learners in particular 
ways. Yildirim et al. (2024), for example, show how curriculum analysis can be used comparatively to 
identify how knowledge and educational priorities are organised across national contexts. Although 
their study focuses on summative assessment in teacher education, it demonstrates how curriculum 
texts can be analysed to reveal underlying orientations, emphases, and assumptions. This makes 
curriculum analysis a strong methodological foundation for examining how food education for 
sustainability is framed in Sweden and Finland. 

A substantial body of research has examined sustainability education in relation to pedagogy, teacher 
perspectives, student competencies, and implementation in schools. Studies from Sweden, for 
example, have investigated sustainability consciousness among students and the implementation of 
ESD in educational practice (Berglund et al., 2014). Other research has examined how sustainability is 
interpreted in preschool and teacher education, showing that sustainability is present in policy and 
practice but often unevenly distributed across its environmental, social, and economic dimensions 
(Ohlsson et al., 2024; Wolff et al., 2017). There is also growing comparative research on sustainability 
in the curriculum. Fredriksson et al., (2020) compared ESD in the curricula of Sweden and Japan, Han 
and Park (2024) in South Korea and Sweden, while Weldemariam et al. (2017) analysed sustainability 
concepts in early childhood curriculum frameworks across five national contexts. These studies show 
that sustainability appears in the curriculum in diverse ways and that comparative curriculum analysis 
can reveal important differences in how national systems conceptualise sustainability.  

However, fewer studies focus specifically on how sustainability is constructed through food education 
in national curriculum and policy texts. While food is increasingly recognised as an important site of 
sustainability learning, much of the literature either addresses sustainability in general or focuses on 
implementation. This leaves an important gap regarding how food sustainability is framed in the 
national curriculum and meal policy. This is important as food is a particularly revealing site of 
curriculum construction. It connects health, environment, culture, economy, and everyday life. 
Examining how food education is represented in curriculum and policy documents can therefore shed 
light on how education systems imagine sustainability, responsibility, and learner roles in concrete and 
social ways. In line with this need, this thesis aims to examine how food education related to 
sustainability is constructed in the national curriculum and school meal policy documents in Sweden 
and Finland. To address this aim, the following research questions are formulated: 
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1. How is food education for sustainability described in national curriculum and policy 
documents in Sweden and Finland? 

2. What similarities and differences can be identified in how sustainability, responsibility, and 
learning through food are framed in the two countries? 

3. What assumptions about children, learning, and sustainable food habits are reflected in the 
Swedish and Finnish curriculum and school meal policy documents? 

By focusing on curriculum and school meal policy, this study investigates how national education 
systems define not only what students should know about food and sustainability, but also what role 
students are expected to play in relation to food systems and sustainable futures. The choice of 
Sweden and Finland as comparative cases reflects both their shared Nordic educational traditions and 
their potentially different approaches to sustainability within those traditions. Both are Nordic welfare 
states with strong public education traditions, high levels of institutional trust, and long-standing 
commitments to democratic and socially inclusive schooling. Both have also been associated with 
strong sustainability discourse in education, although not always in identical ways. In Finland, 
curriculum reform has played a particularly visible role in rearticulating the aims of schooling. The 
Finnish curriculum has increasingly emphasised transversal competencies, participation, 
multidisciplinary learning, and sustainable ways of living. Halinen describes the reform process as 
both future-oriented and strongly concerned with learner agency, meaningful learning, and 
sustainability across educational levels (Halinen, 2018). Hakala and Kujala similarly show that Finnish 
curriculum thought combines broad educational values with an interest in how the national curriculum 
can respond to contemporary global crises (Hakala & Kujala, 2021). At the broader Nordic level, 
sustainability has also been identified as an important educational concern. Seikkula-Leino et al., 
(2021) show that Nordic teacher education curricula engage with sustainable and pro-environmental 
education, although with different degrees of visibility and emphasis. This indicates that sustainability 
is present as a regional educational priority, even if its curricular articulation varies. Sweden likewise 
has a long tradition of environmental and sustainability education. Historical work by Breiting & 
Wickenberg, (2010) shows that Sweden has been one of the leading Nordic countries in the 
development of environmental education. More recent research continues to show that sustainability is 
embedded in Swedish educational discourse, including in early childhood and school settings, though 
often with varying emphasis across environmental, social, and economic dimensions (Borg & Gericke, 
2021; Ohlsson et al., 2022). Comparative curriculum research also suggests that sustainability in 
Nordic contexts should not be assumed to be uniform. Melis et al. (2026), for example, show variation 
even across relatively similar European contexts regarding how sustainability is represented in the 
curriculum. Sweden and Finland are, therefore, useful cases not because they are identical, but because 
they allow a close comparison between two systems that share regional features while still differing in 
curriculum traditions and policy emphases. 

The thesis is structured as follows. The theoretical and analytical framework section introduces the 
key theoretical concepts used to analyse the documents and the three analytical dimensions that guide 
the study. The methodology section describes the research design, document selection, coding 
framework, and analytical procedure. The findings section presents the analysis of Swedish and 
Finnish curriculum and school meal policy documents, organised by country and followed by a 
comparative analysis. The discussion section situates the findings in relation to the theoretical 
framework and existing literature on sustainability education. The thesis concludes by summarising 
the main contributions of the study, reflecting on its limitations, and suggesting directions for future 
research. 

Theoretical and analytical framework 
This study draws on critical curriculum theory and citizenship theory. Critical curriculum theory draws 
on Wahlström's framework for curriculum knowledge orientations and Barthes' concept of the hidden 
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curriculum. Citizenship theory draws on Biesta's notion of subjectification and Westheimer and 
Kahne's models of democratic citizenship. The distinction between instrumental and transformative 
approaches to sustainability education, developed by Sterling, Vare and Scott, and Sund and Öhman, 
provides the overarching analytical perspective through which these frameworks are applied. 

Instrumental and transformative approaches to sustainability education 
One of the central debates within the field of Education for Sustainable Development concerns the 
purposes and pedagogical approaches of sustainability education. Although ESD is widely supported 
as an educational response to global sustainability challenges, scholars have emphasised that the 
concept encompasses different and sometimes competing interpretations. In particular, the literature 
often distinguishes between instrumental and transformative approaches to sustainability education, 
reflecting different assumptions about the role of education in addressing sustainability challenges 
(Sterling, 2016). 

Instrumental approaches to sustainability education typically focus on promoting specific behaviours 
or practices considered necessary for achieving sustainability goals. Within this perspective, education 
is primarily viewed as a tool for encouraging individuals to adopt environmentally responsible 
behaviours, such as reducing waste, conserving energy, or making sustainable consumption choices. 
Educational programmes guided by this perspective often emphasise practical knowledge and 
behavioural guidance aimed at improving environmental performance (Vare et al., 2022). In 
instrumental approaches, sustainability problems are frequently framed as technical or managerial 
challenges that can be addressed through improved knowledge, efficient technologies, and responsible 
individual behaviour. Educational activities may focus on providing students with information about 
environmental problems and teaching them appropriate behaviours that contribute to sustainability 
objectives. Such approaches can be effective in raising awareness and promoting environmentally 
responsible practices, but they have also been criticised for simplifying complex sustainability 
challenges and focusing primarily on individual responsibility (Sund & Öhman, 2014). Critics of 
instrumental sustainability education argue that sustainability challenges are deeply embedded in 
social, political, and economic systems, and therefore cannot be adequately addressed through 
individual behaviour change alone. Issues such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and food system 
inequalities involve structural factors, power relations, and competing societal interests. From this 
perspective, educational approaches that focus exclusively on promoting correct behaviours risk 
overlooking the systemic nature of sustainability challenges (Öhman, 2016). 

Transformative approaches to sustainability education seek to address these limitations by 
emphasising critical thinking, democratic participation, and systemic understanding. Instead of 
focusing primarily on individual behaviour change, transformative approaches aim to empower 
learners to critically examine sustainability challenges, question dominant social practices, and 
participate in collective processes of social change (Sterling, 2016). Education is therefore understood 
not only as a means of transmitting knowledge but also as a process of developing the capacity to 
engage with complex societal issues. Within transformative sustainability education, students are 
encouraged to analyse the underlying causes of sustainability challenges and consider alternative 
social and economic arrangements. Educational activities may include discussions of ethical 
dilemmas, debates on environmental policies, or collaborative projects addressing local sustainability 
issues. These approaches emphasise that sustainability problems require not only technical solutions 
but also changes in societal values, institutions, and governance structures (Sund & Öhman, 2025). 
Transformative sustainability education also highlights the importance of democratic participation and 
collective agency. Sustainability challenges often involve conflicts between different interests and 
perspectives, and addressing them requires inclusive decision-making processes that allow diverse 
voices to be heard. Educational approaches that emphasise democratic dialogue and critical reflection 
can contribute to developing students’ capacity to participate in societal debates about sustainability 
(Vare et al., 2022). 
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The distinction between instrumental and transformative approaches does not imply that one 
perspective completely excludes the other. In practice, many educational initiatives combine elements 
of both approaches. For example, sustainability education programmes may include activities that 
encourage responsible consumption practices and promote critical reflection on the broader social and 
environmental implications of those practices (Sterling, 2016; Vare et al., 2022). However, the balance 
between these approaches can vary significantly across educational contexts and policy frameworks. 

In the context of curriculum analysis, the distinction between instrumental and transformative 
sustainability education provides a useful analytical perspective for examining how sustainability 
concepts are represented in educational policy. Curriculum documents often reflect assumptions about 
the purposes of sustainability education, the role of students, and the types of knowledge that are 
considered important for addressing sustainability challenges (Barthes, 2018). Some curricula may 
emphasise practical behaviours and personal responsibility, while others may encourage critical 
engagement with societal sustainability issues (Sund & Öhman, 2014). Understanding these 
differences is particularly important when analysing policy documents related to food education. Food 
systems involve a wide range of sustainability challenges, including environmental impacts of 
agriculture, ethical questions concerning food production, and social inequalities in access to resources 
(El Bilali et al., 2019). Educational approaches that address food systems may therefore emphasise 
different aspects of sustainability, depending on whether they adopt a more instrumental or more 
transformative orientation (Valley et al., 2018). In this study, the distinction between instrumental and 
transformative sustainability education serves as a key theoretical foundation for analysing how 
sustainability is constructed within curriculum and policy documents related to food education. By 
examining whether policy texts emphasise behaviour change, individual responsibility, critical 
reflection, or systemic understanding, it becomes possible to identify different orientations toward 
sustainability education within the analysed documents. 

Figure 1 illustrates the main characteristics associated with instrumental and transformative 
approaches to sustainability education.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The spectrum illustrates the main characteristics associated with instrumental and transformative 
orientations in sustainability education. Instrumental orientations are generally associated with 
behaviour change, individual responsibility, technical solutions, and responsible consumption, where 
sustainability is approached through the application of knowledge and the adoption of preferred 
behaviours. Transformative orientations, in contrast, emphasise critical reflection, collective 
responsibility, systemic understanding, and democratic engagement. The figure should be understood 
as a conceptual continuum in which different sustainability orientations may coexist within 
educational policy and curriculum documents. In this study, the spectrum functions as an analytical 
perspective for interpreting how sustainability is framed in relation to food education in Sweden and 
Finland. 
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Figure 1: Spectrum of instrumental and transformative sustainability education. Adapted from Sterling (2016), Sund & 
Öhman (2014), and Vare et al. (2022). 
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Curriculum theory and knowledge selection 
Curriculum documents play a central role in shaping education systems by defining what knowledge, 
values, and competencies are considered important for students to learn. National curricula function as 
official policy texts that guide teaching practices, learning objectives, and educational priorities within 
schools. From a curriculum theory perspective, these documents should not be understood as neutral 
descriptions of educational content but as policy instruments that reflect broader societal debates about 
the purposes of education and the types of knowledge that are considered legitimate within formal 
schooling (Wahlström, 2023). The curriculum frameworks, therefore, operate as mechanisms through 
which educational authorities translate political priorities and societal expectations into structured 
educational objectives. Through the organisation of subjects, learning outcomes, and pedagogical 
principles, curriculum documents establish boundaries around what knowledge should be taught and 
how learning should be organised within educational systems. In this sense, curriculum policy plays an 
important role in shaping how students understand social issues and how education contributes to 
broader societal goals such as citizenship, responsibility, and participation (Barthes & Lange, 2018). 

Within curriculum studies, the concept of knowledge selection is central to understanding how 
curriculum policy operates. Educational authorities must make decisions about which forms of 
knowledge are included within curricula and which perspectives are prioritised or marginalised. These 
processes of selection are influenced by political priorities, cultural traditions, and educational 
philosophies, meaning that curriculum documents often reflect interpretations of social problems and 
societal challenges (Barthes, 2018; Wahlström, 2023). As a result, curriculum analysis can reveal how 
educational systems define legitimate knowledge and establish priorities regarding what students 
should learn. This perspective is particularly relevant when examining how complex societal 
challenges are represented within education policy. Curriculum frameworks often translate broad 
societal concerns into educational objectives by specifying learning outcomes, competencies, and 
thematic areas. In doing so, policy texts construct specific interpretations of social issues and define 
the educational roles associated with addressing them. Analysing curriculum documents can then 
allow researchers to explore how policy frameworks conceptualise the relationship between education 
and societal development (Fredriksson et al., 2020). 

Curriculum documents also influence how educational objectives are interpreted and implemented in 
practice. Teachers frequently rely on national curriculum frameworks to guide lesson planning, 
teaching strategies, and assessment practices. Consequently, how knowledge and educational priorities 
are represented within curriculum documents can shape how social issues are addressed within 
classroom practice (Sullanmaa et al., 2019). Understanding the structure and content of curriculum 
policy is essential for examining how educational systems institutionalise forms of knowledge and 
learning priorities. In addition to defining learning objectives, curriculum texts can also be analysed as 
discursive constructions that communicate policy perspectives. Curriculum documents often use 
specific language and conceptual frameworks that reflect broader political priorities and educational 
ideologies. Analysing the discourse used within policy texts can provide insight into how educational 
systems frame social problems and define the educational responses considered appropriate 
(Fairclough, 2013). This approach focuses on how language shapes social interpretations and how 
policy discourses can legitimise perspectives while marginalising others. When applied to curriculum 
analysis, discourse analysis enables the identification of how policy documents frame social 
challenges and how responsibilities are distributed among students, teachers, and institutions 
(Montesano Montessori et al., 2019; Zima, 2023). 

Another important dimension of curriculum analysis concerns how policy texts position students in 
relation to knowledge and society. Curriculum documents implicitly construct images of the student 
and define expectations about how students should engage with knowledge and participate in social 
life. These representations may portray students as responsible individuals expected to acquire specific 
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competencies, as reflective students encouraged to engage with complex social issues, or as active 
citizens capable of participating in democratic processes (Yildirim et al., 2024). 

The concept of the imagined learner is therefore frequently used in curriculum research to analyse how 
educational policy constructs expectations regarding students’ roles in society. Curriculum 
frameworks implicitly define the types of students that educational systems seek to develop and the 
forms of participation that they are expected to demonstrate within society. Examining these 
representations allows researchers to explore how educational policy links knowledge acquisition with 
broader societal roles and responsibilities (Wahlström, 2023; Yildirim et al., 2024).  

Biesta’s (2009) notion of subjectification provides a further theoretical lens for examining how 
curriculum texts position learners. Biesta distinguishes between three functions of education: 
qualification, which concerns the acquisition of knowledge and skills; socialisation, which involves 
becoming part of existing social and cultural orders; and subjectification, which refers to the 
development of the learner as an independent subject capable of judgment, critical reflection, and 
autonomous action. From this perspective, the imagined learner in curriculum documents can be 
examined not only in terms of what students are expected to know or how they are expected to behave, 
but also in terms of whether and how they are invited to develop as independent, critically engaged 
subjects. A curriculum that prioritises socialisation and qualification may produce a learner who 
conforms to existing norms, while one that emphasises subjectification invites the learner to develop a 
more autonomous and critical relationship to knowledge and society. 

Westheimer & Kahne’s (2004) typology of democratic citizenship offers a further tool for analysing 
how learners are positioned in relation to civic life. They distinguish between three models: the 
personally responsible citizen, who acts correctly within existing arrangements by following rules and 
contributing to the community; the participatory citizen, who takes an active part in collective civic 
processes and community organisations; and the justice-oriented citizen, who critically examines and 
challenges the structural inequalities and power relations that shape social life. These models provide a 
framework for identifying what kind of citizen each curriculum implicitly constructs through its 
treatment of food, sustainability, and responsibility. In the context of food education, a curriculum that 
positions learners as personally responsible consumers constructs a different civic subject than one 
that invites learners to participate in shaping food systems or to question the structural conditions that 
organise food production and access. 

A further key dimension of curriculum analysis also concerns the organisation and hierarchy of 
knowledge within policy frameworks. Curriculum documents do not treat all forms of knowledge 
equally; rather, they prioritise certain forms of knowledge while giving less emphasis to others. These 
hierarchies reflect broader assumptions about what types of knowledge are considered most relevant 
for addressing societal challenges and preparing students for participation in social and economic life 
(Barthes, 2018). Examining knowledge hierarchies within curricula is particularly important when 
analysing policy frameworks that address complex societal issues. Such challenges often involve 
multiple types of knowledge, including scientific understanding, ethical reasoning, and social or 
political analysis. Curriculum analysis can help reveal whether policy frameworks emphasise technical 
knowledge, behavioural guidance, or broader critical understanding when addressing societal issues 
within education systems (Pae et al., 2023). 

In the context of this study, curriculum theory provides a conceptual foundation for analysing how 
national policy documents construct educational approaches to food sustainability issues and 
examining curriculum frameworks and policy guidelines allows for an exploration of how knowledge 
related to food systems is selected, organised, and prioritised within educational policy. Through this 
perspective, curriculum analysis makes it possible to identify how policy texts frame learning 
objectives, construct representations of learners, and define educational responsibilities in relation to 
sustainability challenges. 
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Analytical framework  
Building on the theoretical perspectives discussed in the previous sections, the present study develops 
an analytical framework for examining how sustainable food education is constructed within 
curriculum and policy documents in Sweden and Finland. The framework draws on insights from 
sustainability education scholarship and curriculum theory to analyse how policy texts represent 
sustainability, learners, and knowledge in relation to food systems (Fredriksson et al., 2020; 
Wahlström, 2023). 

Curriculum documents function as policy texts that reflect particular interpretations of social 
challenges and educational goals. Instead of simply describing educational content, these documents 
communicate policy priorities and define how knowledge and responsibilities should be organised 
within education systems (Barthes, 2018; Wahlström, 2023). Analysing curriculum and policy 
documents, therefore, provides an opportunity to examine how sustainability education is 
conceptualised within educational policy and how students are positioned in relation to sustainability 
challenges. In the context of food education, policy texts may emphasise different educational 
objectives, such as promoting healthy eating habits, encouraging responsible consumption practices, or 
fostering a broader understanding of food systems and their environmental and social implications 
(Valley et al., 2018). 

To analyse these representations, the present study adopts an analytical framework based on three key 
dimensions: sustainability orientation, imagined learner, and knowledge selection and hierarchy. 
These dimensions provide a structured approach for examining how curriculum and policy documents 
frame sustainability in relation to food systems and how they define the educational roles of students 
within sustainability education. 

Sustainability orientation 
The first analytical dimension concerns how sustainability is conceptualised within curriculum and 
policy documents. As discussed earlier in this chapter, sustainability education can be interpreted 
through different pedagogical orientations. In particular, scholars have distinguished between 
instrumental and transformative approaches to sustainability education (Sterling, 2016; Vare et al., 
2022). An instrumental orientation typically emphasises behaviour change, responsible consumption 
practices, and individual responsibility for environmental problems. Educational initiatives aligned 
with this perspective often focus on encouraging students to adopt specific sustainable behaviours, 
such as reducing food waste or choosing environmentally friendly food products. Within this 
framework, sustainability is frequently framed as a matter of correct practices and informed individual 
decision-making (Vare et al., 2022). In contrast, a transformative orientation emphasises critical 
reflection, democratic engagement, and systemic understanding of sustainability challenges. 
Educational approaches guided by this perspective encourage students to examine structural causes of 
environmental and social problems, including economic systems, political decisions, and social 
inequalities. Transformative sustainability education aims to develop students’ capacity to critically 
engage with complex societal issues and participate in collective processes of societal transformation 
(Sterling, 2016; Sund & Öhman, 2014). In the context of food education, analysing sustainability 
orientation involves examining whether policy texts primarily emphasise individual dietary choices 
and responsible consumption practices or whether they also address broader structural aspects of food 
systems, such as agricultural production, food governance, and global food inequalities. This 
dimension enables the analysis to identify how sustainability is framed in curriculum documents and 
which types of educational responses are promoted. 

Imagined learner 
The second analytical dimension concerns how curriculum and policy documents construct 
representations of learners. Curriculum texts often implicitly define the roles students are expected to 
play in relation to societal challenges. These representations reflect broader educational philosophies 
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regarding the purposes of education and the forms of citizenship that education systems seek to 
promote (Wahlström, 2023; Yildirim et al., 2024). Drawing on Biesta's (2009) notion of 
subjectification and Westheimer and Kahne's (2004) citizenship typology, this dimension examines 
whether learners are positioned as personally responsible individuals expected to adopt sustainable 
behaviours, as participatory citizens capable of engaging with collective processes, or as critically 
reflective subjects invited to question and reshape the systems in which they are embedded. In the 
context of food education, policy documents may portray students as consumers responsible for 
making healthy and sustainable food choices or as citizens capable of critically examining food 
systems and contributing to societal discussions about sustainability. These representations reveal how 
educational policy links food knowledge with broader expectations concerning citizenship and social 
participation (Valley et al., 2018). 

Knowledge selection and hierarchy 
The third analytical dimension concerns the types of knowledge prioritised within curriculum and 
policy documents. As discussed earlier in this chapter, curriculum development involves processes of 
knowledge selection in which policymakers determine which forms of knowledge should be included 
within educational programmes and how these forms of knowledge should be organised (Barthes, 
2018; Wahlström, 2023). Different forms of knowledge may be emphasised within sustainability 
education depending on how educational goals are defined. Some curricula prioritise scientific 
knowledge of environmental processes or nutritional information on healthy diets. Other policy 
frameworks emphasise ethical debates, social justice issues, or political aspects of sustainability 
challenges. Analysing knowledge selection, therefore, involves examining what types of knowledge 
about food and sustainability are presented within curriculum documents and how these knowledge 
forms are prioritised. Policy texts may emphasise technical knowledge related to nutrition, cooking 
skills, or food preparation, while others may encourage broader discussions about the environmental 
impacts of agriculture, global food systems, and inequalities in food access (Fredriksson et al., 2020; 
Valley et al., 2018). It can provide insights into how educational policy conceptualises sustainability 
education and what kinds of understanding are considered necessary for addressing sustainability 
challenges through education. 

These three analytical dimensions provide together a structured framework for examining how 
sustainable food education is constructed within curriculum and policy documents. The framework 
allows the analysis to explore how sustainability concepts are framed, how learners are positioned in 
relation to food systems, and what forms of knowledge are prioritised within educational policy.  

Figure 2 illustrates the analytical framework used in this study. 
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Figure 2: Analytical framework for analysing sustainable food education in curriculum policy. 

Method 

Research design 
This study adopts a qualitative document analysis approach to examine how sustainable food education 
is constructed within national curriculum and policy documents in Sweden and Finland. Qualitative 
research approaches are particularly appropriate for investigating how meanings are represented within 
policy texts and how educational concepts are framed within institutional contexts. They focus on 
interpreting how social phenomena are constructed and communicated through language and discourse 
(Bryman, 2016) and not only measuring variables or testing hypotheses. Within educational research, 
qualitative approaches are frequently used to analyse curriculum documents because they allow 
researchers to examine how knowledge, values, and educational priorities are represented within policy 
frameworks. Curriculum texts can be understood as policy artefacts that communicate specific 
interpretations of educational goals and societal challenges. Analysing these texts can provide insight 
into how education systems conceptualise complex issues such as sustainability and how these 
interpretations are translated into educational objectives (Wahlström, 2023). 

The study specifically employs qualitative document analysis as the central research strategy. 
Comparative curriculum analysis allows researchers to investigate how different education systems 
conceptualise similar societal issues and how policy documents frame educational responses to these 
challenges. Through the comparison of curriculum frameworks across national contexts, it becomes 
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possible to identify similarities and differences in how educational priorities are defined and how 
students are positioned in relation to societal concerns (Fredriksson et al., 2020). In the context of 
sustainability education, comparative curriculum analysis has increasingly been used to examine how 
sustainability concepts are integrated into national education systems. Such studies have demonstrated 
that sustainability education can be represented in different ways depending on national policy 
priorities, educational traditions, and interpretations of the role of education in addressing global 
challenges (Pae et al., 2023). The comparative analysis can provide a valuable methodological 
approach for examining how sustainability education is constructed within curriculum policy across 
different national contexts. Sweden and Finland were selected as cases that share a Nordic welfare-
state framework and strong sustainability commitments, while differing sufficiently in curriculum 
tradition to make comparison analytically productive. 

Data sources and document selection 
Four national policy documents were selected (two per country), comprising the core curriculum 
framework and a national food or school meal policy guideline for each country. 

For Sweden, the analysis includes the curriculum for the Compulsory school, preschool class and 
school-age educare (Lgr22) published by the Swedish National Agency for Education, as well as the 
National guidelines for school meals issued by the Swedish National Food Agency. The Swedish 
curriculum framework establishes the overall educational goals, subject content, and core values 
guiding compulsory education, including themes related to health, environment, and sustainability. 
The national guidelines for school meals complement the curriculum by providing policy 
recommendations on how schools should organise food provision and food learning environments. 

For Finland, the study analyses the Finnish national core curriculum for basic education (2014) 
developed by the Finnish National Agency for Education and the policy document Eating and 
learning together – food recommendations for school meals, published by the Finnish National 
Nutrition Council. The Finnish national curriculum establishes the framework for basic education and 
includes transversal competencies related to sustainable development, well-being, and responsible 
citizenship. The food recommendation document complements the curriculum by providing guidance 
on food practices, nutrition education, and sustainable dietary habits. 

Together, these documents capture both formal curriculum objectives and the policy environment 
shaping food practices in schools, enabling a comprehensive analysis of how food sustainability is 
institutionalised at the national level. Table 1 provides an overview of the policy documents included 
in the analysis. 
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Table 1: Policy documents included in the comparative curriculum analysis 

Country Policy document Institution Year Relevance for study 

Sweden Curriculum for the 
compulsory school, 
preschool class and 
school-age educare 
(Lgr22) 

Skolverket 2025 Defines national educational 
objectives and curriculum 
content, including themes 
related to sustainability and 
food education. 

Sweden National guidelines for 
school meals 

Livsmedelsverket 2019 Provides policy 
recommendations on school 
meals, nutrition, and food 
educational practices. 

Finland Finnish national core 
curriculum for basic 
education 

Opetushallitus 2014 Establishes a national 
curriculum framework, 
including transversal 
competencies related to 
sustainable development. 

Finland Eating and learning 
together – Food 
recommendations for 
school meals 

Finnish National 
Nutrition Council 

2017 Provides policy guidance on 
nutrition education, food 
practices, and sustainable 
dietary habits. 

Analytical framework and coding scheme 
The analysis conducted in this study is guided by the analytical framework developed earlier, 
integrating insights from sustainability education research and curriculum theory. The framework is 
designed to examine how sustainable food education is constructed within curriculum and policy 
documents by focusing on three analytical dimensions: sustainability orientation, imagined learner, 
and knowledge selection and hierarchy. These dimensions provide a structured perspective for 
analysing how policy texts represent sustainability, define educational roles, and organise knowledge 
within educational frameworks (Fredriksson et al., 2020; Wahlström, 2023).  

The qualitative document analysis involves a systematic process of coding and interpreting textual 
data in order to identify patterns, meanings, and underlying assumptions within policy texts. Coding is 
a central component of qualitative analysis, as it enables researchers to organise data into categories 
and examine how specific themes are represented across documents (Bowen, 2009). In this study, the 
coding process is guided by a deductive approach, where categories are derived from the analytical 
framework and not only from the data. The three analytical dimensions are operationalised through a 
coding framework that translates theoretical concepts into observable indicators within the policy 
documents. This approach allows systematic identification of how they are represented in the texts and 
enables comparison across the selected documents. The coding framework is summarised in Table 2. 
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Table 2: Analytical coding framework used for curriculum analysis 

Analytical 
dimension 

Analytical focus Indicators in policy 
texts 

Examples in the food 
education context 

Sustainability 
Orientation 

How sustainability is 
framed in policy 
documents 

Behaviour change, 
responsible 
consumption, systemic 
change, critical 
reflection 

Reducing food waste, 
sustainable diets, references 
to environmental impact or 
food systems 

Imagined 
Learner 

How learners are 
positioned in relation 
to sustainability 
challenges 

Responsible individual, 
consumer behaviour, 
active citizen, critical 
participant 

Students making healthy 
choices vs engaging in 
discussions about food 
systems and sustainability 

Knowledge 
Selection and 

Hierarchy 

Types of knowledge 
prioritised in 
curriculum policy 

Scientific knowledge, 
practical skills, ethical 
reflection, systemic 
understanding 

Nutrition knowledge, 
cooking skills, 
environmental impacts of 
agriculture, and global food 
inequalities 

 

The coding process was conducted in several stages. First, the selected documents were read in full to 
gain an overall understanding of their structure, content, and key themes. This initial reading allowed 
for identifying sections of the documents where food education and sustainability concepts were 
explicitly or implicitly addressed. Second, relevant text segments were identified and coded according 
to the three analytical dimensions. Coding involved assigning segments of text to categories based on 
the indicators outlined in the coding framework. For example, references to healthy eating guidelines 
or food choices were coded under sustainability orientation and imagined learner, while discussions of 
food systems, environmental impacts, or social issues were coded under knowledge selection and 
hierarchy. Third, coded segments were analysed comparatively across the four documents in order to 
identify patterns, similarities, and differences between Sweden and Finland. This comparative 
approach enabled examination of how different policy contexts shape sustainable food education and 
how educational priorities vary across national frameworks. 

Throughout the coding process, attention was paid to both explicit and implicit representations within 
the documents. Some policy texts directly address sustainability and food education; others refer to 
related concepts, such as health, the environment, or responsibility, without explicitly using the term 
sustainability (Lester et al., 2016). Analysing both allows a more comprehensive understanding of how 
sustainability is embedded within curriculum policy (Fairclough, 2013). The use of a structured coding 
framework enhances the transparency and consistency of the analysis. The study ensures that the 
interpretation of policy texts is systematic and based on theoretical concepts by clearly defining 
analytical categories and indicators. This approach also facilitates comparison across documents and 
supports the reliability of the findings. 

Data analysis 
The document analysis in this study follows a qualitative, theory-driven approach to examining 
curriculum and policy documents. The analytical procedure is designed to systematically apply the 
coding framework presented earlier to identify patterns in how sustainable food education is 
constructed within the selected documents. The process involves several stages, including 
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familiarisation with the data, coding, categorisation, and comparative analysis across the two national 
contexts (Fredriksson et al., 2020). 

The procedure involved five stages. The first stage consisted of a full reading of all documents to map 
their structure and key themes. The second stage involved the identification of relevant segments 
addressing food, sustainability, health, environment, or responsibility. The third stage comprised the 
coding of segments according to the three analytical dimensions. The fourth stage involved a within-
country analysis of coded data to identify patterns in how each national context constructs sustainable 
food education. The fifth stage consisted of a comparative analysis between Sweden and Finland, in 
which the findings from each national context were examined alongside each other to identify 
similarities and differences in how sustainable food education is framed within curriculum and policy 
documents. Comparative analysis is particularly useful in curriculum studies because it allows for 
examining how similar policy issues are interpreted differently across national contexts (Seikkula-
Leino et al., 2021). 

Throughout the analytical process, the study maintained a focus on the relationship between policy 
texts and broader educational concepts such as sustainability, citizenship, and responsibility. The 
analysis aimed not only to describe the content of the documents but also to interpret the underlying 
assumptions and perspectives within policy frameworks (Barthes & Lange, 2018). The analytical 
procedure was iterative over strictly linear. This means that the researcher moved back and forth 
between the documents, the coding framework, and emerging interpretations in order to refine the 
analysis. 

Use of AI tools 
Grammarly was used for language refinement and structural support during the writing process. In 
addition, the Swedish national core curriculum (Lgr22) and the Finnish national core curriculum for 
basic education were originally written in Swedish and Finnish, respectively. Quilbolt and Google 
Translate were used to assist with the translation of these documents into English before analysis. 
However, all coding, interpretation, and comparative analysis of the policy documents were conducted 
by the author. While AI tools supported the translation process, the author reviewed all translated 
passages carefully to ensure that the meaning and nuance of the original texts were preserved. Where 
terminological choices were significant for the analysis, the original Swedish and Finnish phrasing 
was consulted alongside the translation to ensure interpretive accuracy. 

Ethical considerations 
This study is based on the analysis of publicly available policy documents and therefore does not 
involve human participants, personal data, or sensitive information. As a result, formal ethical 
approval was not required. However, ethical considerations remain relevant in relation to how policy 
texts are interpreted and represented within the research. In qualitative research, ethical responsibility 
extends beyond issues of data collection to include the interpretation and presentation of findings. 
Researchers must ensure that their analysis is conducted with accuracy, transparency, and respect for 
the original context of the data (Montesano Montessori et al., 2019). In this study, care was taken to 
represent policy documents faithfully and to avoid misinterpretation or selective use of data. The 
analysis is guided by a reflexive approach, acknowledging that interpretation is influenced by the 
researcher’s theoretical perspective and analytical framework. Instead of claiming complete 
objectivity, the study aims to provide a transparent account of how interpretations are developed 
through the application of the analytical framework presented earlier. Reflexivity is an important 
principle in qualitative research, as it recognises the role of the researcher in shaping the analysis and 
encourages critical reflection on methodological choices (Fairclough, 2013). In addition, the study 
adheres to principles of academic integrity, including accurate citation of sources, clear documentation 
of analytical procedures, and transparency in the presentation of findings. 



16 

Limitations  
As with all qualitative research, this study has several limitations that should be considered when 
interpreting the findings. These limitations relate to the scope of the data, the nature of curriculum 
analysis, and the interpretive character of the methodology. 

First, the study is based on a limited number of policy documents from two national contexts. While 
the selected documents represent key curriculum frameworks and policy guidelines in Sweden and 
Finland, they do not capture the full complexity of how sustainable food education is implemented in 
practice. Curriculum documents provide insight into policy intentions but do not necessarily reflect 
how educational objectives are interpreted and enacted in classrooms or school environments 
(Sullanmaa et al., 2019). Second, curriculum analysis focuses on the representation of concepts within 
policy texts and not on actual teaching practices or learning outcomes. As a result, the study does not 
examine how teachers interpret curriculum guidelines or how students experience food education in 
practice. Previous research has shown that there can be significant differences between curriculum 
policy and classroom implementation, which means that findings from document analysis should be 
understood as reflecting policy frameworks (Fredriksson et al., 2020). Third, the analysis is based on a 
qualitative, interpretive approach, meaning the findings are shaped by the analytical framework and 
the researcher’s interpretation of the data. Although the use of a structured coding framework 
enhances consistency and transparency, qualitative analysis inevitably involves interpretive 
judgement. Different researchers might therefore emphasise different aspects of the policy texts or 
interpret specific passages in alternative ways (Fairclough, 2013). A related limitation concerns the 
translation of source documents. The Swedish National Core Curriculum (Lgr22) and the Finnish 
National Core Curriculum for Basic Education were translated from Swedish and Finnish, respectively 
by the author using Quilbolt and Google Translate as a translation aid. These translations were not 
independently verified by a native speaker or professional translator, which means that terminological 
nuances may have been affected despite the author's efforts to cross-check significant passages against 
the original language versions. Fourth, the comparative design of the study involves analysing 
documents from two countries with similar but not identical educational systems. While Sweden and 
Finland share common features as Nordic welfare states, their curriculum frameworks have developed 
through different policy processes and may reflect different educational traditions. These contextual 
differences can influence how sustainable food education is represented within policy documents and 
should be taken into account when interpreting the results (Hakala & Kujala, 2021). Finally, the study 
focuses specifically on food education as a context for sustainability learning, which means that other 
aspects of sustainability education are not examined in detail. While this focus allows for in-depth 
analysis of food policy content, it also limits the scope of the findings to a specific domain within 
sustainability education. 

A further limitation concerns the analytical framework itself. The distinction between instrumental and 
transformative sustainability education, which serves as the central analytical perspective in this study, 
carries its own normative assumptions. By organising the analysis around this spectrum, the 
framework implicitly positions transformative approaches as more educationally desirable. This risks 
reading instrumental elements as deficiencies instead of legitimate, contextually based responses to 
policy constraints. The framework also has limits in what it can see. It is well-suited to identifying 
how sustainability is framed and how learners are positioned in relation to civic life, but it does not 
capture everything that is educationally meaningful in curriculum texts. Aesthetic dimensions of food 
culture, embodied learning, affective relationships to food, and the role of pleasure and community in 
eating practices all fall outside the analytical reach of the three dimensions used here. These 
limitations do not undermine the analysis, but they should be kept in mind when reading the findings 
as a representation of what the documents do, not a complete account of what they are. A final 
limitation concerns what both sets of documents share: neither addresses food industry interests, 
agricultural subsidies, global trade inequalities, or the conditions of food workers. Both systems 
construct food as manageable, which sets a ceiling on how transformative even the Finnish framework 
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can be. This absence is itself analytically significant and points toward the kind of critical food 
systems perspective that curriculum analysis alone cannot recover. 

Findings 
The following section presents the findings from the analysis of Swedish and Finnish curriculum and 
school meal policy documents, organised by country and followed by a comparative analysis. 

Sweden  
The analysis of Swedish policy documents is organised around the three analytical dimensions: 
sustainability orientation, imagined learner, and knowledge selection and hierarchy. 

Sustainability orientation 
Sustainability in Swedish policy documents is presented as a central concern, but it is not introduced 
as a clearly defined concept. Instead, it appears in related domains, such as health, the environment, 
and responsibility. This dispersed presence makes sustainability both pervasive and implicit. It is 
embedded across the documents, yet rarely articulated as a concept that requires explicit definition or 
critical examination. A defining feature of the Swedish approach is the strong emphasis on practical 
action and behavioural regulation. In the National Guidelines for School Meals, sustainability is 
directly translated into concrete expectations. For example, the document states that “food waste in the 
kitchen, during serving and from plates is minimised” (Livsmedelsverket, 2019, p.51). The 
formulation is prescriptive. It does not invite discussion about why food waste occurs or how it is 
connected to broader systems. Instead, it establishes a clear behavioural norm. This logic is reinforced 
in how environmental issues are presented. The guidelines acknowledge that “food production affects 
the environment in different ways, for example through greenhouse gas emissions” (Livsmedelsverket, 
2019, p.34). However, this recognition of complexity is immediately followed by simplified 
recommendations, such as increasing plant-based consumption and reducing animal-based products. 
The document states that “it is good to increase the number of plant-based foods and decrease the 
amount of animal-based foods” (Livsmedelsverket, 2019, p.34). Here, systemic environmental issues 
are translated into individual dietary adjustments. This shift from complexity to action is significant. 
Sustainability is not treated as a field of inquiry but as a set of practices to be adopted. Students are 
expected to align their behaviour with sustainability goals instead of critically examining how those 
goals are constructed. The emphasis is therefore on implementation. 

At the same time, the guidelines do establish connections to broader sustainability frameworks. For 
instance, they state that “the food we serve and eat has a direct or indirect impact on several of the 
UN’s sustainability goals” (Livsmedelsverket, 2019, p.32). This introduces a global dimension and 
suggests that food practices are part of larger systems. However, this connection remains largely 
declarative. The document does not develop these links into deeper discussions about how food 
systems operate or how different actors contribute to sustainability challenges. The "eco-smart meals" 
concept encapsulates this logic: sustainability is achievable through optimised practice, not structural 
interrogation. Issues such as global inequalities, labour conditions, or power relations in food 
production are not central to the discussion. Sustainability is primarily understood in environmental 
and nutritional terms, which limits the range of perspectives included in the educational framework. 
The curriculum reinforces this orientation, linking sustainability directly to "the individual's own 
lifestyle and its impact on health, the environment and society" (Skolverket, 2025, p. 14), framing 
sustainability as personally mediated. 

At the same time, the curriculum contains elements that call for an interpretative approach to clarify. 
In subjects such as social science, students are expected to understand “relationships and structures in 
society” (Skolverket, 2025). This suggests that the curriculum includes the potential for systemic 
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thinking. However, this potential is not strongly connected to food or sustainability education in 
practice. The critical dimension exists, but it remains largely separate from the domain of food.  

The guidelines explicitly state that “school meals can be a valuable educational tool in the school’s 
mission with lifestyle, environment and health” (Livsmedelsverket, 2019, p.46). Food is therefore used 
as a medium for shaping behaviour and values. Students learn sustainability through participation in 
structured environments where desirable practices are modelled. However, this learning is primarily 
based on exposure and guidance, not critical inquiry. Students are expected to adopt practices. This 
reinforces an instrumental approach in which education supports behaviour change. 

The Swedish sustainability orientation is thus coherently instrumental: action-oriented, normatively 
stable, and individually mediated. Its educational force lies in clarity; its limitation lies in what it 
forecloses; the possibility that sustainability might be contested, structural, or collectively negotiated. 

Imagined learner 
The Swedish curriculum and school meal guidelines construct a relatively clear and consistent image 
of the learner in relation to food and sustainability. Across both documents, students are primarily 
positioned as individuals who are expected to develop responsible habits, follow guidance, and align 
their behaviour with established norms. While there are elements that suggest agency and reflection, 
the dominant representation remains centred on responsibility and adaptation. 

In the curriculum (Lgr22), the learner is explicitly linked to responsibility for both personal well-being 
and broader societal concerns. For example, it states that students should develop “knowledge about 
and an understanding of the importance of the individual’s own lifestyle and its impact on health, the 
environment and society” (Skolverket, 2025, p. 14). This formulation is important because it defines 
the learner primarily through individual responsibility. The emphasis is on how the student’s own 
actions influence outcomes. This framing establishes a particular relationship between knowledge and 
action. Knowledge is not presented as something to question or reinterpret, but as something to apply 
correctly. The learner is expected to use knowledge to regulate behaviour. Sustainability, in this sense, 
becomes a matter of making the right choices and not engaging in critical or collective processes. This 
orientation is reinforced by the normative language used throughout the curriculum. Students are 
expected to follow societal rules and values, and education is positioned as a means of guiding them 
toward appropriate behaviour. The curriculum states that the school should promote respect for shared 
norms and responsibilities, which situates the learner within a framework of social conformity 
(Skolverket, 2025). 

The National Guidelines for School Meals further strengthen this representation. Students are not only 
learners but also participants in a structured environment where behaviour is shaped through 
organisation and design. The guidelines emphasise that school meals should be organised in ways that 
encourage healthy and sustainable habits. This includes how food is presented, how meals are 
structured, and how eating practices are guided (Livsmedelsverket, 2019, p. 46). For example, the 
document highlights that school meals should contribute to developing good eating habits and 
sustainable practices. Although not always explicitly stated as a direct instruction to students, the 
implication is clear: students are expected to respond to the environment and adopt the behaviours it 
promotes. The learner is therefore positioned as someone who adapts to carefully designed conditions. 
This creates a form of indirect pedagogy, where learning occurs through participation. Students are not 
necessarily told what to think about sustainability; instead, they are placed in environments where 
sustainable behaviour is normalised. This reinforces a model of learning based on imitation and 
habituation. 

At the same time, the curriculum does contain elements that suggest a more active role for learners. In 
some sections, students are encouraged to analyse information, reflect on different perspectives, and 
develop critical thinking skills. For example, students are expected to “critically examine information, 
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facts and circumstances and to understand the consequences of different alternatives" (Skolverket, 
2025, p. 7). This introduces the possibility of a learner who is capable of independent judgement.  

However, these critical dimensions are not strongly linked to food or sustainability education. They 
mainly appear in abstract or subject-specific contexts, such as social science or general competencies. 
As a result, the potential for critical engagement exists in the curriculum but is not fully embedded in 
the domain of food. The learner may be a critical thinker in theory, but in practice, is directed towards 
specific behaviours related to food. The learner's agency is real but bounded: students are encouraged 
to act, but within a predetermined normative range where the "correct" sustainable choice is already 
given. The guidelines do include a Meals Council mechanism through which pupils can suggest menus 
and discuss meal organisation, which introduces a participatory element. However, unlike the Finnish 
transversal competency L7, this council is presented as an optional structure, which is why it does not 
fundamentally reorient the overall construction of the learner. The guidelines state that “school meals 
can be a valuable educational tool in the school’s work with lifestyle, environment and health” 
(Livsmedelsverket, 2019, p.46). This positions food as a medium through which students learn how to 
behave. The learner is shaped through everyday practices and not through explicit critical engagement. 

The imagined Swedish learner is a “responsibilised subject”; guided, behaviour-oriented, and 
positioned within sustainability as something to implement. In Biesta's terms, the Swedish curriculum 
prioritises socialisation and qualification over subjectification; the learner is guided toward correct 
conduct rather than toward the development of independent judgment. Using Westheimer and Kahne's 
typology, this construction corresponds most closely to the personally responsible citizen: someone 
who acts correctly within existing arrangements instead of participating in shaping them. 

Knowledge selection and hierarchy 
The Swedish curriculum and school meal guidelines organise knowledge about food and sustainability 
in ways that prioritise practical competence, scientific understanding, and behavioural guidance. This 
organisation is not neutral. It reflects a particular view of what kinds of knowledge are considered 
necessary for students and how this knowledge should be used. Examining what is included, how it is 
structured, and what is less visible helps to identify a clear hierarchy within the policy framework. 

A central feature of this hierarchy is the strong emphasis on practical and functional knowledge. In the 
curriculum, food learning is closely linked to everyday life. Students are expected to develop 
knowledge that can be directly applied in daily practices, particularly in relation to health and 
consumption. For example, the curriculum highlights that students should understand how lifestyle 
choices influence health and the environment (Skolverket, 2025). This positions knowledge as 
something that serves action. This practical orientation is even more explicit in the National 
Guidelines for School Meals. The document provides detailed recommendations on meal composition, 
nutritional balance, and food quality. Knowledge is presented in a structured and authoritative form, 
often based on scientific evidence. For instance, the guidelines refer to the nutritional value of food 
and the importance of balanced meals as a basis for health and well-being (Livsmedelsverket, 2019). 
This establishes scientific knowledge, particularly nutritional knowledge, as a key foundation. At the 
same time, environmental knowledge is incorporated into this framework. The guidelines explain that 
“food production affects the environment in different ways” (Livsmedelsverket, 2019, p.34) and link 
this to recommendations about food choices. However, this environmental knowledge is often 
presented in a simplified and generalised way. It justifies behavioural recommendations over 
encouraging deeper exploration of environmental systems. This creates a structure in which 
knowledge is organised around two dominant domains: health and environment. These domains are 
closely connected, but not equally developed. Health knowledge tends to be more detailed, concrete, 
and operationalised. Environmental knowledge, while present, is often less elaborated and more 
abstract. This imbalance contributes to a hierarchy in which certain types of knowledge are prioritised 
over others. 
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Another important aspect of this hierarchy is the role of expert knowledge. The guidelines present 
information as authoritative and evidence-based, often without reference to alternative perspectives or 
debates. This reinforces a model in which knowledge is transmitted from expert institutions to 
learners. Students are expected to trust and apply this knowledge, but not question it. The absence of 
competing perspectives contributes to a sense of stability and consensus within the policy framework.  

Yet the Swedish documents are not without internal tension. The Home Economics subject 
(Skolverket, 2025, p. 44) requires that students understand how "production, transport and recycling of 
food and other goods affects people's health, economy and environment" and are expected to "take 
positions" on those choices, language that gestures toward systems thinking and ethical judgment. The 
Civics subject (Skolverket, 2025, p. 195) similarly expects students to develop knowledge of "social, 
economic, political, legal and media conditions and structures in society." Both passages open space 
for a more structurally aware and critically engaged learner. However, neither is connected to the 
school meal discourse or integrated into the food education framework in any sustained way. The 
transformative potential is structurally present in Lgr22 but remains disconnected from the domain of 
food. This internal gap (between a curriculum that elsewhere supports systemic and critical thinking 
and a food education framework that does not draw on it) is one of the more analytically significant 
features of the Swedish case. 

The organisation of knowledge also reflects a tendency toward integration at the surface level. Food is 
linked to health, environment, and lifestyle, suggesting an interdisciplinary approach. However, these 
connections are not always developed into a deeper understanding of systems. For example, while the 
guidelines mention that food impacts multiple sustainability goals, they do not explore how these 
goals may conflict or require trade-offs (Livsmedelsverket, 2019). As a result, the interdisciplinary 
potential remains limited. 

Another key feature is the emphasis on learning through practice. The guidelines highlight that school 
meals themselves are part of the learning process. Students are expected to learn not only through 
formal instruction but also through participation in everyday food practices. This reinforces the 
importance of experiential knowledge. However, this experiential dimension is primarily oriented 
toward reinforcing correct behaviours, often not encouraging critical reflection. 

The knowledge hierarchy in Swedish policy documents prioritises practical competence, scientific-
nutritional knowledge, and behavioural guidance. Critical analysis, systemic understanding, and social 
or political dimensions of food systems remain peripheral. This hierarchy is internally coherent (it 
serves the construction of a responsible, guided learner) but it narrows the educational reach of food as 
a site of sustainability learning. This hierarchy aligns closely with the broader patterns identified in the 
previous sections. Sustainability is framed as action, the learner is positioned as responsible and 
guided, and knowledge is organised to support these roles. The different dimensions reinforce each 
other, creating a coherent but limited educational approach. The knowledge structure in Swedish 
policy documents can be described as practically oriented, scientifically based, and normatively 
stabilised. It provides students with clear guidance and useful skills, but it offers fewer opportunities to 
engage with the complexity and contested nature of food systems. Sustainability is therefore 
understood primarily through application. 

Finland  
The analysis of Finnish policy documents follows the same structure, examining sustainability 
orientation, imagined learner, and knowledge selection and hierarchy in turn. 

Sustainability orientation 
The Finnish curriculum and school meal policy construct sustainability as a broad, integrated and 
value-based educational objective over a narrow focus on individual behaviour. Across both 
documents, sustainability is embedded within a wider vision of education that connects ethical 
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responsibility, social participation, and systemic understanding. This positioning differentiates the 
Finnish approach from more behaviour-oriented framings and aligns more closely with transformative 
sustainability education. 

A first key feature is that sustainability is not introduced as a separate topic, but as part of the 
fundamental values and purpose of education. The Finnish National Core Curriculum (2014) states 
that “The aim is to support pupils’ growth into humanity and ethically responsible membership of 
society…” (Opetushallitus, 2014, p.19). This formulation is significant because sustainability is not 
framed explicitly as “environmental behaviour” but implicitly embedded within ethical responsibility 
and social membership. The reference to “humanity” and “responsible membership” expands 
sustainability beyond ecological concerns to include social and moral dimensions. This reflects a 
holistic understanding of sustainability, where environmental issues are inseparable from ethical and 
societal considerations. This broader framing is made more explicit in the curriculum’s treatment of 
sustainable development. The curriculum states that "the human being is part of nature and entirely 
dependent on the vitality of ecosystems" and that basic education recognises the necessity of 
sustainable development and ecosocial civilisation (Opetushallitus, 2014, p. 16). Crucially, this ethical 
and ecological vision is anchored in a specific concept called “ecosocial civilisation” (ekososiaalinen 
sivistys), which the curriculum defines as creating a way of life and culture that cherishes human 
dignity and ecosystem diversity while building the knowledge base for a sustainable circular economy 
(Opetushallitus, 2014, p. 16). This concept gives the Finnish sustainability orientation a philosophical 
specificity that goes beyond vague commitments to environmental awareness. 

The emphasis on interdependence is particularly important. The curriculum frames sustainability as a 
matter of relationships between systems instead of presenting it as a set of isolated problems or 
individual actions. This suggests that students are expected to develop an understanding of how 
ecological, social, and economic processes are interconnected. Such a perspective aligns with 
transformative sustainability education, which prioritises systemic thinking over isolated behavioural 
change. This systemic orientation is further reinforced in the transversal competencies, where 
sustainability is linked to participation and future-oriented thinking. The curriculum guides pupils 
toward adopting sustainable lifestyles and developing readiness to evaluate and change both their own 
and their community's ways of acting so as to build a sustainable future (Opetushallitus, 2014, pp. 16, 
24). At first glance, the reference to “sustainable lifestyles” may suggest an instrumental orientation 
focused on individual behaviour. However, the formulation goes beyond simple behaviour change. 
The emphasis on “understanding” and “acting for a sustainable future” introduces a temporal and 
societal dimension, where sustainability is framed as a shared future-oriented project. This dual 
emphasis reflects a hybrid sustainability orientation. On the one hand, the curriculum includes 
elements of instrumental sustainability education, particularly in encouraging sustainable lifestyles. On 
the other hand, it incorporates transformative elements by emphasising understanding, 
interdependence, and future-oriented action. 

This hybrid nature becomes even more evident when the curriculum addresses structural aspects of 
sustainability. The curriculum asks pupils to recognise how patterns of production and consumption 
affect sustainable development and to reflect on the contradictions they generate (Opetushallitus, 
2014, p. 16). This passage is crucial because it explicitly introduces structural critique into 
sustainability education. Students are not only expected to adopt sustainable behaviours but also to 
examine the contradictions within existing systems, such as tensions between economic growth and 
environmental sustainability. This goes beyond instrumental approaches and clearly aligns with 
transformative education, where critical reflection on societal structures is central. 

Through the named transversal competency L7 (Participation, influence and building a sustainable 
future) the curriculum institutionalises civic engagement across all subjects and year groups, stating 
that "participation and influence skills, as well as a responsible attitude toward the future, can only be 
learned by practising them" (Opetushallitus, 2014, p. 24). Here, sustainability is framed as something 
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that requires collective action and democratic engagement. The verbs “participate” and “influence” 
indicate that sustainability is not only about adapting to existing norms but also about shaping societal 
development. This reinforces the transformative dimension of the curriculum. 

In the context of food education, this systemic and participatory orientation is further developed in the 
school meal guidelines. The document explicitly states that “School meals are part of sustainable 
development and support ecological, economic, social and cultural sustainability.” (Finnish National 
Nutrition Council, 2017). This statement reflects a multi-dimensional understanding of sustainability, 
where food is positioned at the intersection of different sustainability domains. Unlike more limited 
framings that focus only on nutrition or environmental impact, this approach recognises food as a 
complex system involving economic structures, cultural practices, and social relations. Importantly, 
the guidelines also frame school meals as part of education: “School meals are part of education and 
guidance and support pupils’ growth and development.” (Finnish National Nutrition Council, 2017). 
This shifts the role of food from a service provision to a pedagogical space. Sustainability is therefore 
not only taught through formal lessons but also through everyday practices, where students experience 
sustainability in action. This experiential dimension is a key feature of transformative sustainability 
education. 

The guidelines further emphasise that school meals should promote sustainable practices in a broad 
sense, including responsible consumption, reduction of food waste, and appreciation of food culture. 
However, these practices are not presented as isolated behaviours. Instead, they are embedded within a 
broader educational framework that connects individual actions to collective systems. Another 
important aspect is that responsibility for sustainability is not placed solely on the individual student. 
The document highlights the role of institutions, stating that school meals are organised in ways that 
reflect sustainability principles. This suggests that sustainability is understood as a shared 
responsibility, involving schools, policymakers, and communities. At the same time, elements of 
instrumental sustainability remain present. Students are encouraged to adopt healthy eating habits and 
make responsible food choices. However, these elements do not dominate the overall framing. Instead, 
they are integrated into a broader perspective that emphasises understanding, participation, and 
systemic awareness. 

The Finnish sustainability orientation is therefore neither purely instrumental nor purely 
transformative, but weighted toward the transformative; it situates sustainability within systems, 
ethics, and collective action, while retaining behavioural goals as one dimension of a wider 
educational project. This orientation reflects a strong alignment with transformative sustainability 
education, while still incorporating elements of instrumental approaches. Instead of presenting 
sustainability as a set of correct behaviours, the Finnish documents frame it as a complex societal 
challenge that requires understanding, reflection, and engagement across multiple levels. 

The document defines food sense as an understanding that "emphasises that there is not just one way 
to eat in a manner that promotes sustainable well-being," linking it to everyday experience and the 
diversity of food choices (Finnish National Nutrition Council, 2017, p. 13). This pluralism is 
analytically significant: it explicitly resists the single correct choice model and situates sustainability 
within lived experience. 

Imagined learner 
The Finnish curriculum and school meal guidelines construct an imagined learner who is more active, 
more socially embedded, and more explicitly participatory than in the Swedish documents. The learner 
is not framed only as someone who receives guidance and then applies it correctly. Instead, the learner 
is repeatedly positioned as a person who grows through participation, takes part in shared decision-
making, and develops responsibility in relation to others, the school community, and the future. This 
orientation appears both in the broad curriculum text and in the more practical school meal guidance. 
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A first important feature is that the learner is framed as a member of society, not merely as an 
individual pupil. In the curriculum’s values section, the pupil is connected to “ethical responsibility,” 
democracy, participation, and active agency in civil society. The text does not describe education only 
as preparation for personal success or private self-management. It presents school as a place where 
pupils grow into social membership and develop the capacity to act with and for others, and the meal 
guidelines reinforce this by requiring each school curriculum to define objectives related to “education 
on food, health and manners, and a sustainable way of life” (Finnish National Nutrition Council, 2017, 
p. 9). That already gives the imagined learner a wider horizon. The pupil is not only expected to 
manage daily life, but to become someone capable of participating in collective life. This matters 
because it changes the meaning of responsibility. In a narrower educational logic, responsibility often 
means obeying rules, behaving correctly, or making good personal choices. In the Finnish curriculum, 
responsibility is broader. It includes self-regulation, but it also includes ethical judgment, participation, 
and influence. The curriculum’s section on sustainable living is especially revealing here. It does not 
stop at encouraging sustainable habits. It also states that pupils should be guided to understand 
structural contradictions in patterns of production and consumption and be encouraged to influence the 
societal structures and decisions that shape development. This moves the learner beyond the position 
of a compliant individual and closer to that of a participant in social change. 

The same logic appears in the curriculum’s account of learning itself. The pupil is described as “an 
active actor” who learns by setting goals, solving problems, working independently and with others, 
and reflecting on learning, experience, and emotions. This is important because it gives the learner 
epistemic agency. The pupil is not imagined as someone who simply absorbs preselected knowledge. 
The pupil is expected to plan, reflect, negotiate, and co-construct meaning. In other words, the 
imagined learner is not passive even at the level of pedagogy. 

Another strong signal appears in the curriculum’s sections on participation and influence. The text 
insists that participation in social life can only really be learned by practising it. It says that the school 
must strengthen every pupil’s inclusion and that pupils should participate in planning, implementing, 
and evaluating both their own studies and shared school work. This is a very different construction 
from a model where participation is added as a symbolic extra. Here, participation is presented as part 
of what education is for. The imagined learner is someone who should experience being heard, valued, 
and capable of influencing matters that concern them. This has direct implications for food education. 
In many school food policies, learners are treated mainly as eaters who must be nudged toward the 
correct meal pattern. In the Finnish school meal recommendations, that is not the whole story. The 
document explicitly states that pupils must be given the opportunity “to participate in the planning and 
implementation of school meals according to their developmental phase” (Finnish National Nutrition 
Council, 2017, p. 43). It also links this participation to “building a sustainable future.” That wording is 
not accidental. It integrates food practice into a broader pedagogical vision of agency and civic 
formation. 

The school meal document is especially rich because it takes a very everyday activity (eating lunch at 
school) and turns it into a social and educational field where the learner is expected to act. School 
meal situations are described as multidisciplinary learning units in which meals play a significant role 
in “teaching related to the environment, culture, manners and equality” (Finnish National Nutrition 
Council, 2017, p. 11). Pupils are not only fed there; they are expected to develop “food sense,” reflect 
on their own actions and experiences, work on projects about school meals, and even communicate the 
results of those projects to parents, municipal decision-makers, and the media. That is a much thicker 
image of the learner than the simple model of a child being trained into healthy habits. It suggests that 
food is a site through which learners practise inquiry, cooperation, public communication, and 
influence. 

This is one of the clearest differences in the Finnish material: the learner is imagined as someone who 
can move from participation inside the meal setting to influence beyond it. The text even says that, 
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when pupils communicate their project results, “they also learn how to work together to influence 
matters that concern themselves” (Finnish National Nutrition Council, 2017, p. 15). This means the 
school meal is not only a behavioural environment. It is also a political and civic training ground, even 
if in a modest and age-appropriate form. At the same time, the learner is not portrayed as radically 
autonomous. Adults remain very present in the Finnish documents. Teachers and educational staff 
guide, encourage, supervise, and help pupils develop good habits and responsibilities. The meal 
environment is still adult-organised, and supervision is explicitly said to “develop food competence 
and also support the development of consumer awareness and a sustainable lifestyle” (Finnish 
National Nutrition Council, 2017, p. 20). The recommendation text explicitly states that education for 
well-being is provided by teachers and staff who guide pupils to listen to others, create common rules, 
and accept responsibility for a pleasant learning environment and atmosphere. So the learner is not 
imagined as self-governing from the start. Agency is cultivated within a strongly supported 
environment. 

This makes the Finnish imagined learner best understood not as a fully autonomous actor, but as a 
supported participant. The pupil is expected to act, but within a communal and pedagogically 
structured setting. That balance is important. It avoids two extremes: on the one hand, a passive 
learner who is simply managed by adults; on the other hand, an unrealistically independent learner 
who is left to carry responsibility alone. Instead, responsibility is gradually developed through guided 
participation (Finnish National Nutrition Council, 2017, p. 43). 

The school meal guidelines reinforce this by repeatedly presenting inclusion as something that must be 
actively supported. The text states that inclusion contributes both to community development and to 
the development of the individual, and that the stronger pupils perceive their possibility to influence, 
the more motivated they are to act. This is a striking formulation because it links motivation directly to 
perceived influence. It suggests that pupils are more likely to engage when they are treated as 
meaningful participants. In that sense, the imagined learner is motivationally shaped by democratic 
experience. 

This is also where the Finnish documents become more interesting than a purely instrumental reading 
would suggest. They do include behavioural goals, especially around well-being, food competence, 
regular meals, and healthy choices. But these goals are often embedded in a broader educational 
language of participation, reflection, and shared responsibility. Food education is not framed only as 
learning what to choose. It is also framed as learning how to live with others, how to discuss, how to 
influence, and how to understand one’s place in a larger social and environmental world. 

The curriculum’s wider treatment of participation strengthens this reading. It stresses that pupils 
should gain experiences of democratic action in their class, school, and surrounding environment, and 
that they should learn to express views constructively, negotiate, resolve conflicts, and critically 
examine issues. This means that the learner is not constructed simply as a morally responsible child, 
but as someone who develops a repertoire of democratic practices. When that is read alongside the 
school meal guidance, food appears as one practical arena where these broader civic capacities can be 
exercised (Finnish National Nutrition Council, 2017, p. 45). 

There is also a more relational image of the learner in the Finnish material. The pupil is repeatedly 
situated in communities: peer groups, school communities, project groups, meal committees, and 
relations with adults. Even the curriculum’s description of learning emphasises interaction with other 
pupils, teachers, adults, communities, and learning environments. This reduces the emphasis on 
isolated individual choice. The learner is imagined less as a solitary decision-maker and more as a 
person formed in relationships. That relational framing matters for sustainability. It suggests that 
sustainable conduct is not imagined only as the result of private moral discipline. It is learned socially, 
through common rules, shared practices, mutual influence, and institutional environments. In this 
respect, the Finnish learner is closer to a democratic participant in a community of practice than to an 
individual consumer navigating a menu. 
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The imagined learner in the Finnish curriculum and school meal policy can be described as active, 
socially embedded, ethically responsible, and participatory. Compared with the Swedish material, the 
Finnish documents more clearly construct pupils as actors who should not only develop good habits 
but also learn to participate, influence, reflect, and help shape shared practices. Food education is 
therefore not restricted to behavioural correction. It becomes part of a broader project of citizenship 
formation in which the learner is expected to be capable of contributing to a sustainable future with 
others, and not merely behaving well within the present one. In Biesta's terms, the Finnish curriculum 
moves closer to subjectification; the learner is invited to develop as an independent subject through 
participation, reflection, and civic engagement. Using Westheimer and Kahne's typology, the Finnish 
imagined learner corresponds more clearly to the participatory citizen and, in some formulations, 
approaches the justice-oriented citizen through the expectation that learners will examine structural 
contradictions in food systems and seek to influence them. This participatory orientation is not 
incidental. It is formally institutionalised through the transversal competency L7, which runs across all 
subjects and year groups. The curriculum states that participation and influence skills "can only be 
learned by practising them" and that "the school's task is to strengthen every pupil's inclusion" 
(Opetushallitus, 2014, p. 24). L7 transforms participation from a pedagogical preference into a 
structural curriculum requirement, which is why the Finnish imagined learner is not merely 
encouraged to participate; the curriculum is architecturally designed to produce that participation. 

Knowledge selection and hierarchy 
The Finnish curriculum and school meal policy construct sustainable food education through a broad 
and integrated selection of knowledge, where different types of knowledge coexist and interact. The 
documents combine scientific, practical, ethical, and societal perspectives instead of prioritising a 
single dominant form of knowledge. However, this apparent balance still reflects underlying 
hierarchies that shape how sustainability and food are understood and taught. 

A key observation is that the Finnish curriculum does not reduce knowledge to merely disciplinary 
content. Instead, it explicitly encourages a multidimensional understanding of knowledge, where 
cognitive, practical, and values-based aspects are interconnected. This is reflected in the curriculum’s 
description of learning, where knowledge is linked to action, reflection, and experience. “Pupils learn 
to set goals, solve problems, work independently and collaboratively, and reflect on their learning, 
experiences, and emotions.” (Opetushallitus, 2014, p.17). This formulation indicates that knowledge is 
not treated as static information to be transmitted, but as something constructed through practice and 
reflection. This shifts the focus from what students know to how they interact with knowledge, which 
is central to transformative educational approaches. In sustainability education, this broader view of 
knowledge allows for the inclusion of various types of knowledge. Scientific understanding remains 
important, especially in comprehending environmental processes and food systems. However, it is not 
positioned as the sole or dominant form of knowledge; rather, it is integrated with other forms of 
understanding, such as ethical reasoning and social awareness. This is particularly evident in the 
curriculum’s treatment of sustainability, where students are expected not only to understand 
environmental issues but also to consider their societal dimensions. The passage about pupils learning 
to recognise how patterns of production and consumption affect sustainable development and to reflect 
on the contradictions related to them (Opetushallitus, 2014, p.16) highlights two important aspects of 
knowledge selection. First, it introduces systems level of knowledge, where food and sustainability are 
connected to broader production and consumption patterns. Second, it emphasises critical reflection, 
encouraging students to engage with contradictions. This reflects a hierarchy where systemic and 
critical knowledge is valued alongside factual knowledge. Students are not only expected to know 
facts about sustainability but also to understand tensions and complexities within food systems. 

The school meal guidelines further expand this multi-dimensional approach to knowledge by 
integrating learning into everyday practices. The document states that “School meals and meal 
situations can be used as multidisciplinary learning units.” (Finnish National Nutrition Council, 2017). 
This is a crucial statement because it positions food not only as an object of knowledge but as a 
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context for learning. Knowledge is therefore not confined to the classroom but embedded in daily 
experiences, where students learn through participation in shared practices. The guidelines also 
emphasise the development of what can be described as practical and experiential knowledge. 
Students are expected to develop “food sense,” understand meal structures, and engage with food 
preparation and consumption practices. This type of knowledge is not purely cognitive but involves 
skills, habits, and embodied understanding. At the same time, the document integrates social and 
cultural knowledge, highlighting that food practices are shaped by traditions, norms, and collective 
values. This expands the scope of food education beyond nutrition and environmental impact to 
include cultural and social dimensions. Another important aspect of knowledge selection is the 
inclusion of ethical knowledge. The curriculum repeatedly links sustainability to ethical responsibility 
and societal participation. This suggests that students are expected to engage with questions of values, 
justice, and responsibility in relation to food systems. 

However, despite this broad inclusion of knowledge types, certain hierarchies can still be identified. 
Scientific and institutional knowledge remains strongly present, particularly in the organisation of 
curriculum content and policy frameworks. Schools and policymakers determine which knowledge is 
included and how it is structured, which means that students’ engagement with knowledge occurs 
within predefined boundaries. Moreover, while critical and systemic knowledge is encouraged, it is 
often framed within guided reflection. Students are invited to reflect on contradictions in production 
and consumption, but the documents do not explicitly position them as questioning or challenging the 
underlying systems in a more radical sense. This suggests that while transformative elements are 
present, they are moderated by institutional constraints. 

The Finnish knowledge structure is layered and deliberately integrated: scientific, practical, social, 
cultural, ethical, and systemic knowledge coexist and reinforce one another. This integration is the 
condition of possibility for the broader imagined learner; a participant who can engage with food as a 
socially dense, politically meaningful, and ecologically embedded phenomenon. This multi-layered 
understanding enables a more comprehensive engagement with sustainability challenges. Over 
reducing food education to isolated topics such as nutrition or environmental impact, the Finnish 
documents construct it as a complex field of knowledge that reflects the interconnected nature of 
sustainability itself. 

Yet the Finnish documents are not uniformly transformative. The Home Economics subject 
(Kotitalous, p. 437) describes its core task as developing students' capacity to "manage everyday life in 
the home" and frames food learning primarily around nutrition recommendations, food safety, the food 
chain, economy, and ethics; a guided framework that positions the learner as a consumer developing 
correct practices. The content area S1, Ruokaosaaminen (food competence), specifies that meal 
planning and preparation should be considered from the perspective of "nutrition recommendations, 
food safety, the food chain, knowledge of food products, economy, ethics and reliable information" 
(Opetushallitus, 2014, p. 438). This is a broader configuration than in Sweden, but it is still largely 
teacher-directed and outcome-oriented. Similarly, the school meal guidelines include detailed 
prescriptions about meal composition and dietary balance that mirror the administrative logic found 
more consistently in the Swedish material. These moments suggest that the Finnish framework has not 
fully resolved the tension between transformative aspiration and institutional manageability. The 
participatory and systemic dimensions are structurally present and dominant, but they coexist with 
normative guidance that pulls in the other direction. 

Comparative analysis 
The comparison between Sweden and Finland shows that both education systems treat food education 
as part of the wider educational response to sustainability, health, and social development. In both 
cases, school meals are described as more than food provision, and both policy frameworks connect 
meals to education, well-being, and the formation of habits. The difference lies less in whether school 
meals matter than in what kind of educational work they are expected to do. In the Swedish material, 
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meals are strongly tied to guidance, norm formation, and the practical management of sustainable and 
healthy behaviour. In the Finnish material, meals are more clearly framed as a pedagogical arena 
where participation, responsibility, and social learning are expected to happen alongside nutritional 
provision. What emerges from the comparison is not a simple opposition between a weak and a strong 
model of sustainability education. Both systems combine practical and broader educational aims. The 
sharper distinction is that Sweden more consistently translates sustainability into good conduct within 
existing arrangements, while Finland more explicitly links it to participation in shared practices and 
reflection on wider conditions. This difference becomes visible across all three analytical dimensions: 
sustainability orientation, imagined learner, and knowledge selection. It also affects how the 
“sustainable food citizen” is constructed. In one case, that figure is closer to a responsible chooser. In 
the other, it is closer to a participant in collective educational and social life. 

Sustainability orientation 
A first major difference concerns how sustainability itself is framed. In the Swedish school meal 
guidelines, sustainability is strongly operationalised through action. The policy text explains in page 
32 that food consumption has environmental effects and then moves quickly to concrete guidance: “By 
making conscious choices and reducing food waste, school meals can help reduce environmental 
impact.” This wording is revealing. Sustainability is translated into a manageable sequence of 
institutional and individual practices: choose differently, waste less, measure outcomes, improve 
routines. The logic is practical, administrative, and behaviourally legible. 

That practical framing is not trivial. It makes sustainability actionable inside the school meal system. 
The Swedish guidelines specify that food waste should be minimised, meat proportions reduced, stable 
fish stocks prioritised, and energy and transport use limited. In policy terms, this creates clarity. 
Sustainability is made visible through measurable practices. Yet that same clarity narrows the field. 
Environmental issues are acknowledged, but the educational response is primarily framed in terms of 
implementation. The school meal becomes a site where sustainability is enacted through good 
practice. The Swedish framing does contain openings toward broader meanings. The document states 
that food affects several of the UN sustainability goals and that meals can contribute to education 
about lifestyle, environment, and health. It also describes the meal as part of the school’s “social 
education,” which suggests that food is linked to values, norms, and social life, not only to nutrition. 
Still, these wider references remain secondary to the dominant pattern: sustainability is most 
concretely expressed through norms of management, efficiency, healthier consumption, and reduced 
environmental burden. 

The Finnish documents approach sustainability differently. The national curriculum situates 
sustainable life within the fundamental value base of education and links it to ecosocial civilisation, 
interdependence, global responsibility, and the need to address contradictions in consumption and 
production. One important passage states that in basic education, pupils reflect on “the contradictions 
that emerge in consumption and production patterns in relation to a sustainable future” and are guided 
to know the social structures and decisions that influence development and to influence them. This is a 
markedly broader formulation. Sustainability is not reduced to good habits. It is presented as a field of 
tensions, structures, and collective action. The Finnish meal recommendations reinforce this wider 
frame. On page 14, the visual model of well-organised school catering places “sustainable” alongside 
“supervised,” “balanced,” “appealing,” “free of charge,” and “safe,” while the surrounding text 
connects food education to well-being, responsibility, and the development of “food sense.” The 
concept of food sense is especially important because it resists a one-dimensional version of 
sustainability. The text explains that food education should help pupils recognise the diversity of food 
choices, perceive the complete food system, and understand the social, cultural, and everyday 
significance of food. That definition places sustainability inside a wider interpretive field. Food is not 
only a matter of choosing the most efficient option. It is also a matter of navigating meanings, systems, 
and relationships. 



28 

In Swedish policy, sustainability becomes easier to implement but thinner as an object of inquiry. In 
Finnish policy, sustainability becomes more conceptually demanding but also more available as a field 
of reflection and engagement. 

Imagined learner 
The different sustainability orientations are closely tied to different constructions of the learner. In the 
Swedish case, the learner is primarily positioned as someone who should come to understand the 
importance of “the individual’s own lifestyle and its impact on health, the environment and society.” 
This is a powerful phrase because it centres the learner’s own lifestyle as the point where 
environmental and social responsibility become educationally meaningful. The learner is imagined as 
a person whose choices matter and whose responsibility is expressed through those choices. 

This construction is not entirely passive. The Swedish learner is expected to know, understand, and 
act. But the dominant mode of agency is individualised. It is less about participating in the shaping of 
systems than about behaving well within them. Even when the meal is described as an educational 
resource and a place for dialogue, the practical examples often return to adult guidance, positive 
modelling, curiosity-building, and gradual habit formation. Pupils may be invited to measure waste or 
explore flavours, but the overall pedagogical rhythm remains guided from above. Adults model, 
design, and encourage; pupils respond, try, and internalise. This is why the Swedish learner can be 
read as a “responsibilised subject”. The learner is not reduced to obedience, but the educational role is 
still strongly tied to the management of personal conduct. Sustainability becomes something the pupil 
is expected to embody through food choices, attitudes to waste, openness to healthy foods, and 
everyday responsibility. The policy language gives the learner room to participate, yet that 
participation is mostly channelled toward the reinforcement of predefined norms. 

The Finnish learner is constructed differently. The curriculum explicitly describes the pupil as “an 
active actor” who learns through independent and shared problem-solving, planning, reflection, and 
interaction with others and with different learning environments. This is not merely a pedagogical 
preference. It is a model of personhood. The learner is imagined as someone who develops through 
doing, negotiating, reflecting, and participating. That orientation becomes much more concrete in the 
Finnish meal recommendations. The text states that school meal situations form a “multidisciplinary 
learning unit” and can be used as the basis for learning projects in which pupils analyse and develop 
school meals from the perspective of provision, significance, execution, their own actions, and peer 
experience. It goes further by saying that when pupils communicate the results of such projects to 
parents, municipal decision-makers, and the media, they learn to work together to influence matters 
that concern them. This is a major shift in the imagined learner. Here, the pupil is not just a diner 
learning good habits. The pupil is treated as someone who can investigate, evaluate, communicate, and 
influence. 

The Finnish text on inclusion strengthens this interpretation. It states that pupils must be allowed to 
participate in the planning and implementation of school meals according to their developmental phase 
and explicitly links that participation to “building a sustainable future.” It also states explicitly that 
“enabling structures in the society as well as inclusion help an individual evolve from a passive target 
into an active operator” (Finnish National Nutrition Council, 2017, p. 43), directly linking 
participation to a transformation in the learner's civic identity. This is unusually explicit policy 
language. It defines participation not as decoration but as constitutive of who the learner should 
become. 

The contrast with Sweden is not that Finnish pupils are completely free actors while Swedish pupils 
are not. Both systems remain institutionally structured and adult-led. The bigger difference lies in how 
each system interprets educational agency. Sweden largely treats agency as good choice-making 
within a normatively stable framework. Finland treats the agency more as guided participation in 
shared educational and social processes. The Finnish learner is still supervised and supported, but is 
more clearly imagined as someone who develops by taking part in the shaping of practices. That 



29 

difference matters for sustainability education. When the learner is primarily imagined as an individual 
chooser, sustainability tends to be moralised at the level of consumption. When the learner is imagined 
as a participant, sustainability becomes tied to co-operation, influence, and shared responsibility. The 
Finnish case does not eliminate personal responsibility, but it dilutes its isolation by embedding it in 
community, dialogue, and collective educational action. This contrast maps directly onto Westheimer 
and Kahne's distinction between the personally responsible and the participatory citizen, and reflects 
what Biesta identifies as the difference between curricula that prioritise socialisation and those that 
create space for subjectification. 

Knowledge selection and hierarchy 
The comparison also reveals that the two systems organise knowledge differently. In the Swedish 
documents, food knowledge is heavily anchored in nutrition, health, and environmentally preferable 
consumption. These are legitimate and important areas, but they are largely arranged to support action. 
Nutritional calculations, model plates, healthier cafeteria selection, and eco-smart food choices create 
a knowledge structure oriented toward practice and compliance. Knowledge becomes something that 
tells schools and pupils what a good meal should look like and how it should be managed. 

This does not mean that the Swedish framework is intellectually shallow. The curriculum contains 
strong strands of critical and societal knowledge, especially in social science, where pupils are 
expected to understand democratic values, social structures, and how individuals and groups influence 
and are influenced by those structures. The problem is not the absence of complex knowledge in the 
curriculum as a whole. The problem is the weak integration of that complexity into food education. 
Food knowledge is mainly selected through nutritional, behavioural, and environmental management 
perspectives. The more critical and structural capacities available elsewhere in the curriculum do not 
strongly reorganise the school meal discourse. 

The Finnish knowledge structure is broader and more integrated. The national curriculum links 
sustainable life to social structures, contradictions in production and consumption, and the need to 
search collectively for life-correcting solutions. In home economics, food content is explicitly tied to 
nutrition recommendations, food safety, the food chain, economy, ethics, and reliable information. 
This is a dense knowledge configuration. It places food at the intersection of practical skills, system 
understanding, ethical reflection, and informational judgement. 

The school meal recommendations extend this integration by giving food education a multidisciplinary 
and experiential form. Food sense is defined in a way that includes diversity of choices, the complete 
food system, and the social, cultural, and everyday significance of food. Meals are described as a 
setting where pupils can develop not just habits but interpretations of food’s meaning in life, culture, 
and sustainability. Knowledge in this policy is not only factual or procedural. It is also experiential, 
relational, and interpretive. This does not mean the Finnish hierarchy is flat. Some forms of knowledge 
still carry more authority than others. Nutritional standards, legal regulations, health frameworks, and 
institutional monitoring remain strong. But these are less isolated from broader knowledge forms than 
in the Swedish case. In Finnish policy, the practical, scientific, ethical, social, and systemic are more 
deliberately held together. 

To make these differences more explicit, Table 3 summarises how key forms of knowledge are 
prioritised in the Swedish and Finnish documents. 
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Table 3: Knowledge configuration in Sweden and Finland 

Knowledge Type Sweden Finland 

Scientific 
knowledge 

Present, mainly related to 
nutrition and basic environmental 
awareness 

Present and connected to broader systems 
(environment, production, sustainability) 

Practical 
knowledge 

Strong emphasis on habits, food 
choices, and everyday behaviour 

Strong emphasis on experiential learning 
through participation in practices (e.g. 
school meals) 

Ethical 
knowledge 

Mostly implicit, linked to 
responsibility and appropriate 
behaviour 

Explicitly addressed through values, 
responsibility, and sustainability 
principles 

Social and 
cultural 

knowledge 

Limited emphasis, often 
secondary to health and 
behaviour 

Strongly integrated, food is seen as a 
social and cultural practice 

Systemic 
knowledge 

Limited, rarely addressing 
broader production and 
consumption systems 

Strong emphasis on interdependence, 
systems thinking, and structural 
understanding 

Critical and 
reflective 

knowledge 

Limited, focus on applying 
knowledge  

Encouraged, including reflection on 
contradictions in sustainability and food 
systems 

 

As shown in Table 3, the Finnish documents integrate scientific, practical, ethical, social, and systemic 
knowledge in a more connected way, while the Swedish material gives greater weight to practical and 
normative guidance centred on nutrition, behaviour, and environmental management. The issue is not 
that Sweden lacks systemic knowledge in the curriculum as a whole, but that this knowledge is less 
strongly drawn into the food education field. Finland, by contrast, makes food a clearer meeting point 
for different ways of knowing. This distinction affects what school food education can do. In a more 
narrowly practical configuration, knowledge supports correct action and efficient management. In a 
more integrated configuration, knowledge can also support reflection on tensions, meanings, and 
structures. That is why the difference in knowledge hierarchy is not simply technical. It shapes the 
educational reach of food itself. To synthesise the key differences identified across the three analytical 
dimensions, Table 4 presents a comparative overview of Sweden and Finland. 
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Table 4: Comparative synthesis of Sweden and Finland 

Dimension Sweden Finland 

Sustainability 
orientation 

Behavioural, norm-driven, focus on 
individual responsibility 

Systemic, ethical, participatory, focus 
on collective engagement 

Dominant logic Regulation of behaviour Transformation through understanding 
and participation 

Imagined learner Responsible consumer Participatory citizen 

Role of the learner Applies knowledge in personal 
choices 

Participates, influences, and co-
constructs practices 

Knowledge focus Practical, normative, health-
oriented 

Integrated: scientific, ethical, social, 
systemic 

Treatment of 
systems 

Limited, implicit Explicit (production, consumption, 
interdependence) 

Food education 
role 

Context for behaviour and habits Pedagogical space for participation and 
learning 

Responsibility 
framing 

Individual responsibility Shared and collective responsibility 

Educational 
outcome 

Correct practices Critical understanding + engagement 

 

As Table 4 shows, the Swedish and Finnish documents are internally coherent but point in different 
directions. Sweden connects sustainability to behavioural guidance, individual responsibility, and a 
more practically stabilised knowledge structure. Finland connects sustainability to participation, 
systemic awareness, and a broader educational treatment of food as a social and pedagogical field. 

Role of food education 
These differences become especially visible when the role of food education itself is compared. In the 
Swedish material, food education is important, but it is often treated as a means through which 
students learn correct choices, healthier habits, and environmentally better practices. Meals can 
support discussion, social interaction, and even curiosity about farming, ecology, culture, and 
democracy. Yet the overall role of food remains closely tied to normative guidance. Food is 
educational because it helps schools shape desirable conduct. In the Finnish material, food education 
has a wider pedagogical function. Meals are not only occasions for transmitting norms; they are built 
into the educational process as situations where pupils learn through shared activity, supervised 
interaction, project work, and participation in improvement. Food becomes a pedagogical space where 
cognitive, social, emotional, and civic learning can converge. This gives food education greater depth 
as an educational form. 

The difference is not that Sweden ignores the social dimension. The Swedish guidelines clearly 
recognise meals as part of social education and as opportunities for dialogue and cultural encounter. 
But these dimensions sit beside a stronger administrative and behavioural frame. In Finland, the social, 
participatory, and pedagogical dimensions are more structurally embedded in the meal discourse itself. 
Food education is less supplementary and more constitutive of what school meals are supposed to be. 
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This has consequences for how one interprets the school meal. In Sweden, the meal is an educational 
resource that can be used well or poorly. In Finland, the meal is more clearly defined as part of the 
educational core. That difference deepens the Finnish case. It also helps explain why participation and 
multidisciplinary learning appear more naturally there. 

Comparing Swedish and Finnish  
Taken together, these patterns suggest that two different educational logics organise the Swedish and 
Finnish documents. The Swedish logic is one in which sustainability becomes educationally 
meaningful through conduct, guidance, and the practical shaping of everyday routines. The Finnish 
logic is one in which sustainability becomes educationally meaningful through participation, systems 
thinking, and the integration of food into wider pedagogical and social processes. 

This distinction should not be overstated into a rigid binary. Swedish policy does include dialogue, 
sociality, and broader educational ambitions. Finnish policy does include guidance, supervision, and 
the cultivation of good habits. The difference lies in which orientation gives coherence to the overall 
framework. In Sweden, the strongest coherence comes from behavioural and institutional guidance. In 
Finland, it comes from participatory and systemic educational design. 

That interpretation is worth making visible because the two cases can appear superficially similar. 
Both speak about health. Both speak about sustainability. Both speak about school meals as 
educationally important. The deeper comparison shows that the same keywords are not doing the same 
work. In one system, they mainly stabilise norms and behaviour. In the other, they more clearly open 
educational space for participation, interpretation, and influence. As Figure 3 illustrates, the Swedish 
model centres the regulation of behaviour within a structured framework of meal quality, health, and 
eco-smart choice, while the Finnish model more clearly links meals to participation, multidisciplinary 
learning, and the development of food sense within a shared social environment. The figure’s value is 
that it condenses the underlying contrast after the analytical work has been done. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sustainability education 

Sweden 

Individual responsibility 

Knowledge for action 

Behavioural orientation 

Food as practice 

Learner as consumer 

Finland  

Collective responsibility 

Food as pedagogical space 

Participation and engagement 

Knowledge for understanding 

Learner as citizen 

Sustainable food citizen 

Figure 3: Comparative construction of food education in Swedish and Finnish curricula 
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Constructing the sustainable food citizen 
The comparison ultimately points to two different constructions of the sustainable food citizen. In the 
Swedish context, this figure is shaped through the language of responsibility, lifestyle, healthy choice, 
and environmental awareness. The sustainable food citizen is someone who learns to choose 
appropriately, consume responsibly, and align personal behaviour with accepted norms of 
sustainability and health. This construction is practical and morally legitimate. It gives schools clear 
educational targets. But it also risks keeping sustainability close to private conduct. 

In the Finnish context, the sustainable food citizen is constructed in a broader way. This figure still 
includes responsible choice and well-being, but is more clearly linked to participation, shared practice, 
food sense, and the ability to engage with systems and structures. The citizen that emerges here is not 
only a chooser but also a participant in educational and social processes that shape food life. 
Sustainability becomes something to live, discuss, improve, and partly co-govern. 

This difference matters because it reveals that food education does political and civic work even when 
it appears ordinary. Through the selection of knowledge, the framing of sustainability, and the 
positioning of learners, curriculum and policy texts define what kind of relation pupils should have to 
food, to others, and to the future. The Swedish and Finnish documents both seek to form responsible 
young people. The comparison shows, however, that responsibility is not imagined in the same way. 
One version is more closely tied to proper conduct within given arrangements. The other is more 
closely tied to participation in shaping common educational life and, by extension, in imagining more 
sustainable futures. 

That is why the comparative findings matter beyond these two cases. They suggest that the question is 
not only whether food appears in sustainability education, but how food is made pedagogically 
meaningful. Food can be treated mainly as a vehicle for behavioural correction, or it can be treated as 
a socially dense educational field where habits, values, systems, and participation are learned together. 
The two countries do not sit at opposite ends of a single scale, but they do reveal two different ways of 
combining those possibilities. That difference is central to understanding how the sustainable food 
citizen is constructed in contemporary Nordic education policy. 

Discussion  
This discussion situates the findings within the broader theoretical and scholarly debates introduced 
earlier in this thesis. Drawing on the analytical framework developed around sustainability orientation, 
imagined learner, and knowledge selection and hierarchy, it examines what the comparative findings 
reveal about how sustainability education is conceptualised within curriculum policy, how learners are 
constructed as civic subjects, and what these constructions mean for the field of education for 
sustainable development. The discussion also considers the implications of the findings for food 
education more broadly and reflects on what a more transformative model of food education might 
look like. 

Reframing sustainability education 
The findings reveal that Sweden and Finland do not simply differ in how much sustainability they 
include in food education; they differ in what sustainability is understood to be. In Sweden, 
sustainability is a domain of correct practice, and in Finland, it is a field of ongoing negotiation. This 
makes it not a pedagogical preference, but an ontological distinction with political consequences for 
what kind of citizen each system is cultivating. This maps directly onto Vare & Scott’s (2007) 
distinction: Sweden operates largely as education for sustainable development; Finland as education as 
sustainable development. 
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As Wals (2015) argues, sustainability education must move beyond the transmission of knowledge and 
the promotion of correct behaviour, and instead support learners in developing the capacity to engage 
with complexity, ambiguity, and contestation. From this perspective, the way sustainability is framed 
within curricula has direct implications for what learners are able to understand and do.  

The comparison between Sweden and Finland thus highlights a fundamental tension within 
sustainability education; the balance between the productive clarity of the instrumental and the 
necessary discomfort of the transformative. This tension cannot be resolved by simply choosing one 
over the other. Sterling (2024) argues that education systems often struggle to move beyond 
instrumental approaches because they are structured around predefined outcomes and measurable 
results. At the same time, there is increasing recognition that addressing sustainability challenges 
requires more transformative forms of learning that go beyond behaviour change. 

The findings confirm this: the Swedish framework is more immediately legible as policy, while the 
Finnish framework is more demanding of educator capacity and institutional flexibility. The question 
is not which model is better in the abstract, but what each forecloses. 

This is a question Biesta (2009) makes unavoidable: every curriculum forecloses something. The 
Swedish framework forecloses contestation; the Finnish framework risks foreclosing consolidation, 
the moment when reflection must give way to action. Neither tension is resolvable through better 
policy design alone. Vare and Scott (2007) argue that education for sustainable development and 
education as sustainable development are not competing alternatives but necessary complements. The 
findings of this study complicate that claim: in practice, the two logics do not always sit easily 
together within a single framework, and the balance between them is itself a political decision, not a 
pedagogical one. 

Curriculum ideology and knowledge construction 
The epistemological difference between the two curricula is not simply about content but about how 
knowledge is understood to function. In Sweden, knowledge is instrumentally oriented; it is acquired 
and applied. In Finland, knowledge is constructivist and relational; it is interpreted, connected, and 
revised through engagement with complexity. 

However, this framing also carries certain limitations. By presenting knowledge as stable and directly 
actionable, it tends to obscure the contested and evolving nature of sustainability issues. Questions 
related to food systems, environmental impact, and social equity are not only complex but also shaped 
by competing perspectives, interests, and values. When knowledge is presented as settled and 
unambiguous, opportunities for critical engagement may be reduced. Learners are positioned primarily 
as recipients and users of knowledge. In contrast, the Finnish curriculum adopts a more open and 
reflexive approach to knowledge. Sustainability is framed as a field characterised by complexity, 
uncertainty, and interdependence, where knowledge is not fixed but continuously constructed through 
interaction and reflection. Learners are encouraged to explore different perspectives, to question 
assumptions, and to engage with issues that do not have clear or definitive answers. This reflects a 
constructivist and relational epistemology, where knowledge is understood as something that emerges 
through engagement with the world. Learning is not limited to acquiring information but involves 
interpreting, connecting, and critically evaluating different forms of knowledge. This approach 
recognises that sustainability challenges cannot be fully understood through isolated facts or linear 
cause and effect relationships, but require an appreciation of systems, interactions, and uncertainties. 
The emphasis on systems thinking within the Finnish curriculum is particularly relevant in this regard. 
Systems thinking involves understanding how different components of a system are interconnected 
and how changes in one part can affect the whole. It requires learners to move beyond fragmented 
knowledge and to develop a more holistic understanding of complex issues. This aligns with 
UNESCO’s (2017) framework of key competencies for sustainability, which highlights systems 
thinking as a foundational competence for engaging with sustainability challenges. 
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The differences between the two curricula can also be interpreted through Biesta’s (2009) distinction 
between qualification, socialisation, and subjectification. The Swedish curriculum, with its emphasis 
on correct conduct and behavioural guidance, prioritises qualification and socialisation. The Finnish 
curriculum, by emphasising critical reflection, participation, and the exploration of multiple 
perspectives, creates more space for subjectification, positioning learners as subjects capable of 
independent judgment. 

Another important distinction lies in how uncertainty is treated within the two frameworks. In the 
Swedish documents, sustainability knowledge is often presented in ways that reduce ambiguity and 
provide clear guidance. This can be beneficial in supporting learners’ confidence and enabling them to 
act. However, it may also limit their ability to engage with situations where knowledge is incomplete 
or contested. In contrast, the Finnish curriculum explicitly acknowledges uncertainty as an inherent 
aspect of sustainability. Learners are encouraged to navigate situations where there is no single correct 
answer, to weigh different perspectives, and to make informed judgments. This aligns with Wals’ 
(2015) argument that sustainability education must prepare learners to deal with the “unknown” and 
the “unknowable”.  

Citizenship formation and the role of the learner 
The imagined learner is never politically neutral. Sweden's responsible consumer aligns with what 
Westheimer & Kahne (2004) described as the “personally responsible citizen”, someone who acts well 
within existing arrangements. Within this model, good citizenship is associated with responsible 
behaviour, adherence to guidelines, and choices that align with socially accepted norms. In the context 
of sustainability, this often translates into practices such as choosing environmentally friendly 
products, reducing waste, and maintaining healthy lifestyles. This reflects how food education extends 
beyond knowledge transmission to the shaping of socially acceptable behaviours and bodily practices. 
Studies of educational food contexts show that everyday food routines can function as mechanisms 
through which children’s bodies and behaviours are regulated according to normative expectations 
(Albon & Hellman, 2019). This highlights how food education contributes to broader processes of 
citizenship formation. The strength of this approach lies in its clarity and accessibility. By focusing on 
individual behaviour, it provides learners with concrete ways to engage with sustainability and to see 
the immediate impact of their actions. It also aligns with policy frameworks that prioritise measurable 
outcomes and practical competencies. However, this model also carries limitations. By emphasising 
individual responsibility, it may obscure the structural and systemic dimensions of sustainability 
challenges. Issues such as food system inequalities, global trade dynamics, and political decision-
making processes are less visible within this framework, which can lead to an understanding of 
sustainability that is depoliticised and individualised. In contrast, Finland's participatory citizen comes 
closer to Westheimer and Kahne's "participatory" and "justice-oriented" models; someone who acts on 
arrangements themselves. The Finnish curriculum positions learners as active participants in society 
who are capable of engaging with complex issues, contributing to collective processes, and shaping 
sustainable futures. Sustainability is framed not only as a matter of individual behaviour but as a 
societal challenge that requires collaboration, critical reflection, and participation (Brundiers et al., 
2010). Learners are encouraged to analyse problems, consider multiple perspectives, and engage in 
dialogue and decision-making. 

The distinction between these models is particularly significant in the context of sustainability, where 
challenges are often rooted in systemic issues that cannot be addressed solely through individual 
action. Climate change, for example, is influenced by global economic systems, political decisions, 
and institutional practices, in addition to individual behaviour. Similarly, food systems are shaped by 
complex interactions between production, distribution, consumption, and policy. A curriculum that 
trains learners to consume better without examining the systems that organise consumption may 
inadvertently reproduce the conditions it claims to address. It performs sustainability without 
politicising it, which  Wals (2015) describes as the individualisation of structural problems. 
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This is a particularly uncomfortable finding in a Nordic context, where sustainability commitments are 
strong and publicly valued. The Swedish framework is not indifferent to sustainability; it is deeply 
invested in it. Yet that investment is channelled through individual conduct in ways that Sund and 
Öhman (2014) identify as a post-political move: sustainability is present, but its structural and 
contested dimensions are removed from view. The consequence is not ignorance but depoliticisation; a 
curriculum that teaches young people to care about food without teaching them to question the 
systems that organise it. That is a different kind of educational problem than simply neglecting 
sustainability, and it requires a different kind of response. 

Food education as a political and educational space 
Food education is never only about food. It is a site where assumptions about sustainability, 
knowledge, and citizenship are made concrete. The comparison demonstrates that the same activity 
(eating at school) can be pedagogically constructed as norm compliance or as democratic participation, 
depending on the educational logic that frames it. 

In the Swedish case, this narrowing of food education limits the scope of what it can address. By 
focusing primarily on consumption and individual choice, it tends to marginalise the structural 
dimensions of food systems. Questions related to production conditions, labour, global trade, power 
relations, and inequalities are less visible within this framework. As a result, food is largely 
understood as something that individuals choose and consume. 

When food is reduced to consumption (what to choose, how much to waste), its structural dimensions 
disappear: who produces it, under what conditions, within what power relations (Meek & Tarlau, 
2016). Sweden's framework enacts this narrowing; Finland's resists it. However, the resistance is 
partial. Even in Finland, the subject-level curriculum for Home Economics positions food knowledge 
primarily around a guided configuration of nutrition, safety, economy and ethics. The transformative 
framing of the national curriculum and meal policy does not fully penetrate the subject syllabus. This 
suggests that the gap between curriculum philosophy and subject-level implementation is not only a 
risk for Sweden; it is a structural feature of both systems, though it operates at different scales. 

This broader framing allows food education to function as a site of critical inquiry. Learners are 
invited to question assumptions, to analyse relationships between different components of food 
systems, and to reflect on the implications of various practices and policies. Food becomes a 
perspective through which complex sustainability issues can be explored. Such an approach aligns 
with the principles of Critical Food Systems Education, which emphasise the importance of 
understanding food systems as dynamic, contested, and shaped by power relations (Meek & Tarlau, 
2016). Within this perspective, education is not only about informing choices but also about enabling 
learners to critically engage with the structures that shape those choices. This includes recognising 
inequalities within food systems, understanding the environmental impacts of different modes of 
production, and considering the social and cultural dimensions of food practices. The Finnish 
approach also reflects a stronger integration of systems thinking within food education. By situating 
food within broader ecological and societal systems, learners are encouraged to understand how 
different elements interact and influence one another. This supports a more holistic understanding of 
sustainability, where food is not treated as an isolated topic but as part of a network of relationships 
that extend beyond individual consumption.  

The political work of food education is therefore not performed only in what is taught, but in how the 
learner is positioned in relation to it: as a chooser within a system, or as a participant in shaping one. 
This distinction raises a question the findings cannot fully answer: does constructing the learner as a 
participant in shaping food systems actually produce different sustainability outcomes, or does it 
remain an aspirational curriculum intention that is difficult to realise in practice? The Finnish 
documents are more sophisticated in how they position the learner, but sophistication in policy text is 
not the same as transformation in educational experience. Wals (2015) warns that sustainability 
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education risks becoming performative, enacting the language of transformation while leaving 
institutional structures and everyday pedagogical routines unchanged. Whether the Finnish 
participatory model escapes this risk is a question that curriculum analysis alone cannot answer. It 
points toward the need for research that follows policy intentions into classroom practice. 

Nordic context and sustainability education traditions 
The differences between Sweden and Finland do not reflect opposing visions of education but distinct 
curriculum traditions within a shared Nordic frame. Both emphasise equity, democratic participation, 
and public responsibility, but they translate these commitments differently.  

Nordic education systems are often characterised by strong welfare-state traditions, a commitment to 
equality and social justice, and a view of education as a public good. These principles are reflected in 
curriculum frameworks that emphasise democratic participation, inclusivity, and the development of 
well-rounded individuals. Sustainability has become a central component of this educational vision, 
aligning with broader societal commitments to environmental responsibility and social cohesion. Both 
the Swedish and Finnish curricula explicitly integrate sustainability as a cross-cutting theme, 
indicating that it is not confined to specific subjects but is intended to permeate the entire educational 
experience. This reflects a shared recognition that sustainability is a complex issue that requires 
interdisciplinary approaches and cannot be addressed through isolated domains of knowledge. In both 
contexts, learners are expected to develop awareness of environmental issues, to understand the 
importance of sustainable practices, and to engage with questions related to the future of society. 
However, despite these shared commitments, the analysis shows that sustainability is interpreted and 
operationalised differently within each national context. These differences can be understood as 
reflecting distinct curriculum traditions and policy orientations. 

In Sweden, the curriculum reflects a tradition of clear goal formulation and outcome-oriented 
education. Educational objectives are often articulated in ways that emphasise measurable 
competencies and practical application. This orientation supports the integration of sustainability into 
everyday practices, particularly through domains such as food, health, and consumption. Sustainability 
is thus embedded in a framework that prioritises clarity, guidance, and the translation of knowledge 
into action. This approach can be linked to a broader emphasis on individual responsibility within 
Swedish policy contexts, where citizens are often encouraged to contribute to societal goals through 
informed choices and responsible behaviour. Within education, this translates into a model where 
learners are guided toward adopting practices that align with sustainability objectives, reinforcing the 
idea that individual actions play a key role in addressing environmental and social challenges. In 
contrast, the Finnish curriculum reflects a stronger emphasis on holistic education, interdisciplinarity, 
and the development of transversal competencies. Sustainability is framed as a complex and 
multifaceted issue that requires integration across subjects and the development of higher thinking 
skills. Educational objectives focus not only on knowledge acquisition but also on the ability to 
analyse, reflect, and engage with complex systems. This orientation is consistent with a curriculum 
tradition that places significant value on learner autonomy, critical thinking, and the integration of 
knowledge across domains. Sustainability education is thus embedded within a broader pedagogical 
approach that emphasises inquiry, collaboration, and the capacity to engage with uncertainty. 

The differences between Sweden and Finland can therefore be understood as variations within a 
shared Nordic framework. Both countries recognise the importance of sustainability and seek to 
integrate it into education, but they do so through different curricular logics and pedagogical priorities. 
Sweden emphasises practical application and behavioural guidance, while Finland emphasises 
systemic understanding and critical engagement. These variations highlight the flexibility of 
sustainability as a concept within education. It is interpreted in ways that reflect national contexts, 
policy traditions, and educational priorities. This suggests that sustainability education is not simply 
about adopting a common framework, but about negotiating how sustainability is understood and 
implemented within specific contexts. 
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At the same time, the shared Nordic context provides a foundation that enables both approaches to 
address sustainability in meaningful ways. The emphasis on equity, participation, and public 
responsibility creates conditions in which sustainability can be integrated into education as a collective 
concern. This contrasts with contexts where sustainability may be less embedded in policy frameworks 
or where educational systems are more fragmented. 

Implications for sustainability education 
The central implication of this study is that the question for sustainability education policy is not 
whether food should be included, but what educational logic organises its inclusion. A food education 
structured around behavioural guidance develops practical competency; one structured around 
participation and systems thinking develops civic capacity. Both are necessary, but they are not 
equivalent, and defaulting to the instrumental is easier precisely because it is more assessable. This 
approach aligns with frameworks that highlight the importance of key competencies such as critical 
thinking, collaboration, and the ability to navigate uncertainty (UNESCO, 2017). 

An education that emphasises individual responsibility may encourage learners to adopt sustainable 
practices but may not fully prepare them to engage with collective or systemic dimensions of 
sustainability. In contrast, an education that emphasises participation and critical engagement may 
support learners in understanding and addressing broader societal challenges but may require 
additional support to ensure that this understanding translates into action. This suggests that 
sustainability education should aim to balance these dimensions, integrating practical competencies 
with opportunities for critical and collective engagement. There is a need to consider how different 
elements can be combined to support comprehensive and meaningful learning. 

The findings also have implications for how food education is conceptualised within sustainability 
education. The contrast between Sweden and Finland demonstrates that food can be framed either as a 
domain of individual choice or as a complex system that reflects broader environmental, social, and 
economic dynamics. This distinction has significant consequences for what learners are able to 
understand and how they engage with food issues. 

A more integrated approach to food education would involve connecting practical knowledge about 
nutrition and consumption with a deeper understanding of food systems. This includes exploring how 
food is produced, distributed, and consumed, as well as the factors that influence these processes. By 
doing so, education can support learners in developing a more comprehensive understanding of 
sustainability and in recognising the multiple dimensions of food challenges. Furthermore, the study 
highlights the importance of curriculum design as a key factor in shaping sustainability education. The 
way sustainability is framed within curricula influences not only what is taught but also how it is 
taught and how learners engage with the content. This underscores the need for careful consideration 
of how sustainability is integrated into educational frameworks and how different elements are 
balanced. 

The comparative perspective adopted in this study also suggests that there is no single model of 
sustainability education that can be universally applied. Different contexts may require different 
approaches, depending on cultural, political, and institutional factors. However, the findings indicate 
that certain elements (such as systems thinking, critical reflection, and the integration of multiple 
perspectives) are particularly important for addressing the complexity of sustainability challenges. 
Finally, the study contributes to ongoing discussions about the need for more transformative 
approaches to education. As sustainability challenges become increasingly urgent, there is growing 
recognition that education must go beyond the transmission of knowledge and the promotion of 
behaviour change. It must also support learners in developing the capacity to engage with complexity, 
to question assumptions, and to participate in processes of change. 
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Systemic and participatory approaches are pedagogically demanding. They require educators with the 
capacity and institutional freedom to facilitate inquiry, sit with ambiguity, and support collective 
action. Without this, transformative curriculum intentions risk remaining aspirational; present in 
policy language, absent in practice. 

Toward a transformative model of food education 
The findings point toward a model of food education that neither Sweden nor Finland fully realises: 
one that integrates practical competency with systemic critique and positions food simultaneously as a 
site of everyday action and political inquiry. 

These observations suggest that a transformative model of food education must move beyond this 
dichotomy, integrating practical competencies with critical and systemic engagement. Such a model 
would not treat behaviour and understanding as separate or competing goals, but as interconnected 
dimensions of learning. Learners would be supported not only in making informed choices but also in 
understanding the conditions under which these choices are made and the broader implications they 
carry. 

A transformative approach to food education would therefore involve several key elements. First, it 
would recognise food as a complex system that connects environmental, social, economic, and cultural 
dimensions. This requires moving beyond isolated topics and adopting interdisciplinary perspectives 
that allow learners to explore how different aspects of food systems interact. By doing so, education 
can provide a more comprehensive understanding of sustainability and avoid reducing food to a purely 
nutritional or consumer issue. 

Second, such an approach would emphasise critical engagement with food systems. Learners would be 
encouraged to question assumptions, to examine power relations, and to consider how different actors 
and structures influence food production and consumption. This aligns with perspectives from Critical 
Food Systems Education, which highlight the importance of addressing issues such as inequality, 
access, and the distribution of resources (Meek & Tarlau, 2016). Through this lens, food education 
becomes a space for exploring not only what is sustainable, but also for whom and under what 
conditions. 

Third, a transformative model would integrate opportunities for action and participation. 
Understanding food systems is essential, but it must be accompanied by opportunities to engage with 
these systems in meaningful ways. This can include activities that connect learners to local food 
practices, encourage collaboration, and support the development of initiatives that address 
sustainability challenges. In this sense, action is not limited to individual consumption but extends to 
collective and participatory forms of engagement. 

Fourth, such a model would explicitly address uncertainty and complexity. Sustainability challenges 
do not have fixed or universally agreed-upon solutions, and dynamic and often unpredictable factors 
shape food systems. Education must therefore prepare learners to navigate situations where knowledge 
is incomplete and where different perspectives may coexist. This requires fostering reflexivity, 
adaptability, and the ability to engage with ambiguity (Wals, 2015).  

Finally, a transformative approach to food education also requires reconsidering the learner's role. It 
frames them as active participants in processes of inquiry, reflection, and change. Learners are not 
only expected to adopt sustainable practices but also to understand, question, and potentially transform 
the systems in which they are embedded. This broader conception of agency aligns with participatory 
and justice-oriented models of citizenship and reflects the need for education to support both 
individual and collective forms of engagement. 



40 

Conclusions and Implications 
This study examined how the sustainable food citizen is constructed in Swedish and Finnish national 
curriculum and school meal policy documents. Drawing on critical curriculum theory and citizenship 
theory, and using a qualitative comparative curriculum analysis of four national policy documents, the 
study investigated how food education and school meals function as sites where sustainability, 
responsibility, and citizenship are articulated through curriculum governance. The findings 
demonstrate that sustainability, food, and the learner are constructed through fundamentally different 
educational logics, one organised around individual responsibility and behavioural guidance, the other 
around systemic understanding, participation, and collective civic formation. Specific answers to the 
study’s research questions are presented below. 

 RQ1: How is food education for sustainability described in national curriculum and policy 
documents in Sweden and Finland? 

In Sweden, food education for sustainability is described primarily through the language of individual 
responsibility, healthy habits, and environmentally conscious consumption, embedded in practical 
guidance and behavioural norms. In Finland, it is described as a broad, systemic, and participatory 
field that connects food practices to ecological, social, cultural, and ethical dimensions of 
sustainability. 

 RQ2: What similarities and differences can be identified in how sustainability, responsibility, 
and learning through food are framed in the two countries? 

Both countries frame sustainability and food as educationally important, but differ significantly in how 
they do so. Sweden frames responsibility as individual and behavioural, while Finland frames it as 
collective and participatory. Learning through food in Sweden is oriented toward habit formation and 
correct practice; in Finland, it is oriented toward inquiry, participation, and systemic understanding. 

 RQ3: What assumptions about children, learning, and sustainable food habits are reflected in 
the Swedish and Finnish curriculum and school meal policy documents? 

Swedish policy documents reflect assumptions that children learn sustainability most effectively 
through structured environments, guided behaviour, and positive modelling, positioning the learner as 
a responsible individual who internalises correct practices. Finnish policy documents reflect 
assumptions that children are active participants in their own learning who develop sustainable food 
habits not through prescribed conduct but through inquiry, democratic participation, and engagement 
with food as a complex social and ecological system. 

Implications for the literature and further research 
This study makes three specific theoretical contributions to the field of sustainability education and 
curriculum research. 

First, this study demonstrates that sustainability orientation in national curriculum policy is not simply 
a matter of degree (of more or less sustainability content) but reflects fundamentally different 
educational ontologies. The Swedish and Finnish cases show that the same policy keywords 
(sustainability, responsibility, food) can organise entirely different constructions of the learner and the 
social world. This distinction between sustainability as correct conduct and sustainability as ongoing 
negotiation has implications beyond these two cases: it suggests that comparative curriculum research 
must attend not only to the presence of sustainability concepts but to the logic that gives them 
coherence. 
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Second, this study demonstrates that school meal policy documents are not supplementary to the 
curriculum but are themselves sites of citizenship construction. The analysis of Eating and Learning 
Together and the Swedish National Guidelines for School Meals shows that meal policy texts actively 
position learners in relation to food systems, civic participation, and collective responsibility. This 
expands the documentary base available to ESD researchers and argues for treating meal policy as a 
primary, not secondary, object of curriculum analysis. 

Third, this study demonstrates that the instrumental/transformative distinction, while analytically 
productive, is insufficient on its own to capture the internal tensions within national frameworks. Both 
Sweden and Finland contain contradictory impulses, moments where each system reaches toward the 
other's logic. Recognising these internal contradictions is theoretically important: it resists the 
reduction of national cases to stable types and draws attention to the unresolved tensions within 
curriculum policy as a productive site for further investigation. 

This study is subject to several limitations. The analysis is based on a small number of policy 
documents from two national contexts, which means findings reflect policy intentions rather than 
classroom practice. The interpretive nature of qualitative curriculum analysis means that different 
researchers might emphasise different aspects of the texts. The absence of empirical data from 
teachers or learners means that how these curricula are experienced in practice remains beyond the 
scope of this study. These limitations point to the importance of reading the findings as an analysis of 
curriculum discourse instead of a comprehensive account of sustainability education in Sweden and 
Finland. 

These limitations of this study point to several productive directions for future research. 

Future studies could examine how sustainability education is implemented in classroom settings, 
exploring how teachers interpret curriculum frameworks and how learners engage with sustainability 
and food topics. This would provide a more comprehensive understanding of how policy translates 
into practice. 

Comparative research could also be extended to additional countries, allowing for a broader analysis 
of how sustainability education is constructed across different contexts. This could help identify 
patterns and variations at a larger scale. 

Further research could focus specifically on food education, examining how different pedagogical 
approaches influence learners’ understanding of food systems and sustainability. This could include 
studies that explore the impact of integrating systems thinking and critical perspectives into food 
education. 

Finally, there is a need for research that examines how sustainability education can effectively balance 
practical action with critical and systemic understanding. This includes exploring how educational 
approaches can support both individual and collective forms of engagement with sustainability 
challenges.  
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