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Hopelessly ill-defined or attractively vague?

 Are biofuels sustainable?

 Are energy-saving light bulbs more sustainable  
than conventional ones?

 Are solar panels sustainable?

 Is ‘organic,’  sustainable?

 Is local food more sustainable than imported     
food?

 Are vegetables grown in cities healthy?

When

When

When
When

When

When
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Publish AND Perish...
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Note: this is an unscientific, intuitive graphic meant to be 
provocative
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Diversity
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Biodiversity

Consumer-
product diversity
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 Inevitable complexity and uncertainty

 Confusion, ambiguity, extinction of ‘truth,’ lack of 
‘trust’ in science and in government 

 Hyper-connectivity – erosion of meaning, short 
attention spans – loss of ‘place’ – ‘viral nonsense’

 The dominant conventional, highly resilient, economic 
‘logic’ accelerates unsustainability

 Rise of apocalyptic futures, stress, guilt, fear and 
despair

 Need for continuous learning in a ‘reflexive’ society 
towards attractive futures for all

We live in unusual times...



The Doughnut of social foundations and planetary boundaries (Raworth 2017)



1 Problems of ‘Third World’ 
countries (teaching about
development)
2 Implicit acceptance of Western 
view of development.
3 Solutions are aid-based.
4 Student involvement: 
charitable collections.

1 World development/interdependencies
2 Non-Western perspectives given due 
emphasis.
3 Solutions lie in reforming 
economic/political arrangements within 
and between societies.
4 Student involvement: developing skills 
for participation in decision-making 
processes (Teaching for development.)

1 dealing with complexity and 
opposing views
2 making conscious choices with 
regard to own behaviour
3 considering different 
perspectives on climate change
4 impact of climate change on 
other people and other species

1 causes and effects of 
climate change
2 human impact on climate 
change
3 impact of lifestyle choices 
on climate change
4 understanding carbon 
foodprints

Development education
Climate change 
education

Earth rights

De-growth

Holism

Transboundary

SDG
s
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community food
culinary center, lotus 

foods, hot bread kitchen
clean energy

wind, solar, biomass, efficiency, 
local solutions, smart grid

liquid democracy
state department impact 

investing, occupy wall street, 
decline of the west global power 
shift, the rise of the east, mideast

uprinsings

social networks
world cafe, facebook, hubs, 

youtube, bamyan media, 
accelerators, {E}nstitute, TedEd, 

social incubators

smart cities
smartmobs, the rise of the south, 

the rise of cities

self-discovery
ted talks, khan academy, institute

of play, real-time learning, new 
culture of learning, 

tribes
collaborative consumption, 
peer2peer, crowdsourcing

the planet
the god particle,  diversity,  
urthecast, the biosphere

technology acceleration
digital medicine, nanotechnology, 

3D-printing, gesture based
computing, fablabs, robotics, 

material science, artificial
intelligence, sensors&networks, 

sixth sence

crowd funding
indie, gogo, microfinance, 

kickstarter, time banks, impact 
investing, crowdfunder.com

socially responsible investing
corporate social, social impact 

bonds, responsibility, screw
business as usual

social entrepreneurship
impact investing, b-corp, micro-

franchising, social business, 
formation of social capital, SOCAP

hot zones

design revolution
smart objects, gaming, self-

quantifiers, hive mind, smart 
phone, abundance, world game, 
DIY Innovator, well being, social

innovation

tipping points

Sustainability 
Movement?

redrawn from “the world we all 
want project” 
(Mark Beam)

local energy
independence

local
food localization

of power

social
networks

bio-
engineering

collaborative
problem solving

peer to peer
exchange

collective
intelligence

distributed
manufacturing

social
innovation

peer financing

business + 
impact

local
ecosystems



Transition pathways -

Vanishing

• # people involved
• Diversity of actors
• Policy support
• Normalisation of 

new routines & 
values

• Cultural shifts
• Trans-situating
• ....

Based on: Geels & Schot, 2007



Sustain”abilities”

Sustainability competence Examples of sustain’abilities’ 

Dynamics and content of 
sustainability 

 Sustainability literacy 
 Systems thinking 
 Adopting an integral view 
 Learning to know 

Critical dimension of 
sustainability 

 Questioning hegemony and routines, 
 Analysing normativity 
 Disruptiveness, transgression 
 Learning to critique 

Change and innovation 
dimension of sustainability 

 Leadership and entrepreneurship 
   Unlocking creativity, utilizing diversity 
 Appreciating chaos & complexity 
 Adaptation, resilience 
 Empowerment  and collective change 
 Learning to make change 

Existential and normative 
dimension of sustainability 

Connecting with people, places and 
other species 
Passion, values and meaning-making 
Moral positioning, considering ethics, 
boundaries and limits 
Learning to be, learning to care 

 



FILTERS
values

frames

perspectives

Creating Ecologies of Learning for Sustainability (Wals, 2019, based on 

Siemens 2015)



CONDUITS
language

technology

media

Creating Ecologies of Learning for Sustainability (Wals, 2019, based on 

Siemens 2015)



INFORMAL   
BY CHANCE

ON-LINE 
COMMUNITIES

SELF-
LEARNING

TEACHING &
FACILITATION

MENTORING & 
APPRENTICING

GAMES AND 
SIMULATION

CITIZEN 
SCIENCE

synergyrelations

connectionscocreation

MECHANISMS

Creating Ecologies of Learning for Sustainability (Wals, 2019, based on 

Siemens 2015)



DIMENSIONS
learning 
to know

learning 
to do

learning 
to be

learning to 
transform

learning 
to care

Creating Ecologies of Learning for Sustainability (Wals, 2019, based on 

Siemens 2015)



Creating Ecologies of Learning for Sustainability (Wals, 2019, based on 

Siemens 2015)



Creating Ecologies of Learning for Sustainability (Wals, 2019, based on 

Siemens 2015)







Curriculum

Design, Content, 
Assessment

Whole School 
Approach

Whole School 
Approach

Leadership, 
Coordination, 

Visioning, 
Governance



Source: UNESCO, 2016 /GEM2016 Report



Source https://www.nhpr.org/post/climate-change-and-astrobiology-anthropocene#stream/0





Concluding remarks

 Education can be a driver of sustainability, sustainability 
can be a driver of innovation in education

Without considering the moral compass and values that 
guide what we do, education can easily be used to 
unwillingly accelerate unsustainability

 A culture of fear requires a pedagogy of hope, “concrete 
utopias” (Bashkar), ‘transgressive learning’  and space 
for action

 Creating ecologies of learning that ‘breathe’ 
sustainability and trouble unsustainability requires a 
transition in education, schools and universities alike

 How can higher education connect with transition niches?



Source: Banksy

Twitter: @arjenwals

Email: arjen.wals@wur.nl

Blog: www.transformativelearning.nl

Thank you!


