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Outline

 Systemic Global Dysfunction – Anthropocene – Post-truth

 Critiquing the SDGs

 Re-thinking education and learning – 5 key area’s

 Leaving the Titanic – T-learning 

 Towards a systemic approach to education with People 
and Planet in mind



Source. The Guardian
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“While we marvel at Nasa’s discoveries, we destroy our 
irreplaceable natural resources – so we can buy pre-
peeled bananas and smartphones for dogs”

George Monbiot, 
The Guardian, 30-09-2015

“There may be flowing 
water on Mars… 
But is there intelligent life 
on Earth?”



 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’

 Dominant neo-liberal economic forces accelerate 

inequity and material values that normalize and 

breathe unsustainability

 Need for continuous learning in a ‘reflexive’ society

Wicked problems in unusual times...



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







Five interrelated key area’s for 

sustainability science & education

Area 1: Understanding change, complexity and transitions

Area 2: Dealing with values, ethics and moral dilemmas 

Area 3: Building agency and transformative capacity

Area 4: Utilizing diversity, uncertainty and dissonance

Area 5: Boundary crossing, systems thinking and 
connectivism

Source: Wals, 2014, Wals & Lenglet, 2016



Area 1: Understanding Change, Complexity & 

Transitions



Doing what we do better vs doing better things…
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Area 2: Considering ethics and normativity

www.ianimal360.com



Area 3: Building Agency and Transformative Capacity

http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2mn5l5
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2mn5l5


Area 4: Creating Vital Coalitions Utilising Diversity 



Area 5: Boundary crossing & seeing connections

Source: creative commons



Source: www.transgressivelearning.com

http://www.transgressivelearning.com/


Indicators of T-learning? 
•Expressions of collective action 
and ‘small changes’ that are 
situated within larger change 
trajectories 
•Resistance, disruption and re-
framing as expressions of agency 
•Invisible silences , tensions, 
contradictions or challenges 
surfacing 

• Problem solving and development of new skills 
• Transgressing boundaries, norms  or that which has been 

normalised 
• Reframed narratives and social movement for the common 

good – at multiple levels (intersecting)



Indicators showing people are creating a world 

that is easier to love and live in together

 Signs of crossing boundaries 

 Signs of conflict/tension

 Signs of conviction

 Signs of empathy

 Signs of attentiveness

 Signs of listening/attentiveness

 Signs of creativity, innovation, imagination

 Signs of intuitive action 

 Signs of new friendships

 Signs of a sense of purpose



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 

 



Source: UNESCO - GEM2016



Some suggestions

 Look for boundary crossing opportunities 

 Adopt a systems approach – e.g. by linking with SDGs

 Utilize diversity and multiple perspectives – looking for 
synergy but also for contestation and conflict

 Move beyond increasing awareness and understanding

 Ask: what am I/are we strengthening in society, what 
am I/are we ignoring or weakening? What needs 
sustaining? What needs disrupting?

 Dare to be counter-hegemonic and disruptive!



Any questions?

Source: Banksy

Twitter: @arjenwals

Email: arjen.wals@wur.nl

Blog: www.transformativelearning.nl


