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Key Points

• Who are we? What is our interest in this topic? 
(Reflective Practitioners)
• Giles Thomson
• Jayne Bryant

• Education, Policy and the Future 

• The Sustainability Challenge: A very wicked problem

• Traditional Education Approaches: part of the problem

• Pedagogies for the Future?
• Action Research and Inter- and Transdisciplinary 

multi-stakeholder co-creation of knowledge
• Sustainability Competence Development –

including inter and intra-personal skills to navigate 
an uncertain future

• Emancipatory and Transformational Learning 
approaches grounded in Sustainability



Giles Thomson

• Urban planner 15 years in consultancy, 
local and state government.
• Worked in Australia, UK, US and now 

Sweden
• PhD thesis on ‘transitioning to 

regenerative urbanism’ i.e. accelerating 
sustainability in cities
• I consider myself a ‘reflective 

practitioner’ (Schön 1991)
• Currently teaching at BTH in Strategic 

Sustainable Development and 
researching urban sustainability 
transitions…



Jayne Bryant

• Singer/Songwriter who discovered Sustainability… and Sweden

• Teacher of English as a Second Language Australia, Japan & 
Sweden

• Masters in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability in 2009 
(BTH)

• Masters in Human Ecology: Culture Power and Sustainability 
2012 (Lund University)

• Lecturer in Leadership in Sustainability at Curtin University 
2011-2017

• ”Big-hearted Sustainability Intrapreneur” Local Government, 
Perth

• PhD Candidate in Education, Leadership and Sustainability 
(BTH)



Education for 
the Future

In an increasingly complex, fast-changing 
and unpredictable world many 
traditional educational modes based 
upon narrow disciplines are outdated 
and unsuited for training people for the 
work of tomorrow. 
Many of today’s high demand jobs did 
not exist a decade ago, the same will be 
so in the future. 
How do educators plan for unknown or 
emergent areas? And is the purpose of 
education larger than training for jobs? 
What are pedagogies for the future? (e.g. 
Craft et al., 2013; Facer, 2013; 
Inayatallah, 1998) 



Historic modes of education



Historic modes of education



Historic modes of education



Education = Jobs?



The “Great Acceleration”

(Steffen et al 2015)



Sustainability: A ‘super wicked’ problem

• The Sustainability Challenge: The need to address the 'un-sustainability' of our world today 

• International priority policy agenda e.g. UN Sustainable Development Goals, and the Paris Climate Agreement in 2015. 

• Wicked problems: systemic and unpredictable dynamics  (Webber and Rittel 1973)

• Sustainability has been argued to be a ‘super wicked problem,’ defined by four key extra characteristics, namely that: 
• time is running out, 
• those who cause the problem also seek to provide a solution, 
• the central authority needed to address it is weak or non-existent, and that,
• partly as a result, policy responses discount the future irrationally (Levin et al. 2012, 123).



Sustainability origins 
and definitions

• Conceptual variations on explaining the ‘three 
pillars’ of sustainability (source, Purvis (2019)



The ‘nested model’ of sustainability



Traditional Education Approaches part of the 
problem

Traditional university courses based upon long established disciplinary 
pathways are too narrow and too rigid to train the kind of population 
needed to effectively address the complex and intertwined challenges of 
sustainability. Some argue that the mainstream approach to learning, 
education and research is actively co-producing the very opposite 
sustainability (Bradbury et al., 2019; Wals and Jickling, 2002). 



Pedagogies for 
the Future?

• Action Research and Inter- and 
Transdisciplinary multi-stakeholder 
co-creation of knowledge (GT)



Pedagogies for 
the Future?

• Action Research and Inter- and 
Transdisciplinary multi-stakeholder 
co-creation of knowledge (GT)
• Sustainability Competence 

Development – including inter and 
intra-personal skills to navigate an 
uncertain future
• Emancipatory and 

transformational learning 
approaches grounded in 
Sustainability: Sustainability 
Bildung?



Sustainability Competence Development –
including inter and intra-personal skills

• What differentiates generic competences from key 
sustainability competence? 
• FOR sustainability within sustainability ontology

• Key Sustainability Competencies
• Wiek, Withycombe, and Redman (2011) in their highly 

influential article define key competencies as ‘functionally 
linked complexes of knowledge, skills and attitudes that 
enable successful task performance and problem solving 
with respect to real-world sustainability problems 
challenges, and opportunities’. 



Key Sustainability Competencies

The FSRPSC shows five key competencies that are critical for sustainability transformation, these are:

• Systems thinking – the ability to analyse complex systems, across scales and disciplines while also considering feedback loops, 
delays etc.

• Strategic competence – the ability to define and design and implement strategies for sustainability

• Anticipatory competence - the ability to analyse evaluate and visualize future scenarios

• Normative competence - the ability to map and apply sustainability values, principles and targets, and 

• Interpersonal competence - the ability to motivate enable and facilitate participatory and collaborative sustainability research and 
problem solving 

(Wiek, Withycombe, and Redman 2011)



Key Sustainability Competencies

The Framework of Sustainability Research and Problem-Solving Competence. (Source: Wiek, Withycombe, and Redman 2011).



Key Sustainability Competencies + Additions

Fälbl, J., Wicki, M., Vrolijk, S., & Gonzalez, M. A. (2019). Preparing Leaders for Strategic Sustainable Development : A Case Study of the Teach for Austria Leadership Education (Dissertation). 
Adapted from Wiek et al. (2011)



Bildung, Emancipatory and Transformational approaches to 
Education…

• Bildung (Vasquez-Levy 2002, Willbergh 2015)
• Critique of competence framework (Content, Context and 

Autonomy)
• Inner and Outer development of human being AND society

• Emancipatory Education (Freire 1970, belle hooks 1994, 2004)
• Socially oriented educational activists 
• Transformational learning approaches at individual and societal 

level

• Transformative Learning (Mezirow)
• Transformative/Transformational
• Adult education
• How do you create such experiences? 



Bildung, Emancipatory and Transformational approaches to 
Education…

• Bildung (Vasquez-Levy 2002, Willbergh 2015)
• Inner and Outer development of human being AND society
• Critique of competence framework (Content, Context and 

Autonomy)

• Emancipatory Education (Freire 1970, belle hooks 1994, 2004)
• Socially oriented educational activists 
• Transformational learning approaches at individual and societal 

level

• Transformative Learning (Mezirow)
• Transformative/Transformational
• Adult education
• How do you create such experiences? 

What if these approaches included an ‘ontology’ of Sustainability?



Sustainability Bildung: Emancipatory approaches 
grounded in Sustainability



Sustainability Bildung?

+
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Pedagogies for 
the future?

• This paper argues instead, there is a need for more inter and 
trans-disciplinary educational programs that encourage 
transdisciplinary praxis and action research – i.e. the 
application, and co-creation, of knowledge in real-world 
contexts, with stakeholders. 

• One approach is to educate flexible and adaptable people, who 
can work in cross-disciplinary or even transdisciplinary ways, 
and have  sustainability and inter-personal and intra-personal 
competences to navigate an uncertain future

• It also needs to use emancipatory pedagogies to support 
graduates who are capable of critical reflexivity, who will work 
towards sustainability transformation of social systems where 
they themselves create the institutions, cultures and societies 
we need (e.g. Freire, 2000; Macintyre et al., 2018; Patton, 
2018; Bryant & Thomson, 2020). 

• This is akin to the notion of Bildung, where the inner 
development of the human being and the flourishing of society 
are entwined (Mogensen and Schnack, 2010; Vásquez-Levy, 
2002).



Thank you!
Questions?



Planetary Boundaries

(Steffen et al 2015)


