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Leonard’s Story



A Vision for Real-World Learning

“Imagine what might happen if students
were regularly assigned actual sustain-
ability problems that were brought to
higher education by cities, businesses,
nonprofit organizations, and other insti-
tutions. If classroom exercises produced
workable contributions to solutions,
students would understand they can
have a positive impact on the world
through their academic learning.”

“Most of our higher education institutions
include somewhere in their mission
statements goals for preparing students
to help create a better society, yet this
ideal is often not fully implemented.” Rowe, 2007, Science, 292, 641-642



Sustainability Programs 

Curricula

• Discipline + sustainability (“Add-on”)

• Genuine sustainability degree programs

Project initiatives

• On campus (ANU Green, Sustain, UBC, Play-a-greater-part)

• On campus and in the community (seed-sustainability, ETH Zurich)



Real-World Learning and Sustainability

Complexity of sustainability problems

Problem-solving and transformative change

Competencies in sustainability

Exposure and reflection



Variety of formats for real-world learning

Brundiers , Wiek  & Redman (2010)  Real-world learning opportunities in sustainability – from classroom into the real-world. 
International Journal for Sustainability in Higher Education



Services at the School of Sustainability 

Class-based Project-based

• Preparatory -- part of a course
• Hybrid courses 

• Capstone projects 
• Solution workshops

Small

Instructor

Practice or academic 

Low

Differences
Scope 
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Intensity of interaction

Large

Student 

Transacademic

High



Class-based activities

Bringing the world in
• Documentaries

• News paper article 

• Stakeholder analysis

Visiting the world
• Participatory observation 

• Attendance of meetings 
open to the public

• Fieldtrips & prepared Q&A

Simulating the world
• Group discussions (TV-talk 

show, panel, debates)

• Simulated negotiations

• Role plays

Engaging the world
• Moderated guest speakers

• Presentations to experts 

• Panel discussions

Specific
Real-world 

issues

Generic
concepts

Real-world
people

Students



Class-based: A functional-progressive model

Brundiers , Wiek  & Redman (2010)  Real-world learning opportunities in sustainability – from classroom into the real-world. 
International Journal for Sustainability in Higher Education
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Policy and Governance in Sustainable Systems

Type: Hybrid, 65 undergraduate students

Partner: Arizona Department of Water Resources

Goal: Improve drought monitoring in a sustainability perspective

Activities: 4 sessions for joint problem-definition & deliberation of solution 
approaches, extended peer-review of 65 reports

Outcomes: short-/long-term actions; td-award; internships

My role as TIM: jointly define project; facilitate collaboration; coach students; 
debriefing/evaluation



Project-based: Transacademic collaboration

Brundiers & Wiek (in press) Educating Students in Real-world Sustainability Research: Vision and Implementation. Innovative Higher Education



Guide for transacademic sustainability projects

Brundiers & Wiek (in press) Educating Students in Real-world Sustainability Research: Vision and Implementation. Innovative Higher Education



Future scenarios of agriculture and water in AZ

Type: Workshop, 12 graduate students

Goal: Future scenarios for agriculture -> governance recommendations

Partner: 25: farmers, policy, planners, water managers, NGO’s, scientists

Activities: fieldtrips, listening sessions, interviews, active deliberations

Outcomes: public debates (!!); report; dissertation themes

My role as TIM: preparation, concept for engagement, observation/reflection 



First evaluations indicate

Caution: limited basis -> need evaluative framework 

Preliminary finding: match exists! 

“Matching” requires deliberate choices

• form of real-world learning ! the desired outcomes  

• experience ! structured reflection

• self-directed approach by students

• build capacity for transacademic engagement



Institutional support system 

• Actor specific coping-strategies

• Institutional embedding 

• Tenure review, staff support (TIM)

• Coordination across courses and intro-course

• Involve community partners -> collaborate design!! 

• Actor specific info about services



Key messages

Real-world learning experiences for sustainability research and problem-solving

• are important

• are feasible (templates and experiences exist)

• Are available in a variety of formats

• Require institutional embedding and support systems
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