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INTERNATIONAL THEMATIC NETWORK SEDWISE 

2ND ANNUAL MEETING | 30 MAY – 1 JUNE 2017 | UPPSALA, SWEDEN 

‘UNIVERSITIES AS LABORATORIES FOR A SUSTAINABLE 

WORLD/CITY’ 

The International Thematic Network SEDwise was 

established with the aim to foster fruitful interactions 

between theory and practice regarding teaching and 

learning in the face of wicked sustainability issues. By 

bringing together UGent teachers who are strongly 

engaged in integrating sustainability in their 

education activities with a selected group of 

international sustainability education researchers, Ghent University serves as a 'living lab' for innovative 

experiments with sustainability education in varied curricula and courses. Read more on the SEDwise website. 

The central theme of this 2nd annual meeting is ‘Universities as laboratories for a sustainable world/city’. During 

3 days of lectures, study visits, workshops and seminars we engage in a joint exploration of how universities 

can connect education and research on wicked socio-ecological problems and, in doing so, become a kind of 

‘laboratories’ where people are collectively exposed to sustainability issues as matters of public concern. 

Combining practical and theoretical approaches, we address topics such as transdisciplinarity – shifting roles 

of students, teachers and societal stakeholders – spaces and places for experimentation and collective study – 

interrupting the status quo and making new things possible – etc. 

 

PARTICIPANTS 

Thomas Block (Ghent University, Department of Political Sciences) – Brent Bleys (Ghent University, 

Department of General economics) – Bea Merckx (Teacher Training Arteveldehogeschool) – Michiel Dehaene 

(Ghent University, Department of Architecture and urban planning) – Frank Nevens (Ghent University, 

Department of Applied biosciences) – Katrien Van Poeck (Ghent University, Department of Political Sciences) 

–  Leif Östman (Uppsala University, Sweden) – Jeppe Læssøe (Aarhus University, Denmark) – Jonas Andreasen 

Lysgaard (Aarhus University, Denmark) – David O. Kronlid (Uppsala University, Sweden) – Stefan Bengtsson 

(Uppsala University, Sweden) – Michael Håkansson (Södertörn University, Sweden) – Luiz Marcelo de Carvalho 

(Universidade Estadual Paulista, Brasil) – Petra Hansson (Uppsala University, Sweden) – Riet Van de Velde 

(Ghent University, environmental coordinator) – Maarten Deleye (Ghent University, Department of Political 

Sciences) – Ganbat Erdenebat (Otgontenger University, Mongolia) – Liesje Liagre (Ghent University, 

department of Educational Policy) – Jürgen Loones (Flemish Government) – Robin Neef (research master 

student Groningen University) – Sanna Gunnarsson (CEMUS & Uppsala Kollaboratoriet) – Alexis Engström 

(CEMUS & higher education pedagogy Uppsala University) – Caroline Bodin (CEMUS) – Isabel Baudish (CEMUS) 

– Lakin Anderson (CEMUS & Uppsala Kollaboratoriet) – Jesse Schrage (CEMUS) – Pernilla Andersson 

(Stockholm University) – Mischa Bareuther (Göttingen University, student union, sustainability section) – 

Charlotte Sophie Meyer (Göttingen University, student union, sustainability section) – Ray Wollenzien 

(Göttingen University). 

http://www.cdo.ugent.be/network/international-thematic-network-sedwise
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TUESDAY 30TH MAY 2017 

Welcome and introduction 

We start this SEDwise meeting with an introductory session in the morning by Katrien Van Poeck, with input 

from Maarten Deleye, Robin Neefs, Thomas Block, and Michiel Dehaene. After a short presentation of the 

focus of the SEDwise network and a trip through memory lane, we focus on the theme of this meeting: 

‘Universities as laboratories for a sustainable world / city’. We explore some theoretical insights on the role of 

a university in a complex world, the meaning of laboratories and the university as a living lab, after which we 

go deeper into some inspiration from practice: a series of living labs and student participation projects, 

‘Ringland Academie’, ‘Brussels Academy’, ‘Veldacademie Rotterdam’, ‘Rotterdam Biennale’, ‘Open Kaart’, 

‘Urban Futures Studio’, ‘BOOT’ and the course ‘Laboratory: Designing educational practices’. We end the 

morning with a short but interesting discussion on the presented ideas and examples. 

 

Student-Led Education for a Better World: An introduction to CEMUS’ philosophy and way of working 

After a reinvigorating lunch in the student restaurant, we start the afternoon with a presentation on CEMUS 

by Malin Östman. She gives an introduction into CEMUS’ philosophy and specific way of working. We learn 

how CEMUS started in the 90s from the need for an arena of discussion and the focus on a better world within 

the university, how CEMUS is organised and has developed over time, about the central role of students as 

course coordinators, the way how new students start, the importance of administration... After the 

presentation, we go deeper into a variety of topics: the administrative feasibility, how to start a similar project, 

how to keep the process going when generations of students pass, the importance of having the right friends 

and the evolution from Swedish to English as the main language. 

Read more in the book ‘Transcending Boundaries – How CEMUS is Changing How we Teach, Meet and Learn’. 

 

http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/Intro%20SEDwise%20network.pdf
http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/Intro%20SEDwise%20network.pdf
http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/Universities%20as%20laboratories%20for%20SD_theoretical%20inspiration.pdf
http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/Universities%20as%20laboratories%20for%20SD_inspiration%20from%20practice.pdf
https://ringland.be/grassroots-design-a-large-infrastructure-project/
https://brusselsacademyblog.wordpress.com/
http://www.veldacademie.nl/en/homepage#cities-knowledge-2
http://iabr.nl/en
https://www.lne.be/open-kaart-het-project
https://www.uu.nl/en/research/urban-futures-studio
http://www.amsterdamuas.com/urban-management/education/education.html
http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/Laboratory_Maarten%20Deleye.pdf
http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/CEMUS_Introduction_Malin%20%C3%96stman.pdf
http://www.web.cemus.se/education/
http://www.web.cemus.se/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/TranscendingBoundaries.pdf


  3 

Parallel sessions: Exploring CEMUS-courses 

‘Sustainable development – project management and communication’ 

Isabel Baudish, one of CEMUS’ student course coordinators, presents the course ‘Sustainable development – 

project management and communication’. The 15 credits course runs for 9 years now and attracts 20-25 

students. Many of them are international students. Key characteristics of the course are its transdisciplinary 

setting and the fact that students – who often wonder what they can do about to make our world more 

sustainable – are taken out of the classroom in small groups (3-5) and engage in local projects. Some challenges 

are discussed, e.g.: How to balance the diversity of students’ expectations? Some students want to start with 

first studying the topic in great depth before acting while others prefer to just start doing things and then see 

what happens. How to deal with failure? How to deal with the short-term perspective of such projects (1 

semester) in relation to (long-term) challenges of local communities? 

Read more about the course’s objectives, content, syllabus, reading list, student assignments, examination, 

etc. on the CEMUS website. 

‘Technology, power and the future of humanity’ 

The session on the course ‘Technology, power and 

the future of humanity’ starts with a brief 

description of the course contents and format 

after which an interesting discussion starts. We 

discuss the amount of freedom the course 

coordinators have, the specific meaning of 

student-led education in this contexts and its 

limits, the kind of students that are attracted by 

the course and why they follow it, the motivation 

for being a course coordinator and the advantages 

and disadvantages of paying students or granting 

them credits for such a job, etc. The sessions ends 

with an interesting discussion on the concept of 

evaluation, in this specific context and in general.  

Read more about the course’s objectives, content, syllabus, reading list, student assignments, examination, 

etc. on the CEMUS website (Swedish only for this course). 

‘The global economy – environment, development and globalisation’ 

Lakin Anderson and Ernest Aigner (via Skype), two of CEMUS’ student course coordinators, present this 15 

credits course which is attended by 40-60 students - many of whom are international students. It is one of 

CEMUS’ largest courses. The course is divided over three broader topics: (1) The birth of the global economy, 

(2) Understanding economics and (3) Possible (r)evolution(s). Students get around 25 guest lectures in 

combination with 10 more introductory lectures from the course coordinators. The guest lectures are often 

organised in an interactive way - e.g. the guest lecturer gives a reading assignment, and the group discusses 

the text for about one hour before the lecturer arrives to give a lecture / do a Q&A. Other types of interactions 

include fish bowl group discussions, an international trade game, a conference simulation (negotiations), peer 

reviews of each other assignments,… The students are evaluated through a collective multiple choice exam 

where they have to get at least 75% of the individual responses right for 80% of the questions in order for the 

group to pass. The course also consists of three writing assignments on how to ‘fix’ a current economic 

problem that result in one final paper that is graded for each student individually. All papers are collected in a 

http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/CEMUS_SDPMC.pdf
http://www.web.cemus.se/sdpmc/
http://www.web.cemus.se/tmmf/
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fictive journal called ‘Global Economy in the Antropocene’. A number of practical issues - e.g. how to integrate 

literature from the reading list in the course, how to have interaction with guest lecturers,… - is discussed, and 

an overview of the different classes / assignments is handed out.  

Read more about the course’s objectives, content, syllabus, reading list, student assignments, examination, 

etc. on the CEMUS website and in an article written by a former coordinator  

 

‘Climate change leadership – power, politics and culture’ 

Isak Stoddard presents a brief introduction to the climate change leadership course, its relation with other 

CEMUS courses, and the way it evolved over time. The session continues with some interesting discussions 

and exercises – even a thumb wrestling contest. We discuss a wide variety of topics: the open-endedness and 

normativity within a course, the notion of leadership, the benefits of dictatorship, the lack of democracy in 

global governance and the value of practical exercises in an educational context. An interesting message of 

Isak regarding how to deal with all the inspiring examples of CEMUS courses: ‘Feel free to copy – but think 

before you paste’.  

Read more about the course’s objectives, content, syllabus, reading list, student assignments, examination, 

etc. on the CEMUS website. 

 

http://www.web.cemus.se/gec/
https://www.academia.edu/26586887/Planting_the_seed_of_change_a_student-led_introduction_course_to_economics
http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/CEMUS_CCL.pdf
http://www.web.cemus.se/ccl/
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WEDNESDAY 31ST MAY 2017 

Towards an ‘Urban Academy for Sustainability Issues’ @GhentUniversity 

We start the second day in ‘Uppsala Kollaboratoriet’ with a presentation by Michiel Dehaene on the idea to 

establish an ‘Urban Academy for sustainability issues’ at Ghent University. Michiel talks about the birth of this 

idea, makes an excursion to the work of Patrick Geddes, discusses the notion of the urban (as a collective 

rather than merely a city) and ends with a reflection on what it means to ‘design’ something. The session 

continues with a discussion on the scale of the proposed project and the importance of starting with small-

scale initiatives, the university as a public space, the metaphor of the ivory tower and how to enter / leave it 

and how to approach it as an outlook tower, the possible partners of the project and the difficulty of finding 

adequate criteria for selecting the issues that should take central stage in such an academy.  

 

http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/Urban%20academy.pdf
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Kollaboratoriet Uppsala – a space for possibility  

After a well-deserved ‘fika’, the next session focuses on the venue of this morning: Kollaboratoriet Uppsala. 

Sanna Gunnarsson and Lakin Anderson give a presentation about the origin and aims of Kollaboratoriet. This 

new physical space in Uppsala opened in April 2017 as part of an EU-project (Live Baltic Campus) after 6 

months of preparation through workshops etc. and offers a space for collaboration and social innovation. 

People can use the room free of charge for activities which are related to one of Kollaboratoriet’s three goals: 

Opening new, valuable channels between academia and civil society; Crossovers of science, art and culture in 

the shadow of global challenges and transitions; and Supporting new pathways for social innovation towards 

sustainable futures. Kollaboratoriet is a space for meeting, dialogue and discussion; it is an exhibition space; a 

space for making, building, prototyping; and for working across boundaries and with complex problems. 

Activities that already took place are, for instance, meetings of an activist group around the housing issue, 

panel conversations, breakfast meetings, a theatre performance with climate scientists, an art installation, 

collaboration with Uppsala municipality on an urban gardening project, etc.  

 

We take time to discuss a variety of topics: How to curate such a place/space? Who decides on what can 

happen in the room and what are criteria to do so? How to document this process? How to connect different 

things happening there? How to enable that radical change can be on the agenda? 

 

http://www.kollaboratorietuppsala.se/
http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/Kollaboratoriet.pdf
http://livebalticcampus.eu/
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Then, we have a workshop in small groups on the question ‘what makes a good meeting space?’. An 

abundance of criteria/characteristics are put forward and discussed: reachability, visibility, flexibility, 

practicalities, openness for different ways of using it (the opportunity to make it ‘your’ space), a space for 

encounters (with people but also with issues), a space for exposure (where people are exposed to issues of 

public concern that are laid on the table as something that matters), a curated space, a space that functions 

as a common (What about reciprocity? The room is free of charge but can Kollaboratoriet expect something 

in return?), etc. We agree that it is mainly the use of the space that matters and that it is important to 

consciously engage with questions such as the level of freedom for users and the balance between private and 

public use/concerns/practices. 

Parallel session: Reading seminar: ‘From active citizenship to world citizenship: A proposal for a world 

university’  

We discuss the text ‘From active citizenship to world citizenship: A proposal for a world university’ (2009)  

written by Jan Masschelein and Maarten Simons. The text proves to be input that leads to a great discussion 

covering a wide range of topics. We start by discussing the positive role of the figure of ‘the idiot’ and how 

this relates with the stance of the two authors themselves. We move on to discussing the specific genre of this 

text and how this changes the way you read and can interpret what the authors write. Is it a (not so accurate) 

analysis? Or rather a political statement? Or a personal essay? We continue with focusing on the different 

implications of this text on specific practices and the role / figure of the teacher. What are her responsibilities 

and how does she relate to the student? Furthermore, we discuss the ways the authors translate their views 

in concrete educational practices and how we can relate this with the examples they give in their writings. A 

major point of discussion is the authors’ emphasis on the importance of interruption, of slowing down and of 

finding a beginner’s mind and what this means in an educational practice, particularly in the face of (urgent 

and far-reaching) sustainability problems.  

Parallel session: ‘Teaching and learning in a laboratory spirit – Writing to learn’ 

Petra Hansson gives a workshop on ‘Writing to learn’ 

(WTL). Three writing exercises guide the workshop: “Just 

write something”; “Describe a picture (at first sight not 

related to sustainability)”; and “Describe an art work 

(clearly related to an urban sustainability issue)”. We 

present our narratives to each other, reflect on our 

feelings and experiences during the writing exercise, try 

to grab the essence or central theme of each other’s 

texts, and discuss the added value of free writing. During 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.2304/eerj.2009.8.2.236
http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/Writing%20To%20Learn%20Workshop.pdf
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the discussions it became clear that we are not used anymore to write without a clear well-defined purpose 

(e.g. scientific WoS paper). The laboratory spirit gives us the occasion to write what we want, to write what 

we think at that time, to sort and to connect different thoughts or ideas, etc. ‘Write to learn’ seem definitely 

something else than ‘learn to write’ or ‘write to communicate’. This exercise also lays bare differences 

between narratives, e.g. focus on description versus focus on interpretation/imagination. Every time, different 

discourses pop up. As such, WTL is able to promote critical thinking skills among students and seems very 

useful in an introduction towards a discourse analysis exercise. 

Parallel session: ‘Educating responsible business persons: Textbooks, learning outcomes, teachers’ actions 

and classroom practices’ 

Pernilla Andersson gives a presentation about her PhD research on ‘Educating Responsible Business Persons’. 

She explains and illustrates with examples from upper secondary education in Sweden how textbooks, 

teachers’ expected learning outcomes, teachers’ actions and classroom practices affect the roles of a 

responsible business person that are articulated in educational practice as well as the scope for business 

students’ subjectivities. Questions addressed are, e.g.: How can the articulated roles change? How can they 

equip business students to address sustainability issues? How to deal with personal feelings relating to 

sustainability issues when making business decisions? Etc. 

Parallel session: ‘Teaching and learning in a laboratory spirit – Active student participation’ 

In this session focussing on ways to 

organise student engagement, Alexis 

Engeström presents a series of ways to 

conceptualise and analyse student 

engagement as well as numerous inspiring 

practical techniques of implementing 

student engagement in an educational 

context. The practical examples are 

focussed on different levels: a course (e.g. 

note-taking relay, missing perspective, 

tentarium, collaborative exam), a 

programme (e.g. supplemental 

instruction, student idea competition), 

collaborations with society (e.g. norm 

critical models), interdisciplinarity (e.g. group projects) and planning, evaluation and examination (e.g. re-

creating a course together with students). Useful tools such as the PeerWise website are presented. After 

reflecting on the theoretical input we are encouraged to apply the presented insights and techniques on our 

own educational practice and discuss this in small groups.  

 

THURSDAY 01ST JUNE 2017 

Design workshop: The ‘Urban Academy for Sustainability Issues’ 

In this design workshop, we focus on the emerging idea of an Urban Academy for sustainability issues at Ghent 

University as a trigger to further develop and discuss ideas about how transdisciplinary settings at universities 

can function as laboratories for a sustainable world/city. We divide up in three small groups to discuss different 

topics from a practical, design perspective: 1) How can such an Urban Academy preserve a space for radicalism 

http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/Educating%20Responsible%20Business%20Persons_Pernilla%20Andersson.pdf
http://www.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A899314&dswid=-4582
http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/Active%20Student%20Participation_Alexis%20Engstr%C3%B6m.pdf
https://peerwise.cs.auckland.ac.nz/
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(strong sustainability)?; 2) How to understand/design the pedagogical project of the Urban Academy?; and 3) 

How should its interface look like? Each participant chooses a topic and in a second round everyone gets the 

opportunity to build further on the discussion of another group. We decide to jointly engage with the question 

how an Urban Academy at UGent can be useful (as a pilot experiment) for the SEDwise network partners after 

the small group exercise. 

1. Radicalism 

The central question in this workshop relates to debate on weak versus strong sustainability: should we focus 
on radical system change? Or should we start from the assumption that the Urban Academy benefits from 
open-ended processes? We all agree that ‘incompleteness’ is important and, as such, that different 
perspectives are necessary, not at least because the Urban Academy will focus on wicked urban issues. Expert 
knowledge concerning these issues is often incomplete, fragmented, and uncertain which gives rise to 
scientific controversies. Furthermore, social and political controversy arises due to a lack of agreement on 
norms and values at stake and on the acceptability of goals and solutions. We believe that a 
multiperspectivistic principle goes hand in hand with wicked issues.  
 
This principle also means that we must ensure that radicalism is possible. Or rather, the Urban Academy 

should often launch radical approaches and perspectives, not only in pedagogical aspects but also on 

content/substance or in relation to social and ecological concerns. For instance, we should also dare to think 

beyond technological fix solutions or ecological modernisation. And maybe, the Urban Academy should 

sometimes organise something ‘shocking’ or promote strong activism in the public debate. We should keep in 

mind that it is not easy to keep the radical radical in these kind of settings. How make sure that we don’t 

neutralise or pacify radical groups and strong activism? 

At the same time, the Urban Academy should also leave room for ‘normal’ approaches. Otherwise, the Urban 

Academy will neglect the importance of multiperspectivism and will too often be stereotyped as a 

fundamentalist entity. In courses linked to the Urban Academy students should experience the different 

perspectives, radical as well as normal approaches. These courses can create crossovers between mainstream 

(dis)courses and more radical ones. Other stakeholders must also be urged to address wicked issues in this 

way. 

Of course, there’s no clear definition of the ‘radical’. It depends on the place, the context, the actors involved, 

the issue at stake, etc. Therefore, we argue on the one hand that it is important to be self-critical, and on the 

other hand that the Urban Academy needs a group of actors or ‘critical friends’ who watch over 

multiperspectivism, the incompleteness and the radical character of the organisation. The SEDwise-network, 

students (who are often frustrated about lock-ins and neoliberalism) and urban actors (e.g. policymakers) have 

a role to play here. The next period, the Urban Academy can grow in an organic way. In the meantime, the 

Urban Academy and her critical friends can evaluate and adjust the multiperspectivistic principle and the 

radical character.  

2. Pedagogical project 

There are different ways to think about the pedagogical project of an Urban Academy for sustainability issues, 

ranging from very practical (how to organise teaching and learning in such an environment?) to very 

philosophical (how to understand education, the role of teachers and students, the relation between 

university and society, etc.?). This diversity is covered in the topics discussed during this workshop.  

 The example of and experiences with the Danish Folk High Schools can inspire the design of an Urban 

Academy. There seem to be a lot of links, especially regarding the ambition to empower students – 

and the challenge of dealing with the risks involved in it. The Danish Folk High Schools are a form of 

http://www.danishfolkhighschools.com/


  10 

informal adult education without a fixed curriculum or well-defined learning outcomes where 

students (18-24) spend a couple of months to study and live. The shared place where they do not only 

study but also cook, eat, sleep, and spend spare time together is an important element of the 

specificity of this learning environment. Creating social areas, i.e. places and opportunities where 

students can informally meet teachers, researchers and professionals will be a vital condition for the 

Urban Academy as a space for meaningful, creative and educative encounters. This openness should 

move beyond the borders of the university. An Urban Academy should not only foster encounters 

within the university, but also between students, teachers, researchers and a variety of other urban 

actors so that their concerns can be addressed. Metaphorically speaking, it is about crossing the 

boundaries of the ‘Ivory Tower’ that a university is often accused to be. For instance, by engaging 

master thesis students in an inquiry on how to organise locally embedded agriculture and inviting 

them to work, sleep and spend time together in a monastery in the area of study. 
 

 Besides a shared and open space, providing time seems to be another prerequisite for the Urban 

Academy. And just like we need an ‘open’ space, we need to provide ‘free’ time for those involved in 

the Urban Academy. The kind of issues that we will be dealing with demand time to think and reflect, 

something which is not self-evident in day-to-day life. This also means that an Urban Academy is not 

only a space where academic actors engage with urban concerns, but also a space where urban actors 

can engage in (collective) study of the issues at stake. So, an Urban Academy involves a double 

movement: it should not only encourage students and professors to look beyond their Ivory Tower 

but also invite non-academic actors to enter it now and again, as a space offering them free time, 

interrupting the demands from every day (professional) life with opportunities for collective thinking, 

reflecting and engaging with matters of public concern. Maybe it is a matter of creating pop-up Ivory 

Towers in the city, focused on issues that matter, and functioning as an outlook tower? 
 

 Another major characteristic of the Urban Academy’s pedagogical project, is that such an academy is 

a collective practice. It is about engaging with urban sustainability issues as a subject for collective 

study and, perhaps, action. Hence, it is not merely a place for meeting individual learning needs or for 

demand-driven research or consultancy in view of solving particular problems. Rather, the Urban 

Academy is a ‘public’ space in that it gathers a variety of people that jointly engage in thinking, 

reflecting, and experimenting with issues of public concern. As such, an Urban Academy can function 

as a ‘common’, or a shared space. In this respect it is important to be explicit about what exactly it is 

that we are sharing – and at what level? It can be a shared physical place like a studio where all kinds 

of activities can take place. And/or a shared activity (e.g. a course) of event (e.g. an exposition). And/or 

a shared project aimed at making concrete change in the city. And/or a shared concern for a 

sustainability issue. The latter, perhaps, should always be present somehow. Sharing should also take 

place at the public level, i.e. by making public what happens in the Urban Academy so that it can 

nourish the public debate. Another thing to take into account is the relationship between what we 

share (and, hence, where we want to steer in a particular direction) and what is free to be defined by 

participants. 
 

 Related to this delicate balance between freedom and steering is the tension between a student-

driven approach versus the organisers’ pedagogic responsibility and ambition to offer input, to lay 

something on the table, to take care of a concern for a sustainability issue. An Urban Academy 

understood and designed as an ultimately open space where individual learners can focus on what 

they are personally interested in, would not live up to the ambition to function as a common, as a 
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public space where people engage in collective study. The sustainability issues at stake inevitably 

involve normativity. The initiators and organisers start from a genuine concern for such issues and set 

up educational practices in the Urban Academy in order to invite and encourage students, researchers, 

urban stakeholders but also themselves to engage with a particular issue, to pay attention to it and 

study it, and to relate to it. As such, the Urban Academy is built on a concern-oriented pedagogy. 

Here, it is important to realise that, nevertheless, this implies a certain open-endedness. A pre-set 

starting point (focus on an issue) is something very different than a pre-determined end. Inviting and 

encouraging people to think about something does should be disconnected from an instrumental, 

normative approach through which it is decided for them what to think about it – let alone what to 

do about it. Instead, the Urban Academy should offer them time, space and encounters that allow 

them to develop a personal response. Making well-informed choices about sustainability issues is hard 

to do. The Urban Academy should be an educational space that offers the conditions to facilitate this. 

This is a matter of taking pedagogic responsibility. After all, an educational practice where nothing is 

laid on the table – except individual learning needs and desires – fails to offer people the opportunity 

to broaden their interests by studying things of which they didn’t know that they didn’t know them. 

This does not mean that everybody should agree: on the contrary, disagreement and counterpoints 

play a vital role.  
 

 What is, then, the overarching purpose of the Urban Academy? What kind of activities will/should 

take place? Transdisciplinary, inquiry-based learning through master thesis research is an important 

ambition. There are also plans to establish a new, inter-faculty course on sustainable cities that can 

be embedded in the academy. Furthermore, the academy can grow and function as a flexible anchor 

place for diverse education activities, be it ad hoc singular events or recurrent courses or long-term 

projects. In doing so, it aims to develop meaningful, trans-disciplinary education on sustainability 

issues in combination with relevant services to society and alternatives for short-term, fragmented 

contract-research that often pushes long-term concerns and in-depth engagement with complex 

issues to the background. This can be a way for the university to create and sustain a unique position, 

as a public actor, within a landscape in which private research institutions and consultancy agencies 

gain importance as research partners for urban actors. We strongly believe that an Urban Academy 

that takes the public role of the university seriously can offer something uniquely valuable. 
 

 The Urban Academy does not want to create or enforce a dichotomy between traditional education 

(as ‘bad’) and alternative education (as ‘good’). Rather, the aim should be to create links and cross-

overs with mainstream university curriculum. 
 

 Collaboration with independent student movements or initiatives should be encouraged. This can 

take the form, for instance, of offering these movements and initiatives a meeting place and inviting 

them to take part in reading seminars, collective inquiry and experiments, etc. 
 

 The issues at stake in the Urban Academy require and deserve continuity in the way we engage with 

them. Several generations of students should be involved in the long term. The academy’s alumni who 

will spread out in society can be kept informed and involved, e.g. by continuing to invite them to public 

events. 
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 So as to ensure the long-term viability of the Urban Academy, a kind of curator is important as well as 

sufficient funding. The people running the academy should provide content as well as process support. 

Financial support from the urban government or other funding agencies is vital. Establishing strong 

links with other existing programmes and initiatives is important.  

 

 

3. Interface 

Interface stands for two key concerns in shaping the Urban Academy. First, there is the deliberate concern to 

organise the academy as an environment for transdisciplinary learning which requires ways of working that 

allow to interface between disciplines, and between academic and other forms of knowledge present in 

various communities of practice. Second, there is the vision of the Academy as a real space of exchange in 

which the collaboration and encounter between various communities can be hosted. Both aspects were 

discussed and possible suggestions, recommendations and possible pitfalls were identified 

 An transdisciplinary interface 

The staging of transdisciplinary discussion requires a common object of concern. The staging of such a 

common object of concern is not self-obvious and requires intensive work of transdisciplinary translation. 

There is agreement that it is important to invest in a co-creative process of joint definition of the type of 

issues the academy will address, establishing sufficient focus and arriving at definitions that challenge the 

various disciplinary fields involved to contribute to the discussion. The right terms of references will be 

key (e.g. Food as an urban question opens up very different possibilities than taking about (urban) 

agriculure, Health is a very different frame than thinking about medicine, etc.)  
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The suggestion to proceed from master thesis work to shape the Urban Academy is seen as a good one. 

Not only does this give the opportunity to bring in master thesis students from various fields. It also 

constitutes a rather easy way of composing mixed teams (with academics from different fields, and with 

people working outside of university) guiding master students in their thesis work. In order to give 

academic backing to this thesis work it will be important to have sufficient methodological experience in 

the academy regarding transdisciplinary work and how this can be shaped, acknowledging the complexity 

of such work and not just leaving such methodological issues for students to resolve. Questions will have 

to be sufficiently complex to be interesting as research topics, yet sufficiently concrete for students to be 

able to digest them in the course of one year of work. Also a good mix between short term concerns and 

the far future will be important. 

The work of formulating common points of departure is not just a matter of properly mounting the 

academy at the start but should be conceived of as a continuous process, sustained over the years and 

crucial for the longevity of the Urban Academy.  

Such a continuous proces should not only structure how issues are shaped, translated by the various 

disciplines, transformed in the process of the work of the academy, but also how issues leave the academy 

and taken up beyond the academy by the involved communities of practice. In other words, one could 

begin to imagine trajectories through which issues enter and exit and travel through the academy. If 

properly documented such trajectories, and the translation work that hapens within them could be an 

interesting object of research for the SEDwise network. 

Interesting example of this work of translation and the joint definiton of research questions is the anual 

‘Aimday’ hosted internally by the department of medicine at Uppsala. In preparation of the conference 

various investigators are asked to make the rounds of various colleagues at the university and 

organisations outside of the university to harvest potentially fruitful ideas. These are processes in the 

form of synthetic presentations that make it possible to arrive at common aims for research during the 

Aimday. 

 Between inside and outside 

The academy schould be built in steps starting small, proceeding from solid engagements inside the 

university (starting from what can be provided for by the university) and adding to this core in concentric 

circles, moving from the involvement of the municipality and reaching out to other organisations. This 

incremental process of adding partners could be largely driven by the work of jointly defining matters of 

concern, adding partners in light of the selected matters of concern. 

Crucial for the academy will be to create an environment that is experienced by all parties involved as 

radically open and horizontal in its structure. Especially if it would be build from the university outwards 

guaranteeing this openness will be key. Furthermore it will be important to keep the atmosphere in the 

academy open once it is being launched by a first group of involved parties. 

The rules of engagement should be simple however sufficiently clear. It might be good to draft a joint 

declaration at the start by the core group of partners committing to the initiative of the Urban Academy. 

The continued engagement of all partners should first of all be secured by keeping it interesting for all 

involved. The joint, cocreative process of the definition of issues, aims, concerns, etc is key in this respect. 

Likewise is the mix of concrete and abstract, short and long term, etc. 

The academy should have a mechanism to recruit new people: new students, new communities of 

practice, new thesis advisors, new civil servants, new policy makers, etc. While keeping things light, it 

might be useful to think about a good ‘broadcasting’ strategy, making the activities of the academy public. 
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Also the organisaton of Kollaboratoriet might provide inspiration: i.e. the idea to work with an open 

calender and host within the space of the academy activities by other organisations the academy wished 

to cooperate with. 

While the academy could start small, sufficient resources are needed. The group agrees that a common 

physical space with sufficient public visibility is crucial. A good coffie corner where people can meet 

informally should be part of this. Sufficient organisational/logistic capacity will also be needed.  

The Urban Academy as a pilot for the SEDwise network 

The SEDwise partners can collaborate and mutually benefit from initiatives like an Urban Academy in diverse 

ways: 

 Serving as a critical friend of the Urban Academy (see above) 
 Collaborating on joint courses and MOOCS 
 Creating a global network of master programmes on sustainability (education) 
 Creating a joint international and transdisciplinary master programme – or a transdisciplinary, vibrant 

environment in which master students can act 
 Doing research on the pilot project: e.g. tracing what happens with issues who enter into and move 

through the Urban Academy 
 Documenting the process 
 Creating opportunities to collaborate through visiting fellowships of PhD students, postdocs and 

professors 
 Apply for (international) research funding 

 

 

Evaluation 

What the participants appreciated most: 

 Friendly atmosphere 
 Tranquillity 
 Time to think 
 Space for discussion 
 Interesting input, combined with an open atmosphere where there is no pressure to get things defined 
 The reading seminar 
 Being encouraged to continue with experiments 
 Learning a lot about learning 
 Being inspired by practical examples 
 Combining the concrete and the abstract 
 Inspiration for our own courses and curriculum reform 
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 Good pace 
 The match between people 
 Good amount of participants 
 The involvement of students 
 Variation 
 Crossing boundaries 
 Balanced programme 
 The framework offered on the first day 
 Getting out of one’s own bubble 
 Differences in cultural settings, institutional plurality 

Where there is some room for improvement for next meetings: 

 More active workshops and interaction 
 More time to discuss 
 More time to relax a bit – now and again (so create some emptiness in the program) 
 More sleep 
 Collaborating on a common thing, e.g. creating a course, summer school, MOOC together 
 Take care of making progression in the network, building on last year’s lessons learned 
 Pay more attention to the wickedness of sustainability issues in relation to education and societal 

transformation 
 Learning more about each other’s’ skills and competences (share CVs in advance) 
 Involving societal actors 
 Now we mainly approached sustainability issues from an educational perspective: maybe turn this 

upside-down in the future (approaching education from a sustainability perspective)? 
 

Sustainability education research seminar. 

Jonas Lysgaard and David Kronlid prepared a workshop to explore opportunities for jointly developing two 

book projects: one on ‘Universities as laboratories for dealing with wicked socio-ecological problems’ and one 

on ‘Sustainability Change agents as facilitators of non-formal learning’. We brainstormed about the content 

of the books. Jonas and David will draw in the results to develop a proposal for the first book before summer 

and get in touch with Marcia McKenzie and Alan Reid who are editing a Palgrave book series. Jeppe Læssøe 

and Katrien Van Poeck will – at a later stage – further develop the second proposal. 

We also discussed possibilities to foster fruitful collaborations and links with other existing networks and 

projects. It is important to build on what already exists, to do work through which we can help each other, to 

use the SEDwise network as a common resource of which we can all benefit, etc. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.cdo.ugent.be/sites/default/files/downloads/Writing%20projects%20ITN.pdf

