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The emerging concept of responsible research and innovation (RRI) in some ways always relates to sustainability. In the
transition towards sustainability, the authors need to build responsibility for both society and the environment in high-
er education and management education. Non-formal approaches to learning provide an opportunity to transform a
student’s ‘head, heart and hand’, including at the social level as well. This paper showcases the role of experiential and
transformative learning in higher education practice. Two of their courses are described and analysed, which are intended
to familiarise students with the problem of sustainability within economic higher education. The authors share the theo-
retical and practical experiences of designing, teaching and assessing these courses. They aim to contribute to the discus-
sion on how business education could be producing useful and credible knowledge that addresses problems important
to nature and society.
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A felel6sségteljes kutatas és innovacié (RRI) kialakuléban 1évé koncepcidja bizonyos szempontbdl mindig kapcsolodik a
fenntarthatésaghoz. A fenntarthatésag felé torténd dtmenet soran fel kell épiteni a tarsadalom és a kornyezet iranti fele-
I6sséget a felséoktatasban és a menedzsmentoktatasban egyarant. A nem formalis tanuldsi megkdzelitések lehetéséget
adnak arra, hogy ez az atalakulas a hallgaték “fejében, szivében és kezében”, valamint tarsadalmi szinten is megtorténjen.
Ezen irds célja a tapasztalati és a transzformativ tanulas szerepének bemutatasa a felséoktatasi gyakorlatban. Két olyan
egyetemi kurzust ismertetnek és elemeznek a szerzék, amelyek célja a fenntarthatésag problémajanak megismertetése a
gazdasagi felséoktatas hallgatoival. Megosztjak a kurzusok tervezésének, oktatasanak és értékelésének elméleti és gyako-
rlati tapasztalatait. Céljuk, hogy hozzajaruljanak ahhoz a folyamathoz, amelynek eredményeképpen az tzleti oktatas olyan
hasznos és hiteles tudast hoz létre, amely a természet és a tarsadalom szamara fontos problémakkal foglalkozik.
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are changing, and it is becoming ever more pressing to
acknowledge liability. In 2016 the Corvinus University
of Budapest (CUB) hosted the annual meeting of deans
and leaders of the EFMD (European Foundation for Man-
agement Development) universities and business colleges.

he scientific discourse and the political action that
appears in the climate movements both draw our at-
tention to the unsustainability of our current modus oper-
andi. For quite some time economic higher education has
been reluctant to face its responsibility, however, times
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In plenary speeches and some sections, the participants
spoke with surprising sincerity about how it might be time
to conduct self-examination, and to accept that business
schools have a serious responsibility in the series of eco-
logical and social crises in the world. This newly-found
awareness also takes economic higher education closer to
the concept of responsible research and innovation (RRI).
RRI is a flexible umbrella term emerging in both the
political arena and in scientific discourse (Bajmocy &
Pataki, 2019; Karner et al., 2016;). It proposes to steer
research and innovation agendas toward ecologically
and socially relevant problems, or “grand challenges”
(Schomberg, 2013). Multiple authors — see for example
Deblonde (2015), Owen et al. (2012), and Stilgoe et al.
(2013) — suggest that RRI’s concepts and definitions are
linked one way or another with the concepts of sustain-
ability, strong sustainability or sustainable development.
Deblonde (2015) explicitly argues that for RRI to fulfil
its potential, it needs an ecological dimension that takes
the ‘strong’ version of sustainable development as a nor-
mative starting point. Accordingly, RRI can be an over-
arching program for science, innovation and education,
taking clear responsibility regarding society and nature.
To reposition our socio-economic systems on sustainable
trajectories, there need to be numerous transformations in
— among other areas — social values and behavioural pat-
terns (Capra & Luisi, 2014; Steffen et al., 2018).
Economic higher education has an important role to
play in such transformations. We educate the next genera-
tions of economists, managers, decision-makers, consum-
ers and citizens. We have the opportunity to make our stu-
dents conscious of their responsibility to the environment
and society and develop their critical reflection skills. But
how should this responsibility be taught? Is it possible for
students — the majority of whom are in their early 20s — to
learn sustainability? Can a teacher influence student val-
ues and induce change in their frames of reference?
Acknowledging and facing our responsibility as ed-
ucators and researchers at CUB, we deliberately design
courses to build sustainability issues into economic edu-
cation. The aim of this paper is to introduce two courses
— and their underlying theoretical concepts — as attempts
to embed sustainability as a major decision-making fac-
tor when acting as citizens, consumers or managers. Our
basic assumption is that, due to its complexity, sustain-
ability education needs to exceed the merely intellectual
dimension (e.g., knowledge about how economic produc-
tion destroys ecosystems). It should also affect student at-
titudes, and later have a spill-over effect on society as a
whole. Accordingly, when designing our two courses, we
turned to non-formal educational approaches: experiential
and transformative learning. In this paper, we introduce
both the courses and the educational theories inspiring
and instructing us. Students on both courses are dealing
with ecological and social problems, practice active citi-
zenship, discuss sustainability issues and take part in par-
ticipatory group learning processes.
The paper first provides a short overview of interna-
tional and local discourses in the field of sustainability ed-
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ucation concerning economic higher education. Second,
we introduce the theoretical approaches of experiential
and transformative learning and then describe the two
courses in which we applied them. In the discussion, we
reflect on our teaching practices, whether in our under-
standing the courses delivered the expected results, and
if not, where and why those shortcomings occurred. We
intend to contribute to the discussion on sustainability
education (see for example Cranton, 2002; Moore, 2005;
Foster & Stagl, 2018) based on our own experiences.

Sustainability in economic higher education

Many people all over the world demand the self-exami-
nation of economists regarding their responsibility for the
ecological and social demises that the economy is creating
or reinforcing. Whether it is enlightened students or aca-
demics in the Rethinking Economics movement, Harvard
professors establishing Economics for Inclusive Prosper-
ity or keynote speakers at the EFMD Deans’ Conference
in Budapest, they all insist on a reappraisal of mainstream
paradigms. These initiatives are not just the demands of
some strange, “tree-hugging”, heterodox economists.
Similarly to the blossoming climate movements, many of
these changes are being initiated by the students them-
selves, as in the Rethinking Economics group who de-
mand pluralism in economics teaching. The ingenuity and
motivation of these actors are not relevant in this article,
but their call to reassess the way we think and teach eco-
nomics and management is.

In January 2018, the Rethinking Economics movement
together with the New Weather Institute issued the 33
Theses of Economics Reformation and pinned the list to
the gate of the London School of Economics (LSE). The
following few paragraphs introduce the points they make
most relevant to our topic at hand, as their demands close-
ly mirror the criticisms that business and economic think-
ers, educators and policymakers are facing. Their central
argument is that current economic trends are leading us to
ecological peril, and that poverty and growing inequality
cause social problems.

While economics prides itself on being scientific and
value-free, and hides behind statistics, mathematical mod-
els and graphs, in reality, it acts as an ideology and a be-
lief system that no longer questions its basic assumptions
(see e.g., Nelson, 2014). Neoclassical economics teaching
is highly mathematised, students are rarely required to ap-
ply critical thinking and often leave the higher education
system fully indoctrinated.

Much in line with the RRI principles, the theses also
state that the underpinning theories of utilitarianism sac-
rifice the ecological environment and social groups at the
less fortunate end of the spectrum completely on the altar
of supposedly increasing social welfare without consider-
ing the uneven distribution of this welfare. The environ-
ment is treated as an external circumstance of the econom-
ic system rather than recognising that the economy is an
integral part of both the ecological biosphere and the so-
cial realm. Markets are not abstract concepts, nor are they
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simply about supply and demand, and the ultimate goal
should not be to keep markets free from interventions.

The reformist theses pinned to the gate of LSE also
offered solutions regarding how economics teaching can
address these problems. In agreement with many scholars
(e.g., Capra & Luisi, 2014) courses should be pluralist in
their approaches, offering different perspectives on eco-
nomic theory. Curricula should be inter- and transdisci-
plinary in offering sociology, philosophy, environmental
sciences, psychology and other disciplines in order to
shed light on the complex interrelationships of economic
choices. Economics should not be defined as value-free,
and its value and moral choices should be made explicit in
dialogue with the public. The methodological supremacy
of quantitative methods should be rebalanced with quali-
tative methods.

Similarly to the organisations mentioned above, UN-
ESCO has also been trying to find solutions to introduce
sustainability into education (UNESCO, 2014). The Hun-
garian National Commission for UNESCO, together with
E6tvos Lorand University and the Hungarian Academy of
Sciences, held an interactive conference on the topic of
‘Sustainability in Higher Education’ in November 2018.
The report issued (Lanyi & Kajner, 2019) on the findings
and recommendations of this panel identified the most ur-
gent tasks: the acknowledgement of the ecological crises,
and the responsibility of the higher education system in
tackling it; the strengthening of the role of philosophical
and ethical reflection in education; engaging students in
practical experience to change attitudes; rethinking teach-
er training and methodologies; and encouraging every
department of every discipline to include the issue of sus-
tainability.

Sustainability in economic higher education had its
own section within this event, and the participants issued
their recommendations in the subsequent report. The rec-
ommendations significantly overlap with the suggested
actions included in the 33 reformation theses, but are more
specific in some points, and relate to the Hungarian con-
text. The following points are summaries and partly direct
translations of the original document (Lanyi & Kajner,
2019, pp. 81-83).

1. Economic training must present all economic activ-
ity in the context of its human and natural environ-
ment. Philosophical, ethical, and cultural anthropo-
logical knowledge should become an integral part of
economic higher education. Training opportunities
must seek to improve the students’ ability for critical
thinking, discuss the concept of “good life” (Syse &
Mueller, 2014) and the responsibility of humans.

2. Practical, project-based, multidisciplinary teaching
methods must replace inefficient frontal education
as they are more suitable for encouraging students to
take into account environmental, social, and ethical
dilemmas of economic activity.

3. Modular “green” courses or subjects are not suf-
ficient. The principles of sustainability must be
integrated into the whole spectrum of economic
higher education. Offering a select few environmen-

tal-based courses does not provide the conditions
necessary for transformation or breakthrough, as
mainstream education would constantly overwrite
the pursuit of sustainability, because its curriculum
neglects the considerations of negative environmen-
tal and social impacts of economic processes.

4. The institutional environment must support the de-
velopment of sustainability education. Currently,
multidisciplinary education is hampered, as univer-
sity administrations try to create “clear profiles”,
and project-based education is hindered as it can-
not handle the additional burden that comes with
such courses. Suggested means by which university
administrations can support the integration of sus-
tainability into the training system are by creating
the financial conditions; by developing a faculty ca-
reer model that focuses on educational innovation;
by assisting faculty members to engage in aware-
ness-raising, networking events; publications, trans-
lations, and publishing books; and by allowing the
harmonisation of curriculum design that focuses on
providing students with complex, practically usable
knowledge, ways of thinking, and “habits of mind”.

5. Faculty members should be trained, and profession-
ally and humanly supported to integrate sustainabil-
ity into their subjects. Those who teach contrary to
the mainstream usually face additional burdens, as
they go against the indoctrination of students. There
is a need to ensure the continuous update of sustain-
ability knowledge and training methodology and
the training of trainers. Many non-economic higher
education institutions also deal with sustainability
issues. Interdisciplinary dialogue should also be
available to get to know them and develop mutual
consistency. More workshops, forums, and events
that help the exchange of experience between higher
education institutions with different profiles should
be encouraged.

The recommendations suggested by the various actors at
both the national and international level are to be taken
seriously, but the devil lies in the details. How can we get
these new messages across? How can we deeply transform
the ways we teach? What could make students more aware
of sustainability problems and more critical of the para-
digms that have caused them in the first place? And even
if we could manage to get the message across, how can
someone practice those principles once they have gradu-
ated? To find the answers to these questions, the required
shift in higher education must be supported by new meth-
odological approaches, two of which will be discussed in
the following chapter.

Teaching sustainability: experiential and
transformative learning approaches

Later in this paper, we introduce two courses that are de-
signed to affect how students frame and problematise sus-
tainability issues. We see these courses as tools and spac-
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es of change. Donella Meadows in her Leverage Points:
Places to Intervene in a System (1999) examined how a
system can be modified and transformed. She differentiat-
ed between “shallow” and “deep” leverage points, which
are affect a given system on a different scale (Abson et al.,
2017) (Figure 1).
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tainability issues, rarely reach the deep, foundational lev-
els, where currently prevailing values, worldviews, power
structures and rules could be challenged and transformed.
It seems that management and economics education is
successful in developing anti-social behaviour (Etzioni,
2015) and positive attitudes towards greed (Wang et al.,

Figure 1.

Leverage points: Places to intervene in a system

Meadow’s (1999) place to intervene in a system
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In our opinion, one reason why all “developed” and many
“undeveloped” socio-economic regimes are on unsustain-
able trajectories (O’Neill et al., 2018) is the shallow level of
interventions regarding the respective system. For exam-
ple, Daly (2007) points out that mere efficiency gains can
contribute to greater resource depletion, as overall con-
sumption rises due to the lower prices generated by the in-
creased efficiency. A sustainable trajectory means that ba-
sic (deep) concepts of what and why we produce/consume
have to be questioned. Accordingly, RRI as a guiding re-
search agenda can be successful if it manages to influence
the intentions of the socio-economic (deep) structures.
Just like other systems, we argue, higher education and
more specifically management programs relating to sus-

2011). Sustainability is one subject, one fragment of the
whole, a somewhat materialistic-oriented knowledge-mo-
saic. Inspired by the ‘head, heart and hands’ holistic edu-
cational approach, we intentionally design our courses and
practice teaching accordingly. “Head” stands for the cog-
nitive domain, the action carried out for example through
academic study. “Heart” represents the affective domain,
the process where values and attitudes are translated into
behaviour. “Hands” stand for the psychomotor domain,
that is learning through practical skill development and
physical labour, such as planting or painting (Sipos et al.,
2008, p.74) (Figure 2).

As mentioned above, practical, project-based, multi-
disciplinary teaching methods may be more suitable for

Figure 2.

The ‘head, heart and hands’ educational approach to sustainability issues
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Source: Own compilation
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encouraging students to consider the environmental, so-
cial, and ethical dilemmas of economic activity. When
designing such courses, experiential and transformative
learning can serve as guiding frameworks and tools. They
have been purposely selected due to their characteristics,
which we, as educators, set in line with the RRI vision. A
detailed theoretical discussion would exceed space con-
straints, therefore we only describe those features of the
two approaches that we find instructive for our teaching
practices.

Experiential learning

Experiential learning theory emerged through the work of
prominent twentieth century scholars, such as John Dew-
ey, Kurt Lewin, Carl Rogers, to name a few, who empha-
sised experience as the essential element of the learning
process (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). Alice Kolb and David Kolb
(2005; p. 208) argue that action, a participative experience,
is key in experiential learning, as “it closes the cycle by
bringing the inside world of reflection and thought into
contact with the outside world of experiences created by
action”. Experiential learning is more like a philosophy of
education based on what Dewey (1938) called a ‘theory of
experience’ (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p. 193).

In experiential learning theory, knowledge and mean-
ing are contextualised in actual experiences, where
knowledge is created through the experience of action and
reflection on that action (Kolb, 1984). The learning pro-
cess within experiential learning theory is driven by con-
flict, differences, and disagreement, where participants are
“[called] upon to move back and forth between opposing
modes of reflection and action and feeling and thinking”
(Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p. 194).

Transformative learning
As Mezirow (1997) explains, transformative learning is a
process intended to develop autonomous thinking, and it
does so by affecting change in the individual’s frame of
reference (personal worldview, system of reality). Trans-
formative learning is achieved when a change occurs to
our frame of reference as a result of an event or experi-
ence. Where such a change occurs, participants can expect
to see a subsequent change in action, and this is what is
classified as transformative learning (Mezirow, 2003).
Mezirow (1997) sets the ideal conditions for discourse
to take place in the learning space. These conditions are
met when participants are:
 provided with the information needed to pursue
knowledgeable interactions,
» taking part in the learning process by their own will,
free of coercion,
« allowed to take various roles in debates, to change
their views and express them,
* encouraged to question ‘basic truths’,
* open to different perspectives, and
* willing to put effort into listening to other perspec-
tives and work to build common ground (Moore,
2005, pp. 81-82).

One of the most challenging dimensions of Mezirow’s
transformative learning theory is the role of the educa-
tor (Moore, 2005). Within the framework of transform-
ative learning, educators take the role of facilitator and
provocateur. It is the educator’s responsibility to assist
students in their critical reflection when challenging
previously unquestioned ‘truths’, and to help develop
the habit and methods of rigorously examining new
knowledge. In the transformative learning space, every
assumption can be challenged, and participants are re-
quired to articulate their arguments and lines of log-
ic (Mezirow, 1997). However, Mezirow (1989) made it
clear that an educator should not decide on the outcome
of the transformation; if they do, then he considers this
indoctrination and not transformation (as cited in Cran-
ton, 1994).

How do experiential and transformative
learning approaches compare to each other?
Both approaches — experiential and transformative learn-
ing — disrupt the habits of frontal educational methods.
In both methods students are active participants in their
learning process, constantly challenged to reflect on
their assumptions, articulate their thoughts and feelings.
The learning spaces are also required to provide a safe
environment in which to encourage discussion and share
doubts and feelings.

Both approaches seem to be fit, at least in theory, to
provide a framework which allows participants to learn
sustainability issues beyond the intellectual level, and also
engage emotionally. In our view, participants have to un-
learn the doctrine of unlimited economic growth, to be
willing and capable of dealing with the emotionally and
intellectually demanding facets of sustainability.

In our interpretation such outcomes are not completed
or finished in either transformative or experiential learn-
ing. Both are processes, and thus can only be practiced,
but not achieved. It can be a source of frustration to be
involved in a never-ending cycle of questioning oneself,
debating, and resolving conflicts. When it comes to the
(rather complex) issue of sustainability, students might en-
counter the destructive quality of their everyday actions,
as most of our consumption and production patterns are
intertwined with the hostility of modern life. Such recog-
nition might cause emotional distress.

Table 1.
The main features of transformative
and experiential learning

Transformative learning
Critical reflection

Experiential learning
Reflection

Educator’s role: facilitator and | Educator’s role: facilitator,

provocateur safe learning environment
Change in frame of reference | Real-life experience

New habits of mind Degree of freedom
Autonomous thinking, con-

tested beliefs

Source: Own compilation
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Table 1 above displays the main characteristics of trans-
formative and experiential learning that we hand-picked
when designing the two courses introduced in the next
section. The features highlighted in the table are impor-
tant to us as educators looking for tools to design courses
with specific attributes and goals.

Two illustrative cases of teaching practices

In this section we showcase two courses: Decision Tech-
niques and Degrowth Economy. The common axioms of
both courses are the following:
* sustainability is a transdisciplinary issue that re-
quires non-formal learning methods,
» discourse is a prerequisite for real learning and trans-
formation,
» different knowledge holders possess valuable knowl-
edge,
o the teacher acts as a facilitator in the knowledge
co-creation process,
* education plays an important role in social transfor-
mations,
* engagement in ecological issues is rooted in our own
experiences (it is more than intellectual).

Decision Techniques is a BA level course with the overar-
ching objective of focusing on problem forming and solv-
ing, and also on the soft skills required to participate in
group work. Accordingly, we relied on experiential learn-
ing as a guiding framework when designing the course.
As educators, we work on creating and maintaining a safe
learning environment where students can practice various
problem-solving methods. Experience is generated by the
course requirements: students working in groups must set
a common goal to find an answer or solution to a real-life
problem.

Degrowth Economy is an MA level course, which
places students in a participatory decision-making pro-
cess (a Citizens’ Jury), where they are challenged to deal
with the complexities and ambiguities of the socioeco-
nomic system. As the name of the course implies, we are
designing a learning space which is intended to transform
the participants’ frames of reference regarding the basic
premises of economics.

We gathered primary data from the sources below to
describe and analyse the courses:

» reflection papers: student individual and group reflec-
tion documents written during and after their partic-
ipation in the courses,

* data from the university’s Student Assessment Sys-
tem (SAS) filled out by students optionally at the end
of each semester,

» teacher reflection papers written during and after the
courses.

We performed a document analysis on this data (Miles
et al., 2014). When formulating the current paper’s focus
and interpreting data, we also relied on our practical ex-
perience as educators, what Gibbs (2007) calls “practical
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wisdom’. Our practical experience is influenced — among
other things — by the weekly discussions among col-
leagues where we reflect on the events within the courses
(what went wrong, what worked well), and by workshops,
conferences and papers focusing on certain elements of
the teaching practice. Certainly, there are wider institu-
tional contexts which shape our frame of reference, such
as Central Eastern European embeddedness, or the local
specifics of CUB; and there might be factors of which we
are unaware: the ‘unknown unknowns’. In the next sub-
section we introduce the specific elements of each course:
Decision Techniques through the lenses of experiential
learning, an Degrowth Economy in light of transformative
learning.

Experiential learning case — Decision Techniques
The first illustrative case is a pilot waste treatment prob-
lem where students are working together with a civil so-
ciety organisation (CSO) and focus on waste prevention
in the experiential learning course called Decision Tech-
niques. The group of students presented here is from the
2018/19 course. First, the course is described and then the
waste management case is introduced.

Decision Techniques is a BA level obligatory course
at CUB in business-related degree programs. Scientifical-
ly its educational content is based on decision sciences,
management and psychology. The experiential learning
approach provides the opportunity to integrate a multidis-
ciplinary approach into a comprehensive problem-solving
process. The course is an action-oriented semester-long
process. Students form groups of six, where they frame
problems, and design and realise actions aiming to chal-
lenge or tackle their selected problems.

Students meet weekly in 90 minutes classes during the
semester, where they design their group actions. The role
of the teacher is to facilitate the preparation of the groups
for the techniques and give feedback weekly on the ongo-
ing processes. The semester ends with the groups deliver-
ing their actions and presenting their experiences to their
peers. The performance evaluation is based on individual
and group evaluations.

The flipped classroom method is applied during the
course to facilitate preparation for the classes and effective
group work in the classroom (Bergmann & Sams, 2012).
Students also receive videos and written study materials
as part of their individual online preparation. We also use
the blended learning approach (Friesen, 2012) whereby
students upload their weekly reflections and output and
receive feedback from the teacher online before the next
class. The learning instructions and materials are all avail-
able online. Students can also follow their progress and
performance continually throughout the semester using an
online interface (Figure 3).

The course is intended to develop decision-mak-
ing skills, facilitation skills, and problem-solving skills,
and offers a choice of decision-assisting techniques. The
course allows students to make decisions on their own
group’s terms, but they are required to reflect on their roles
as group members, and they are provided with feedback
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Figure 3.

Main characteristics of the Decision Techniques course

elements and free decisions

Decision Techniques

¢Aim of the course: experience a problem-solving process with real life

eFramework: problem-solving process with 6 decision-making techniques
eCourse format: normal, lasts for 12 weeks

eTeamwork: groups of 6 students work together

eFurther participants: different stakeholders (CSOs)

*Role of the educator: facilitator, giving weekly feedback

eScientific background: decision science, management, psychology

eCourse outcome: real-life action, continous reflection on the process
eCompetencies: reflective thinking, problemsolving skills, collaboration skills

Source: Own compilation

from both their peers and from the educator. Such hab-
its of reflexivity are intended to help deepen student con-
sciousness regarding their role/actions within the group. It
also deepens student knowledge of the topic selected for
the course during the problem-solving process. The prob-
lems are freely selected by the students themselves and
they usually involve environmental and social problems
e.g., sustainability issues.

Our basic assumption is that engagement cannot
emerge without a degree of freedom (Kolb, 1984) that of-
fers the basis for the experiential learning method. Dur-
ing the course, students have responsibility for forming
groups based on their fields of interest — they are free to
bring topics to the table, and form groups around them.
Students are free to decide on the data collection methods
assisting their action-design, and the interpretation of the
collected data is also within students’ competence. What
action is taken, and how, is also left to the students to de-
cide and plan. There are however certain elements that re-
main beyond their influence: the course itself is obligatory,
the six decision-assisting techniques are pre-determined,
assessment methods for reflecting group and individual
performance are given, class attendance is obligatory, ac-
tions must be performed and feedback from the teachers
must be received.

According to the experiential learning concept, stu-
dents go through and experience a problem-solving pro-
cess. In this way they gain real-life experiences and con-
tact real stakeholders involved in the selected problem.
To realise the action plan, the group must leave the safe
space of the school and measure their ideas and the ef-
fect of their actions in real life. The scope of the action
depends on the problem chosen by the group at the begin-
ning of the semester and the decisions they took during the
problem-solving phase. Every group thus takes different

actions in different contexts, and therefore the knowledge
they personally build remains unpredictable and diverse.

One of the basic elements of experiential learning is
reflection (Kolb, 1984). Reflection is a highly personal and
subjective activity, and as such, students may interpret the
form of their opinion in many different ways (Humphrey,
2009). A template for a weekly ‘reflection diary’ is provid-
ed, as well as an analysis session for the group work, to
help reflection during the course.

According to experiential learning, teacher’s role is
that of a facilitator of learning (Rogers, 2013). The teacher
is responsible for the safe learning environment and gives
feedback weekly regarding the reflections and output of
the groups.

In the specific case presented here, a group of students
— called Clear Corvinus — identified the problem of waste
management, explaining that “too much waste is generat-
ed at the university”. The group formulated the question
they were able and willing to solve in the process with the
help of decision-making tools: ‘How can we increase the
amount of social media content that makes Corvinus stu-
dents aware of waste prevention?’ They decided to make a
short video about waste prevention alternatives in the uni-
versity related to student lifestyles. They worked together
with a CSO specialised in waste prevention called HU-
MUSZ. Students consulted with the experts of the CSO
and received feedback from them. The video was shared
through social media with university students, and also
shared by the CSO (13 December 2018 Facebook).

The group concluded after the course:

“We can say that during our project we have also
learned a lot about our chosen problem, and we will pay
more attention to reducing waste in the future. It was sur-
prising to see how many things we need to think about in
order to reduce waste ... but it also surprised us how many
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projects were created on this topic, which led to the con-
clusion that many students are interested in this problem,
and many want to do something about it. Ultimately, we
also raised our awareness, as during the lessons we saw
how embedded this problem was, how many stakeholders
were involved, and we heard useful and shocking informa-
tion during the interview process (with CSO).”

The course presented here corresponds in theory to the
principles of experiential learning based on the freedom of
choice and reflection. According to our analysis, student
feedback on the course is contradictory. Students who are
committed to the course highlighted teamwork, real-life
experiences, immersion in the subject, and the pleasure
of working together, however, many students were unable
to commit to the course. The students identified several
reasons for this: frustrating teamwork, meaningless tasks,
time-consuming tasks, inappropriate topic selection,
non-professional knowledge transfer, and questioning the
role of the teacher. These students did not understand the
role of ‘reflection’ and could not engage in their topic ei-
ther.

In response to feedback, the team of teachers are re-
flecting weekly and further developing the course (teach-
ing materials, teacher facilitation, tasks, tests etc.) every
semester. We assume that some elements of the course do
not provide decision-making freedom for students, and we
are moving forward to breakdown these barriers.

Some feedback also raise questions that are rooted in
the Hungarian higher education system and our operating
environment:

* soft skills development is not recognised or valued,

* the role of the teacher is based on power relations,
and does not facilitate the development of partner-
ships between students and teachers,

* the role of the teacher as facilitator is not accepted in
our course.

Finally, we assume that — based on our illustrative case
— teaching sustainability embedded in an obligatory busi-
ness school BA course allows the mindset of sustainability
to be established in everyday thinking in a learning pro-
cess. The real-life experiences of knowledge sharing prac-
tices and action-oriented cooperation can enhance student
engagement and a deeper understanding of sustainabili-
ty-related issues, and also serves the third mission of the
university. However, in our experience, the education sys-
tem can hinder the achievement of these goals. Discrepan-
cies can arise between the teacher’s intentions (curriculum
and methodology of the course) and the requirements and
constraints set by the university’s bureaucratic apparatus,
which can lead to frustration for both students and teach-
ers. For example, in our case, we would like to create a
learning environment where students are encouraged to
take risks, raise questions, take a stance and be willing
to change their minds, however, as educators, we are re-
quired to give grades that introduce numerical assessment
into the student-teacher relationship, which is not exactly
a comforting environment that invites students to open up.
Also, since the course is obligatory, the experiential learn-
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ing principle of taking part freely, without coercion, is vi-
olated, and therefore student engagement is suppressed.

Transformative learning case — Degrowth
Economy

The second illustrative case built on transformative learn-
ing is a Master’s level course called Degrowth Economy,
built on a participatory decision-making tool called Citi-
zens’ Jury. It was first launched in the autumn of 2018/19.
The 18-member student group presented here attended
this first course at CUB.

Degrowth Economy is an elective course open to all
Master’s degree programs. Its scientific content is based on
ecological economics. Its format is a so-called ‘intensive
course’ as the course lasts for three intensive days (4x90
minutes per day). Blended learning, online reading mate-
rials and instructions are shared before the course and can
be used by students at any time during the course. After
the three-day intense work, students prepare a reflection
paper contemplating the overall process individually and
receive individual feedback from teachers in writing on
the online platform.

The organisation of the course aligns itself as much
with the methodology of the Citizens’ Jury as possible. It
lasts for three days, and experts from the field of degrowth
and ecological economics are invited. The whole framing
of the course is established as a Citizens’ Jury, including
the communication of the teachers (they call the students
‘citizens’ from the beginning).

In the Citizens’ Jury, participants do not need to have
extensive knowledge of the matter at hand, as they receive
balanced information from experts regarding the pros and
cons of the issue discussed. The transdisciplinarity of the
issue also comes across better to students, as experts from
different fields provide their insights. The experts are in-
vited from various sectors: CSO, academia and business.
Students discuss the experts’ statements and afterwards
deliberate on them with their peers. On the third day of
the process, they prepare a recommendation for the de-
cision-maker on the topic. The outcome of the course is a
document written by 18 participants based on their con-
sensus.

The course runs in cooperation with the National
Council for Sustainable Development in Hungary (NCS-
DH), as the real decision-maker in sustainability issues
in Hungary. In this particular course, the Secretary of the
Council was invited to ask the students a real-life question
at the beginning of the process. The NCSDH is also open
to considering the results. Even though they have no ob-
ligation to follow the suggestions made by the Citizens’
Jury word by word, the advantages of this cooperation are
clear for both sides. For the decision-maker it provides a
clearer picture of how citizens react to an issue, and the
consensual solutions that may arise. This cooperation
makes the course more realistic and provides sincerity to
the process.

The role of teachers in that process are twofold: one
is a so-called ‘permanent expert’ participating throughout
the whole three-day process, but behaving like an expert,
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giving short introductions to topics but intervening only
when addressed by the participants. The other teacher is
the facilitator, behaving as a non-expert, facilitating the
discussions, and conducting the three-day meeting ac-
cording to a pre-published schedule (Figure 4).

tions: after the course they thought or talked about things
that were discussed over the three days, they learned
things more deeply, experienced real discussions, and felt
responsibility for the common output. A few examples of
their feedback:

Figure 4.

Main characteristics of Degrowth Economy course

e
i

experience active citizenship

maker (NCSDH)

Degrowth Economy

¢Aim of the course: learn about the concept of degrowth through discussions,

eFramework: participatory decision making process

eFormat: intensive course, lasts 3 days

eTeamwork: whole group of 18 students work together

eFurther participants: invited experts from different fields, real decision-

*Role of educators: facilitator, permanent expert

eScientific background: ecological economics

eCourse outcome: suggestions of the participants

*Main developed competencies: critical thinking, deliberation skills

Source: Own compilation

Citizens’ Jury is a decision-making method which is de-
signed to allow stakeholders to formulate well-informed
opinions, and suggestions regarding complex situations
affecting them (Coote & Lenaghan, 1997). By default, a
small group of 10-18 persons work for 3-4 days, and for-
mulate suggestions addressed to the decision-maker based
on various input and consultations with experts. The Citi-
zens’ Jury method is built on Habermas’ (1984) concept of
an ideal speech situation: fairness, competence and trans-
parency are among the important principles in the partici-
patory decision-making processes (Kerkhof & Wieczorek,
2005; Renn et al., 1995).

A university course has a great deal to do to create a
safe and democratic environment in which students can
meet the criteria for an ideal speech situation. The number
of participants must be low (up to 20 in our case). The
power relationship between teacher and student must be
equal. Democracy in education can be realised on the ba-
sis of the notion that the role of the teacher is that of a
facilitator, and the knowledge holders come from different
fields: experts, citizens, teachers and students.

Our analysis shows that the circumstances of learning
were a great pleasure for students and teachers alike. All
the students were engaged in the discourses and gave pos-
itive feedback on the course. Not all of the students were
immersed in the degrowth concept, but everyone assumed
that this way of learning was enjoyable; the topics were
interesting and made them think about new concepts. The
transformation was also mentioned in the students’ reflec-

“The great advantage of the method was that it helped
my creativity, and the opinions of others were very inspir-
ing to me.”

“I read in advance there would be a CJ, but there is a
huge difference between description and living. You can
really understand the essence of the method if someone is
involved.”

“It was very important to me that I did not have to rush
with the material like any other subject, but that there was time
to think about things and share our thoughts with others.”

“In my opinion, the output is much more worthwhile.
We discussed, talked, evaluated and came to a common
point together, so that really everyone came from around
the world, growing up and experiencing things around the
country.”

In addition to the positive feedback, the students made
several criticisms. Most concerned the topic, or the pres-
entation of the invited experts. This also leads to the con-
clusion that emerged from the debates. Teachers have a
huge responsibility for selecting the topics and inviting the
experts, as these have a real impact on the experiences.

These results reinforce the way that the Degrowth
Economy course illustrates transformative learning. This
is based on its main characteristics: built on critical re-
flection and the role of teachers as facilitators and provo-
cateurs. The methodology of the course is a real-life de-
liberative process that can induce changes in the frame of
reference, new habits of mind, autonomous thinking and
the validation of contested beliefs through discourses.
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Students are free to express their reservations,
feelings and concerns in this course, and at the same
time they need to aim for some form of consensus
on the matter. As they deliberate the matter at hand
among themselves rather than being given ready-made
thoughts, paradigms and solutions by lecturers, reflex-
ive processes are more likely to occur. The suggestions
they make at the end of the process is fed into a real
decision-making process. In this way the methodology
assists critical reflection on both the topic of degrowth
and on mainstream economic paradigms. This method-
ology is intended not just to inform students about the
concepts of degrowth but also to experience what active
citizenship would mean.

Teaching degrowth or ecological economics in busi-
ness schools is a challenge, going against all concepts and
paradigms that students will have been taught by the time
they participate. As a novelty, this course is based on a de-
liberative methodology, where students have the freedom
to make up their minds on what they think about the issue
of degrowth.

This learning process is suitable not only for trans-
ferring knowledge and changing the frame of reference
of participants but is also expected to contribute to real
social change. Transformative learning is not about stor-
ing knowledge, but about initiating longer-lasting changes
in attitudes, mental representations and the connotations
created in meaning-making (Ormrod, 2011). At the same
time, there can be social learning “side-effects’ of par-
ticipatory decision-making techniques (Kerkhof & Wiec-
zorek, 2005; Voss et al., 2009). Moreover, it was also im-
portant in the design of an ecological economics course
to promote active citizenship, which is considered vital in
inducing social transformations.

There were some contradictory experiences for
teachers, in addition to the enjoyable process. In con-
trast with the frontal teaching method the topics that
were discussed were not always in line with ecological
economics or strong sustainability. As is clear in trans-
formative learning, the freedom of expressing feelings
and thoughts through discourse leads to unpredictable
outcomes (Cranton, 2002). The teacher does not have
a direct effect on learners’ individual changes in their
frame of reference. The autonomous thinking of stu-
dents and the facilitator role of teachers mean that the
conclusions of debates can contrast with the intentions
of the teachers or experts or can lead to solutions that
are off the desired track. It needs to be accepted that
discourse alone cannot ensure that our decisions will
support the protection of natural values (Brulle, 2002;
Eckersley, 1999). Despite these shortcomings, deliber-
ative democracy and participatory decision-making are
considered important tools in advancing sustainability
(Arias-Maldonado, 2007).

The real result of the course is happening at a person-
al level in every student’s ‘head, heart and hands’ and
making changes in their habits of mind, however, these
changes may not be clearly visible to the teachers them-
selves.

STUDIES AND ARTICLES

Discussion and Conclusion

The two courses provided insights on how the non-formal
— experiential and transformative — learning approaches
assist our quest (in line with the RRI vision) to change the
way sustainability is framed, responsibility is encouraged,
and frames of reference are shifted. In many aspects these
courses are successes, and in some they are failures. We
sum up these experiences in the discussion.

Kolb (1984) states, regarding the experiential learn-
ing concept, that to gain genuine knowledge from an expe-
rience, the learner must have the following abilities. First-
ly, the learner must be willing to be actively involved in
the experience. From our cases, it is clear that engagement
is a prerequisite of all forms of learning, and educators
need to focus on how this engagement can emerge during
the course itself. However, a compulsory course — such
as Decision Techniques — is seriously hindered in this re-
gard compared to an elective course — such as Degrowth
Economy — where students were actively expressing their
willingness to become familiar with the topic from the
very beginning. This suggests that it might be better for
university administrators to try and allow as much free-
dom of choice for individual curricula for each student
as possible. When the freedom of choice is violated — as
in the cases of obligatory courses — there is still room to
allow students some level of agency over their learning
process — but limitations need to be considered. For ex-
ample, grades must be given, which introduces a whole
set of incentives and power relational dynamics among
students, and in the learner-teacher relationship; or the
fact that a significant number of students claim to prefer
frontal knowledge transfer by an approved knowledge-au-
thority rather than participating in tasks designed to polish
personal soft skills.

Secondly, the learner must be able to reflect on the ex-
perience. This means that educators need to provide space
and tools for reflection. However, reflection is a skill in
itself that is barely taught in the Hungarian school system
and is also a skill that ripens with age (and through prac-
tice). Even in these two cases, the difference in the willing-
ness to reflect may be the result of the age and experience
gap between Bachelor’s and Master’s level students. In the
case of Decision Techniques, it is contradictory in itself
that one of the aims of the course is to develop reflective
skills but these skills seem to be a prerequisite for making
the most of the course itself.

Lastly, the learner must possess and use analytical
skills to conceptualise the experience, and decision mak-
ing and problem-solving skills in order to use the new ide-
as gained from the experience. In our experience, student
learning and attitudes about class participation often in-
volve the gaining of positive knowledge in a frontal, one-
way educational setting, rather than an interest in working
on soft skills, where they are required to take agency over
their learning process. In many cases learning is thus pos-
itive knowledge seeking for them, and they feel lost in a
setting when the knowledge must be processed by their
own experiences and decisions.
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Much of the feedback indicated that some student ex-
pectations of what learning and knowledge are, differ sig-
nificantly from the paradigms behind these two learning
approaches. As an example, some of the students focused
on what they can use the techniques learnt in the Decision
Techniques course for, and whether that knowledge can be
used at all, while others see having gained experience with
these techniques as a tool for applying this in a real-life
environment. This is not to say that positive knowledge
is not necessary to understand the world, but a balance
needs to be found between focusing on both. This mis-
match in expectations can be a source of frustration for
both students and educators, however, if this balance is
struck, it can also be uplifting, as it was in the Degrowth
Economy course. There can also be a mismatch in the way
the “truth” is accepted by different knowledge holders. In
Decision Techniques courses it is often a struggle to make
students accept that CSO representatives are the holders
of significant knowledge, and that an interview with them
may shed new light on the matter at hand.

This takes us to the topic of the perceived role of the teach-
er according to the experiential and transformative learning
concepts. Some students believe that the educator does not
possess knowledge when they take a facilitator’s role, and
this is the reason why they “pass the responsibility on to the
students”. On the other hand, it is also difficult for the educa-
tor not to pass on their knowledge, but only provide the facili-
tation that the students need to come up with answers on their
own. This is also where power relations come into the pic-
ture. Power relations need to be broken down in order to pro-
vide safe space for learning at a student’s own pace, but this
is difficult when the whole educational structure is founded
on different roles. Another challenge of the different role of
educators in these approaches is the lack of necessary skills
on their part. Completely new skills are necessary when tak-
ing up facilitation or provocation compared to when teaching
frontally. For example, difficult psychological situations can
occur during experiential and transformative courses (e.g., a
heated debate or a conflict) that need to be resolved on the
spot, otherwise, the complete process can take a bad turn.
University teachers do not receive pedagogical education nor
psychological preparation for such situations. Students are
required to become active agents of their learning processes,
and their peers’ learning processes, which calls for a range of
(mainly soft) skills.

Currently, when using transformative learning ap-
proaches to induce change it is hard to accept the fact that
these transformations are neither visible nor have immedi-
ate effects. We may induce personal changes, but these are
not conscious and rational, but often unconscious and un-
predictable, and may only happen in the longer run. In ex-
periential learning, the development of various skills is not
always recognised by the students by the end of the course.

In this paper, we have focused on changes that happen
on the individual level of students, however, for a real sus-
tainability transition, social structures must also change.
Changing how we teach and introducing new methods into
the educational systems that rely on dialogue, reflectivity
and deliberation, may just contribute to such transitions.
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