
 
 

Delft University of Technology

Document Version
Final published version

Licence
CC BY

Citation (APA)
van Schaik, S. D. M., Bransen, J., Neuvonen, A., Müller, B., Riuttanen, L., Kubli, M., Millar, R. J., Rajala, A., Zsóka, Á.,
& Ache, P. (2025). University for the Future, the Future for Universities: Learning Communities that Prioritize Care.
Higher Education for the Future, 13(1), 92-104. Article 23476311251379604.
https://doi.org/10.1177/23476311251379604

Important note
To cite this publication, please use the final published version (if applicable).
Please check the document version above.

Copyright
In case the licence states “Dutch Copyright Act (Article 25fa)”, this publication was made available Green Open
Access via the TU Delft Institutional Repository pursuant to Dutch Copyright Act (Article 25fa, the Taverne
amendment). This provision does not affect copyright ownership.
Unless copyright is transferred by contract or statute, it remains with the copyright holder.
Sharing and reuse
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download, forward or distribute the text or part of it, without
the consent of the author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license such as
Creative Commons.
Takedown policy
Please contact us and provide details if you believe this document breaches copyrights.
We will remove access to the work immediately and investigate your claim.

This work is downloaded from Delft University of Technology.

https://doi.org/10.1177/23476311251379604


University for the  
Future, the Future for 
Universities: Learning 
Communities that 
Prioritize Care

Saskia D.M. van Schaik1 , Jan Bransen1,2,  
Aleksi Neuvonen3 , Björn Müller4 , Laura Riuttanen5 , 
Merla Kubli6,7 , Robert John Millar8 , Antti Rajala9 ,  
Ágnes Zsóka10  and Peter Ache11

Abstract

Both current and future global emergencies call for vast transformations of 
humanity. While this has been known for decades, the challenge of acting upon 
it remains. Even within academia, a growing body of articles has advocated for 
both higher education for sustainability as well as transdisciplinary research, yet 
most universities and academics struggle to change their ‘business as usual’. This 
article discusses how universities can and should support societal transforma-
tions through positioning care for all forms of life at their core as education 
and research institutes. Prioritizing care implies a different focus for univer-
sities, including a different concept of learning and development, namely one 
in which the world is continuously shaped and reshaped by all its inhabitants. 
Furthermore, this raises various ethical dilemmas, particularly when care for 
human life implies harm to non-human life. We review how the importance of 
reframing the knowledge-action gap by seeing learning as a process of action, 
which should happen in context and together, should be central in universi-
ties for the future. Last, we discuss two possible steps that can be taken today, 
namely (a) building co-creation labs and (b) integrating a sustainability mindset, 
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content and actions in the curriculum of all disciplines to enable all disciplines to 
contribute to addressing planetary challenges. Some universities have well-inte-
grated such transdisciplinary, transgressive and transformative practice within 
their research and education. However, in most universities, the usual disciplin-
ary business is hard to transgress and these steps could form a start that sup-
ports building learning communities that prioritize care.

Keywords

Academia, ecopedagogy, education for sustainability, higher education, knowl-
edge-action gap, learning in context, pedagogy, transdisciplinary education

Introduction

While the world as we know it is transforming due to planetary emergency chal-
lenges, all citizens’ everyday ways of living and being are questioned (Arias et al., 
2021; Hoegh-Guldberg et al., 2019; Trisos et al., 2020). The major challenges the 
current planetary emergencies pose require an unprecedented pace and depth of 
changes to humanity; a transformation towards sustainable ways of inhabiting the 
planet. Several scholars have argued that universities should lead this social trans-
formation towards sustainability by default and not by catastrophe. However, 
what this means for the role of universities in this transformation, and how they 
could take this lead, remains unclear and needs debate (Bradbury et al., 2019; 
Lemons, 2011; Thierry et al., 2023). More specifically, on the one hand, a grow-
ing body of research is repeatedly arguing for whole-system redesign and trans-
formation, whereas on the other, most universities and most academics remain 
settled in their ‘business as usual’ (Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2015; Thierry et al., 2023).

This contradiction is also noticeable in the public debate surrounding the role 
of universities. For example, since Radboud University in the Netherlands 
launched a campaign against overconsumption and has continued launching cam-
paigns about planetary crises, this was met both with enthusiasm and criticism 
from insiders and outsiders. Critical opponents seemed to be mainly based on 
positivistic notions of science and argued that Radboud University’s campaigns 
lacked objectivity, and universities should not aim to influence society (Vlooswijk, 
2021). In contrast, according to Radboud University, enthusiastic responses 
embraced the notion that the university ‘took a stand’ towards influencing action 
(Radboud University, 2021). These opposing positions urge a thorough reflection 
and consensus on the role of universities. In this position article, an international 
group of researchers from natural sciences, social sciences and humanities sug-
gests their co-created position about the future for universities and practical steps 
that can be taken to build a university for the future. In line with a growing num-
ber of colleagues, we propose that universities are the right institutions to proac-
tively support the aforementioned transformation towards sustainability. However, 
we shall argue that this is only possible through reflecting on the knowledge-
action gap and suggesting a different notion of learning.
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So how could universities support the transformation towards sustainable ways 
of living? First of all, we propose that instead of trying to bridge the knowledge-
action gap, this challenge should be reframed. Reframing this challenge calls for 
redefining the concept of learning and the focus of universities. Often, transdisci-
plinary, transgressive approaches to research or education imply a different notion 
of learning and, therefore, a different notion of both knowledge and action with-
out explicitly addressing these. We perceive that the focus and mindset of univer-
sities should be built upon the notion that all forms of life are continuously shaping 
the world together and that this continuous shaping can be defined as learning 
(Dewey, 1958; van Dijk, 2021). Learning in this sense means creating an open-
ness and engagement between all actors involved, while shaping the world 
together. If learning means co-creating an indeterminate world, then learning also 
implies being responsible for our own learning as well as for the indeterminate 
world that we are shaping together.

Based on this notion of learning, and following Harcourt (2018, 2021), we sug-
gest a change from the current socio-economic focus to a socio-ecological focus 
prioritizing care. In line with Harcourt, we define learning and sustainability as 
‘Care: Care for all forms of life, socially and naturally’. This pedagogy of care is 
also described by Whyte et al. (2016) as an ethics of caring in which they empha-
size how deep connections and moral commitments between humans and non-
humans can guide environmental science and decision making. These connections 
transcend boundaries of space and time, as humans should care for life near and 
far as well as in the present, past and future. They describe ‘care ethics’ as being 
grounded in virtues, practices and knowledge centred on caring for ourselves, oth-
ers and the planet. We propose to transform universities into learning communi-
ties, prioritizing care for all forms of life.

Here, we will first discuss the knowledge-action gap and why reframing this 
challenge and focusing on redefined learning and prioritizing care are needed in 
dealing with major global problems. We will then discuss the crucial elements of 
the university for the future as a learning community: learning through action, 
learning together and learning in context. These three elements, both separately 
and combined, hold strong implications for the make-up of the university for the 
future. We end our contribution by suggesting two steps particularly universities 
and academics could take now to work towards becoming a university for the 
future, particularly for academics whose faculties or universities are still in a 
‘business as usual’ mode and are in search of a transformation of their role.

Reframing the Challenge: Knowledge-action Gap

To understand how universities could support the transition to sustainable ways of 
living, we need to reflect on the purpose or role of universities and their conceptu-
alization of knowledge. While knowledge about the various kinds of emergencies 
our planet is facing has increased during the last decades, action is not increasing 
rapidly enough, and change is yet to come (Fazey et al., 2021; Kollmuss & 
Agyeman, 2002; Latour, 2017; Shrivastava et al., 2020). Universities have played 
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a critical role in building this knowledge as well as creating solutions—especially 
technological and economic—needed in mitigating climate change (Knutti, 2019; 
Kulmala et al., 2021). The lack of change could imply that the kind of knowledge 
currently built by universities, and the role universities have played in building this 
knowledge, is exactly the kind of knowledge and the kind of role that fuels a 
knowledge-action gap (Latour, 2017; Maxwell, 1984; Urai & Kelly, 2023).

In addition, existing knowledge systems are exactly the systems that, on the 
one hand, have led to major advances and, on the other hand, have produced phe-
nomena that potentially bring harm to forms of life, human and non-human (Fazey 
et al., 2020, 2021). While the bringing of harm is rarely intentional, probably 
equally rare is the intention to integrate care for human and non-human life. This 
is often attributed to a lack of integrated and inclusive knowledge entailing ethical 
considerations, transdisciplinarity and creativity (Witjes et al., 2022). From a 
socio-ecological focus, the knowledge systems that currently dominate our societ-
ies, stemming from a mechanistic paradigm, are not aligned with the ethics of 
caring (Latour, 2017; Whyte et al., 2016). Care implies action. And so does learn-
ing. We see an opportunity here: the challenge of a knowledge-action gap could 
very well be the challenge to reconceptualize knowledge or action. Rather than 
thinking of universities as places where knowledge is produced, we may empha-
size that they are places where learning is encouraged. Encouraging learning 
requires care, care for open and exploring minds, students who are not in the busi-
ness of controlling and manipulating the material world, but who are adapting 
themselves to an indeterminate world, continuously and mutually reshaping their 
relationship with this world.

This resonates with the suggestion of, for instance, Maxwell (2021) and Vogt 
and Weber (2020) that instead of building knowledge, universities should build 
wisdom and overcome the dualism between science and society. The notion of all 
forms of life continuously shaping the world puts this dualism between science 
and society in a different perspective. While shaping the world, researchers are 
more than merely observers; they are active participants in the world like all forms 
of life. That would mean that universities and their actors are continuously learn-
ing through their own actions and interactions with the rest of their learning com-
munities. The concept of continuously co-creating or co-shaping the world aligns 
well with transdisciplinary research, in which researchers co-create across disci-
plines and in learning communities (Witjes et al., 2022).

We value learning communities as we perceive learning and a learning attitude 
as an attitude that embraces the dynamic indeterminacy that is entailed in our ever-
changing, developing relationship with the world as a field of opportunities (Dewey, 
1958; van Dijk, 2021). Both in teaching and in research, universities for the future 
should practise learning and a learning attitude. As our knowledge of the world and 
our acquaintance with the world are intrinsically provisional, we should practise our 
capacity to engage critically with truth claims, even if we are the ones making the 
claims. We view learning as the continuous action of shaping the world together, 
embracing indeterminacies and questioning, and mutually defining direction with 
care and responsibility (Giesenbauer & Müller-Christ, 2020; Renn, 2019; Urai & 
Kelly, 2023; Vogt & Weber, 2020). In universities, this should entail a dialogically 
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consistent valuation of and reflection on available knowledge and an engagement 
with all perspectives on the diverse dilemmas that major problems raise, while tak-
ing into account the context in which those problems are placed (Vogt & Weber, 
2020). As such, learning is an interdependent process of continuously shaping the 
world together through engaged understanding, which  lies a responsibility to try 
and take care of the world we are a part of and of all its inhabiting forms of life (van 
Dijk, 2021). The continuous critical reflection and posing of questions are precisely 
what make universities excellent institutions to catalyze change in the societies they 
are a part of, while including all diverse perspectives on dilemmas of change, such 
as the ecological, social, economic, cultural and sustainable perspectives. Of course, 
this includes a critical appreciation of academic standards that aim to warrant the 
quality of our knowledge claims (Maxwell, 2021; Vogt & Weber, 2020). By embrac-
ing a learning attitude in an ever-changing world, we propose that universities of the 
future should form communities of transformative learning for action. In these 
transdisciplinary communities, we hope to emphasize learning (a) through action, 
(b) in context and (c) together.

Action as Learning

As part of a socio-ecological focus and prioritizing care, we adopt an enactivist 
account of cognition (Varela et al., 1991). We believe that the future of universi-
ties should not predominantly be engaged in the accumulation of what the Greeks 
called episteme—a disengaged body of theoretical knowledge—but have a major 
interest in the growth of what the Greeks called phronesis—practical wisdom 
(Flyvbjerg, 2011; Maxwell, 1984). Such wisdom flourishes in communities of 
learning and practice that empower their members to critically examine dysfunc-
tional habits and to replace them with more promising competencies. This requires 
a shared interest in the bigger picture, a pedagogical and educational safe zone to 
investigate one’s entitlements, attitudes and vulnerabilities, and a lifelong willing-
ness to learn and unlearn, that is, to make explicit, disrupt, revise, transform and 
reinforce communal patterns of responding to ignorance, ambiguity, confusion, 
misunderstanding and the ‘wicked problems’ these might entail (Bransen, 2017). 
This active learning supports competent agency for sustainability; it is an agency 
to care for all forms of life while shaping the world.

Building on this enactivist account of cognition, we suggest universities should 
become sites of transformative science and education that turn relevant climate 
knowledge into practical wisdom and test practical wisdom to enhance climate 
knowledge, together leading to context-sensitive know-how, climate competencies, 
and direct and indirect actions. To do this, our notions of practices of knowledge 
creation need to be updated (Wills & Lake, 2020). Instead of mostly building and 
transmitting theoretical knowledge for the purpose of scientific enhancement, uni-
versities should co-create transformative knowledge and education for the purpose 
of global enhancement. Furthermore, a university that learns through action, both in 
science and in teaching, is a university that learns in context. We propose that uni-
versities for the future are universities of co-creation for climate action in context.
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Learning in Context

By learning in context, we mean that science for climate action should be science 
that builds both localized global and globalized local knowledge, know-how and 
actions. The academic network has expanded greatly in the last decades, including 
vast increases in international collaborations. Through various outlets, scientists 
across the planet learn from each other and with each other. However, due to the 
globalization of science, knowledge based on local assumptions has been spread 
widely and presented as universal, while neglecting the locality and specificity of 
the phenomena under study. Particularly in social sciences, during the past decades, 
criticism has been voiced about false assumptions of universality based on specific 
samples (Henrich et al., 2010; Scheidecker et al., 2024). Recently, the culture and 
human development approach has gained ground, in which development is studied 
in context and in interaction with the context (Harkness & Super, 2020; Jensen, 
2015). The culture and human development approach is by definition transdisci-
plinary, as it often combines anthropological, psychological or educational theories 
and methods (Harkness & Super, 2020). Through studying culture and human 
development, existing theories in social sciences are broadened and deepened 
(Jensen, 2015), and, as such, local knowledge enhances global science and develop-
ment, and global knowledge could inform local knowledge and action. The future 
for universities should prioritize such building of localized global climate knowl-
edge, know-how and actions by building co-creation labs. Co-creation labs are 
exemplary for learning through action and learning in context.

Particularly, climate know-how evolve in co-creational settings engaging stu-
dents, researchers, and various types of stakeholders in a specific context (Souza 
et al., 2019). This co-creation could generate mutual understanding—transdisci-
plinary and multi-actor—of global and local sustainability challenges and pro-
duce collective climate action know-how in the form of blueprints, ideas and 
experimental plans for transformative climate action. Climate know-how emerge 
when research-based climate knowledge is co-constructed with the surrounding 
society, its structures, path dependencies, belief systems and existing practices in 
co-creation labs. As such, contextualized climate know-how could represent some 
knowledge from the terrestrial perspective as discussed by Latour (2018). 
Furthermore, co-creation labs enable communities of citizens and scientists to 
become engaged and empowered to co-create context-relevant know-how and 
actions for behavioural, social and cultural changes—for a fair and inclusive tran-
sition, leaving no one behind. These contextualized co-creations entail learning 
through action, learning in context and, perhaps most importantly in the current 
planetary emergencies: learning together.

Learning Together

Ambitious cross-cutting, contextualized action learning has been linked to 
Maturana’s relational approach to learning and Paulo Freire’s concept of critical 
pedagogy, theories in which learners create their own developmental pathways 



van Schaik et al.	 7

through interactions (Souza et al., 2019). In other words, learning together means 
assigning value to knowledge, know-how and competencies from all participants 
in the process of learning, regardless of their position as learners, teachers or 
scientists (Bransen, 2021). By assigning value to the perspectives of all partici-
pants in the process of learning, climate co-creation labs will have to cross the 
boundaries of disciplines, age or academic status and create a space for dialogue. 
Only in this space for dialogue can learners reflect upon their knowledge, know-
how and competencies, and collaboratively act for sustainability. Through creat-
ing a dialogue across those boundaries, scientists, teachers and learners learn 
together. This learning together, while acting together, is based on meaning and 
intention. As Souza et al. (2019) explain, acting for sustainability is more than 
simply ‘doing stuff’, it is built on immaterial aspects of sustainability, for exam-
ple, reflection, care, compassion and community. Through discussing a relational 
approach to collective problem-solving of local issues in a Brazilian urban com-
munity, Souza et al. set an example for the university for the future. In this exam-
ple, they combine the focus on learning as action and local co-creation with care, 
responsibility and dialogue.

Besides the necessity of creating a space for dialogue, increasing evidence is 
found for the importance of communities of learning for climate action as opposed 
to an individual behaviour change paradigm (Wolske et al., 2020). Climate action 
mostly takes place in communities, on the one hand, because people search for 
peers with similar beliefs and behaviours, on the other, because people influence 
their peers to have similar beliefs and behaviours (Geiger et al., 2019). By choos-
ing a socio-ecological focus, sustainability means prioritizing care for all forms of 
life, socially and naturally. Therefore, part of acting for sustainability is building 
a mindset based on care, compassion, concern and responsibility (Harcourt, 2018; 
Souza et al., 2019; van Dijk, 2021). Altogether, in the university for the future, 
climate science for action should address learning together as much as learning in 
context and in action. Co-creation labs provide excellent opportunities for such 
learning communities.

University for the Future: Taking Steps Today

Through learning together, in context and in action, universities for the future 
could truly constitute an agora: an intermediary public space of action for the 
transformation of communities, where personal concerns for the collective plan-
etary emergencies are translated into community approaches to test, negotiate and 
develop public actions and solutions. Instead of perceiving an agora as a meeting 
place for some men, our agora is a place of dialogue for all, in which people share 
responsibility, care and action for the sustainability of all forms of life. Through 
the most elaborate global network of academia, these community approaches help 
build localized global knowledge for actions. Two steps that help constitute the 
new agora are (a) the development of co-creation labs based on a socio-ecological 
focus and (b) including a sustainability mindset, content and actions to mitigate 
planetary emergencies in all disciplines.
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We suggest that in universities for the future, co-creation spaces could be based 
on the three elements: learning for action, in context and together. In these co-
creation labs, local planetary challenges are met through dialogue and collabora-
tive action between scientists, their students and the local communities. 
Co-creation labs must be transdisciplinary. Due to the impact and responsibility of 
human intent and actions, we agree with Latour that climate science and sustain-
ability science could be seen as a variety of anthropology (Latour, 2018), particu-
larly in the Anthropocene. In order to face major problems and catalyze a green 
transition, human beings and their specific mindset, value orientations and actions 
are at play. To be able to intervene in the causal process of planetary emergencies, 
we need to study this process from a natural, social and humanities perspective. 
Most climate sciences, whether focused on the biosphere or atmosphere, are 
increasingly becoming transdisciplinary in order to fundamentally understand the 
processes behind climate change, air quality and high-impact weather phenom-
ena, as well as many other topics of current societal importance (Kulmala et al., 
2021). The multidisciplinarity of the various planetary emergencies stresses the 
need for transdisciplinary research and educating a next generation of citizens, 
including scientists, with a truly transdisciplinary way of thinking. As societies 
are undergoing a deep low-carbon transformation, there is a need for a profound 
change in education and curricula in all study fields and study levels, from schools 
to universities and beyond to lifelong learning (Wals & Benavot, 2017). Through 
installing co-creation labs as institutes of collaborative science and learning, this 
change in education and its curricula is supported.

As a second step, we propose that in all universities, a sustainability mindset 
and content become a baseline in all study fields (Thierry et al., 2023). Apart from 
programmes dedicated to sustainability and climate change, there is still little 
sustainability education available in most universities. In fact, in many study pro-
grammes in traditional fields of social sciences, natural sciences and engineering, 
sustainability and climate change are only vaguely included or, if at all, superfi-
cially mentioned as grand challenges and trends of the future, without deeper 
analysis or reflection on the present and how these challenges relate to the study 
field in question (Riuttanen et al., 2021). While many university students, faculty, 
alumni and other professionals are ready and willing to contribute to strong cli-
mate mitigation and adaptation as citizens (Zsóka et al., 2013), they are missing 
the tools or need encouragement and allies to mobilize changes in prevailing 
social practices and institutions, as well as in disciplines still negligent towards 
the climate emergency.

Coda

An unfortunate example of this lack of interest and lack of transdisciplinarity is 
the personal experience of one of the authors, that a colleague in academia’s 
response was blatantly discouraging when the topic of sustainability was raised as 
a potential research and education interest; it was brushed away as a personal 
hobby not fitting the specific discipline. Such a response, exemplary of many 
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researchers’ and students’ experiences, is one of the reasons for writing this posi-
tion article. Quite the opposite, and another reason for writing this article, is the 
positive experience of the Climate University in Finland, which has been able to 
combine the forces of 29 higher education institutes in Finland to co-produce and 
share joint online education for sustainable societies on the planet. For example, 
the multidisciplinary Climate.now course is currently available for all students of 
these higher education institutes in Finland (Riuttanen et al., 2021). A further 
encouraging example is the master’s certificate in Managing Climate Solutions 
(MaCS-HSG) at the University of St. Gallen in Switzerland. In the certificate 
programme, students from 13 different master’s programmes come together to 
learn the fundamentals of climate change and translate this newly gained knowl-
edge into action. In the course Multidisciplinary perspectives on climate solu-
tions, the students develop and implement solutions for climate change in teams 
right in their local environment—the university and surrounding region, enabling 
learning through action, in context and together.

One way of building your sustainability mindset and content within university 
programmes is learning from academics and programmes who are working in 
transdisciplinary co-creative forms or have implemented education for sustain-
ability. Among the academics we refer to in this article are plenty of examples that 
could be helpful when exploring co-creation or a curriculum for sustainability. In 
addition, Facer (2020) proposes steps towards collective learning that could be 
helpful. As she suggests, building such transdisciplinary co-creation is not easy 
and requires a thorough reflection on the role of universities from both academics 
and society. This was clearly illustrated by the opposing positions at the beginning 
of this article. Within academia, Urai and Kelly (2023) suggest forms of opening 
dialogue about this role. In this article, we have tried to open such a dialogue.

In sum, we argued that the world is indeterminate by nature, and universities 
for the future should re-conceptualize learning to match this indeterminate nature. 
As such, universities should continuously bring together transdisciplinary learn-
ing communities that breathe an ethics of care for all forms of life. In these trans-
disciplinary communities, we hope to emphasize learning (a) through action, (b) 
in context and (c) together. We proposed to start by including a sustainable mind-
set, sustainability knowledge and action in all study fields, and activate this in 
transformative pedagogies open to dialogue and co-creation with other societal 
actors. In other words, universities should help transform the world to what it 
could be: learning communities prioritizing care for a sustainable life, human and 
non-human.
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