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EMPOWERMENT FOR SUSTAINABILITY 

(ECS- 53506) 

 

COURSE GUIDE 2016-2017 
(long version) 

INTRODUCTION  

At this moment in our history we are confronted more than ever with increasing environmental, 
economic and societal challenges. Even though the policy agenda, the scientific community, Nobel 
laureates and the media advocate and talk about sustainability, we are witnessing little societal and 
environmental change. The current madness of our world today invites us to re-think about our 
mindsets and actions. Apparently, we still need to learn to walk our talk of sustainability. 

This course aims to foster a multifaceted understanding of sustainability and to equip you to walk your 
talk of sustainability. Firstly, it engages you to explore the concept of (un)sustainability and to 
distinguish related societal paradigms (worldviews) and mindsets. Secondly, it exposes you to your own 
agency and supports you to uncover your potential through which you can contribute to a sustainable 
world. Thirdly, it enables you to develop competencies for being an agent of change and walking the 
talk of sustainability, namely: reflexive capabilities, communication skills, personal leadership, 
entrepreneurial skills and self-sustainability competencies. This course aims to be transformative by 
integrating theory, reflexive thinking & action learning.  

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

After completion of the course you are expected: 
 

1. To have understood in depth and have personalized concepts related to un)sustainability, 
modernity, post- & trans-modernity paradigms, empowerment and agency related 
competencies 

2. To have explored your own agency and related competencies by creating and implementing a 
personal real life sustainability project of your own choice, within your own sphere of influence 

3. To be able to discuss own personal real life sustainability project, related outcomes and 
learning process with clarity, inspiration and sense of ownership of the project developed  
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TARGET GROUP 

The target group includes students from social sciences, environmental sciences and natural sciences 
interested in exploring their own agency, in examining the concept of sustainability from multiple 
perspectives and in acting for sustainability. No specific prior knowledge is required. 

KEY THEMES OF THE COURSE 

The course is articulated around the following three key themes: 

  (Un)Sustainability, Paradigms and Mindsets in Society 

The concept of (un)sustainability is looked at from different angles and the current state of the world is 
investigated in order to increase awareness about the challenges faced by society and the environment 
nowadays. Key underpinning pillars of modernity, post-modernity and trans-modernity are widely 
discussed. This context is necessary in order to provide an understanding of the paradigms 
(worldviews) and mindsets that can drive our current actions. The historical context in which those 
paradigms and related mindsets unfold, and the consequent socio-economic and environmental 
impacts, are explored. 

 Empowerment and Agency for Sustainability 

This theme addresses the capacity of humans to act and to contribute to sustainability in a way that 
inspires them. We discuss the concept of power and empowerment also in relation to our positions in a 
structured society and to our available resources, and seek to explore how we can negotiate those 
societal structures and make use of proper resources in order to claim our agency. We dive into the 
concept of agency and interactively uncover personal qualities meaningful for societal and 
environmental change.  

 Walking the Talk of Sustainability: Competencies and Challenges  

This part looks at how to handle change within our own sphere of influence and be a sustainability 
change agent. More specifically it focuses on understanding and practicing specific competences for 
walking the talk of sustainability. Reflexive capabilities, communication skills, personal leadership, 
entrepreneurship and self-sustainability are the competencies addressed in this course. Specific 
challenges that may be faced when wanting to contribute to a sustainable world are highlighted drawing 
from real life examples. Additionally, by engaging into a personal sustainability project, you are 
supported to develop a vision of your potential and of how you can walk your talk of sustainability in a 
way that motivates and inspires you.  

SESSIONS BREAKDOWN  

Theme 1: (Un)Sustainability, Paradigms and Mindsets in Society 

 

 SESSION 1 - Introduction & (Un)Sustainability 

Date: February 20
th
; Time: 13.30-15.15 

This session will start with getting to know each other. We will share our motivation and interest for 
empowerment for sustainability. Besides learning from each other, this supports us in creating a 
sense of community. Then, the concept of (un)sustainability will be introduced and discussed from 
different angles. We will investigate the current state of the world and dwell on why change and 
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empowerment can be needed. Furthermore, we will discuss the course structure, activities, 
assessment and practicalities and any question you may have on this matter. 

 
Literature to read before session 1: 
(available on-line on the Blackboard – see “Reader”) 

Conceptual background of the course: 

 Tassone, V.C., Dik, G., van Lingen, T., 2017. Empowerment for sustainability in higher 
education through the EYE learning tool. Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education, vol. 18, 
issue 3, pp. 341-358.  

 
Sustainability concepts and perspectives: 

 Johnston, P., Everard, M., Santillo, D., Robèrt K.H., 2007. Reclaiming the definition of 
sustainability. Environmental Science and Pollution Research, 1, 60, 60-66. 

 Van Egmond, N.D and de Vries, H.J.M, 2011. Sustainability: the search for the integral 
worldview. Futures, 43, 853-867. 

 White, M. A., 2013. Sustainability. I know it when I see it. Ecological Economics, 86, 213-217. 

 SESSION 2 – Modernity and Post-modernity Paradigms  

Date: February 21
th 

; Time: 13.30-17.15 

Key underpinning pillars of modernity and post-modernity paradigms will be presented during this 
session. These paradigms will be discussed from a philosophical and sociological point of view. The 
historical context in which modernity and post-modernity unfolded, related societal mindsets and 
consequent socio-economic, environmental and political impacts will be investigated. Furthermore, 
the modern and postmodern lenses through which sustainability is approached will be explored.  

 
Literature to read before session 2: 
(available on-line on the Blackboard – see “Reader”) 

Introduction to modernity and post-modernity: 

 You will make use of the power point presentation given during the course, videos on the 
blackboard (see folder „inspiration and knowledge sharing“) and links that will be provided – you 
can also refer to the optional literature, see the Blackboard 

Sustainability, The Modernist Solution (the following paper is an example about how to approach 
sustainability from a modern perspective):  

 Bos, B., and Grin, J., 2008. “Doing” Reflexive Modernization in Pig Husbandry: The Hard Work 
of Changing the Course of a River. Science, Technology, & Human Values, vol. XX, nr. X. 

Sustainability, the Post-Modernist Solution (the following papers are an example about how to 
approach sustainability from a post-modern perspective): 

 Gunder, M. 2006. Sustainability. Planning’s Saving Grace or Road to Perdition? Journal of 
Planning Education and Research, 26(2), 208-221. 

 Swyngedouw, E., 2010. Impossible Sustainability and the Post-political Condition. In: Cerreta, 
M., Concilio, G. and Monno, V. eds. Making Strategies in Spatial Planning Knowledge and 
Values. 
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 SESSION 3 – Trans-modernity Paradigm 

Date: February 23
nd 

; Time: 13.30-17.15 

This session will focus on introducing and discussing the trans-modernity paradigm. Amid all the 
societal and environmental degradation of past and present systems in the world, all hope is not 
lost. In this session we will explore the potentiality of hope, which can be necessary for the survival 
of humanity and our planet earth. The concept of trans-modernity suggests that humanity is on the 
edge of a change towards the next step of social and environmental evolution and it promotes the 
caring actions of individuals and citizens for achieving a sustainable future. Additionally, in the last 
part of this session we will dwell on the Personal Sustainability Project that you will implement. 
Examples of sustainability projects will be given in order to foster your thinking process about 
possible projects you could engage on.  

 
Literature to read before session 3: 
(available on-line on the Blackboard – see “Reader”) 

Trans-modernity: 

 Ateljevic, I., 2013. Transmodernity: integrating perspectives on societal evolution. Futures, 47, 
38-48. 

Personal Sustainability Project and Creativity tools for developing your own personal project: 

 Tassone V., Schwarzin, L., 2011. Creating your own pathway towards sustainable change. A 
guide to inspire the development of your Personal Sustainability Project. Wageningen University. 

 

Theme 2: Empowerment and Agency for Sustainability 

 SESSION 4 – Empowerment and Agency  

Date: February 27
th 

; Time: 13.30-17.15 

In our quest for trans-modern sustainable change we need to understand the power of our own 
human agency to comply, negotiate and (re)create a structural reality. In this interactive session we 
will discuss where power comes from and how we can give to ourselves the authority to act while 
being mindful of the context we are in. Furthermore, we will touch upon the concept of leadership. 
Also, through dialogic interaction you are asked to reflect on moments you have experienced 
empowerment and on leadership qualities that inspire you, that you have or would like to develop. 
Then, in the last part of this session you will be creatively engaged with investigating and sharing 
ideas about your Personal Sustainability Project.  

 
Literature to read before session 4: 
(available on-line on the Blackboard – see “Reader”) 

 FRIDE, 2006. The individual as an agent of change: the empowerment process. Development in 
Perspective. Spain. 

 VeneKlasen, L., Miller, V., 2007. Power and Empowerment (Chapter 3), In: A New Weave of 
Power, People & Politics. The Action Guide for Advocacy and Citizen Participation. 

 Look again at the following article, under the literature for Session 1: Tassone, V.C., Dik, G., 
van Lingen, T., 2017. Empowerment for sustainability in higher education through the EYE 
learning tool. Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education, vol. 18, issue 3, pp. 341-358.  
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Theme 3: Walking the Talk of Sustainability - Change Agents Competencies and Challenges  

 SESSION 5 – Fostering an entrepreneurial spirit 

Date: February 28
th 

; Time: 13.30-17.15 

In this session we discuss the notion of entrepreneurship, competencies, inspiration and challenges 
of social entrepreneurs. Example of people engaging into sustainability initiatives with an 
entrepreneurial spirit will be shared. Additionally, you will look at your own entrepreneurial attitude 
and capabilities in sustainability. Ample room is given to your questions, drawing from possible 
entrepreneurial types of challenges you may face, also within the context of your Personal 
Sustainability Project. 

 
Literature to read before session 5:  
(available on-line on the Blackboard – see “Reader”) 

 Zahra, S.A., Gedajlovic, E., Neubaum, D.O., Shulman, J.M.. 2009. A typology of social 
entrepreneurs: Motives, search processes and ethical challenges. Journal of Business 
Venturing, 24, 519-532 

 SESSION 6 –  Worldviews Communication Competencies & Challenges 

Date: March 6
th
; Time: 13.30-17.15 

Communication is a key competence in different professional and personal sustainability contexts. 
In this session communication competences will be discussed and exercised, taking into account 
that different mindsets and worldviews can generate different communication patterns. You will 
learn how to communicate effectively your sustainability ideas and concerns to people holding 
different worldviews about sustainability. Through theatre role-plays, and supported by theatre 
actors, you will exercise communication skills and will explore communication challenges within 
different sustainability contexts.   

 

Literature to read before session 6:  
(available on-line on the Blackboard – see “Reader”) 

 Brown, B., 2005. Integral Communications for Sustainability. Kosmos, vol. 4, n.2 

 Table: Five common worldviews and how to communicate with them. Based upon research by 
Graves, C., Beck, D., Cowan, C.. 

 Session 7 – You and your personal sustainability project 

Date: March 7
th
 ; Time: 13.30-17.15 

In this session, by means of a dialogic leadership tool, we will collaboratively engage in discussing 
about your personal sustainability project plans of implementation. We will look into possible 
challenges you are experiencing and useful competencies you want to put into action when 
implementing your project. We will also discuss any question you may have concerning the 
finalization of your course, the writing of the essays, the examination, etc. 

Literature to read before session 7:  
(available on-line on the Blackboard – see “Reader”) 

To be used as Background literature (Table 1 is especially useful): 
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 Wiek, A., Withycombe, L., Redman C.L., 2011. Key competencies in sustainability: a reference 
framework for academic program development. Sustainability Science, Volume 6, Issue 2, pp 
203-218. 

 SESSION 8 – Self-sustainability Competencies & Closing 

Date: March 8
th
; Time: 13.30-17.15 

In the process of commitment and dedication towards sustainability we also need to think about our 
personal well-being. Sustainability is also about leading a sustainable life and be able to cope with 
daily challenges and the demands of modern life. In this session we will investigate self-
sustainability tools, especially we will explore and exercise the concept of being mindful, being 
present and keeping the focus in this hectic world. The Empowerment for Sustainability course will 
end here.  

 
Literature to read before session 8:  
(available on-line on the Blackboard – see “Reader”) 

 Bishop et al., 2004. Mindfulness: A Proposed Operational Definition. Clinical Psychology: 
Science and Practice, 11, 230–24. 

 Murray, P.  2011. Self-empowerment and Mindfulness. In : The Sustainable Self: a personal 
approach to sustainability education, chapter 6, 127-148, UK: Earthscan. 

ACTIVITIES DURING THE COURSE 

Next to participating to the lecture sessions, you will design and implement individually a  Personal 
Sustainability Project and you will take part to the Excursion. 

 Personal Sustainability Project 

This course focuses on walking the talk of sustainability. To prepare and practice this, you are required 
to individually create, design and execute a real life action project of your choice. This project should 
contribute to sustainability in a way that inspires you, within your own sphere of influence (your family or 
your community or your neighborhood or your university, etc.). The personal guide included in the on-
line Reader (see Blackboard under the heading: Reader - Session 3 - Tassone V., Schwarzin, L., 2011. 
Creating your own pathway towards sustainable change. Wageningen University) will support you in 
developing your Personal Sustainability Project. In this personal guide you also find creativity exercises 
that can help you in defining the specific project ideas you would like to implement. Additionally, 
examples of project ideas will be given at the beginning of the course to support your thinking process 
and to show the range of possible projects you could engage in.  

There is no limit to your ideas for the project except that: 1. The project should contribute to 
sustainability in a way that allows you to take action in real life and within your own sphere of influence; 
2. You can invest on your “Personal Sustainability Project“ a total of 65 hours including selection of a 
project idea, designing, planning, implementation, preliminary and final presentation. Those hours can 
be divided across several days, during the course, in a way that best suits you and your project.  

Your project will be assessed based on the Final Presentation (see more info below) about your 
Personal Sustainability Project you hold towards the end of the course. However, before implementing 
the project you are asked to give a Preliminary Presentation (see more info below) about your project 
idea. This preliminary presentation will give you the possibility to receive feedback from the teacher(s) 
and fellow students about your ideas before you actually implement the project.  
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 Preliminary Presentation Personal Sustainability Project 

During the course you are required to give a preliminary presentation about your project ideas. The 
purpose of doing this presentation is to share your project ideas and to receive constructive feedback 
from your fellow students and teacher(s) on those ideas. In your preliminary presentation you are asked 
to very shortly present the following 4 elements:  

1. Your central project idea (what you want to do and want to achieve); 2. Your contribution to 
sustainability (what sustainability concern you are addressing, how you define sustainability in your 
project and how you are contributing to sustainability through your project); 3. Your motivation (why you 
have selected this project, what motivates you); 4. General planning and time frame (what is the plan for 
your  project, who are you engaging, when and where are you implementing it). 

You will give this preliminary presentation on March 1
st
 in max. 5 min. followed by max. 10 min. 

feedback (depending on the amount of students joining the course we may also take March 2
nd

  for this 
preliminary presentation).  Details about the specific time of your own presentation will be provided in 
the classroom. The purpose of giving/receiving feedback is to support and think along jointly about the 
development of the projects. You can ask a fellow student to help you in noting down some points of the 
received feedback, or you can record this if you like. 

 

 Excursion 

There will be a day excursion at the sustainable community Zonnespreng in Driebergen 
(http://www.zonnespreng.nl/). The date of the excursion is March 13

th
 2017. Information about the 

place, time and travelling will be given to you in class prior to the excursion. The aim of the excursion is 
to expose you to sustainability in action. This excursion provides you some real life examples of 
sustainable living and can foster your awareness about possibilities for walking the talk of sustainability. 
A guided tour in the area, presentations from, and interactions with change agents on the field will be 
used to enhance this goal.  

FINAL PRODUCTS (EXAM) & EVALUATION  

The products you need to hand in or present and on which you will be assessed are the following: (in 
brackets you find the percentage mark of each product)  

A.  Individual Report about Reflection on Theory & Concepts (50%) 
B.  Individual Presentation about your Personal Sustainability Project (50%) 
 
In order to pass this course, both products have to be graded with a minimum of 6. Both products, each 
as a separate document, should be handed in both digital and hard copy by March 17

th
 2017 by 18.00. 

The digital version of those products should be sent through Turnitin via the Blackboard 
(https://blackboard.wur.nl ). On the Blackboard (under the heading: Guidelines and Submission Report 
& Presentation) you will find the guidelines for submitting the report and the presentation and also the 
instructions on how you should label your files and upload them. The hard copy products should be 
placed in the Assignment Box of Valentina Tassone at the Leeuwenborch, 7th floor, ECS. 

Do not forget to include your name, registration number, course title and code on the first page of each 
report.  

Each of those products should contain and will be assessed as follows: 

 

http://www.zonnespreng.nl/
https://blackboard.wur.nl/
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A.  Individual Report about “Reflection on Theory & Concepts”  

This report is meant to discuss theories and concepts dealt with during the classes. You are required to 
discuss four topics in the form of an Essay. All information about those four topics of discussion, about 
how to write the report can be found in the file “Guidelines Report Theory and Concepts”; information 
about how the report is assessed can be found in the “Assessment Report and Presentation”. Both files 
are available on the Blackboard  (under the heading: Guidelines and Submission Report & 
Presentation). Additional information will be given in class. 

This report will be evaluated based on the following criteria:  

 Depth of understanding of concepts presented: To what extent you understand theoretically and 
are able to discuss the topic being reflected on, borrowing insights from literature 

 Personalization of knowledge, independence of thought and constructive argumentation: To 
what extent you are able to personalize the explored knowledge and to position yourself in the 
context of the topic being reflected on, by developing you own argument and opinions in a 
constructive way 

B.  Individual Presentation about your “Personal Sustainability Project’ 

You deliver in max 10 min. a final individual presentation about your Personal Sustainability project. You 
will make use of power points and are welcome to use additional creative media and means (video, 
arts, music, crafts, etc.) to present your project. Please make sure you show evidence of what you did 
for example through pictures, video’s, brochures you hand in, etc.. After your presentation, room is 
given to questions or comments from fellow students and the examiner(s). All information about how to 
prepare the presentation can be found in the file “Guidelines Presentation Personal Sustainability 
Project”; information about how the presentation is assessed can be found in the “Assessment Report 
and Presentation”. Those files are available on the Blackboard (Blackboard (under the heading: 
Guidelines and Submission Report & Presentation). This final individual presentation about your 
Personal Sustainability Project will be on March 15

th
 and/or 16

th
 2017, each student will join either the 

morning or the afternoon session on one of those two days, the specific date and time will be 
communicated during the course. 

This presentation will be evaluated based on the following criteria: 

 Project development: project idea is interesting, implementable and close to own personal 
interests\motivation\ambition. Good effort is done to create and execute the project. Project 
development, implementation, outcomes, contribution to sustainability and future orientation of 
the project are clear and well thought of. 

 Learning process: the learning process related to own agency, empowerment process, and the 
application of at least two competencies is reflected upon. Inspiration and challenges 
encountered in your project are highlighted. 

 Communication: presenting own project with clarity, inspiration, and with a sense of ownership 
of own project. Answering to questions or reacting to comments with clarity and maturity 

RE-EXAMINATION  

When you are not submitting the final products before the deadline (March 17
th
 2017, 18.00.), or when 

the final products you submitted before the deadline are of insufficient quality, you have a second 
chance to take the exams. To take this second chance you are requested to (re-)submit your final 
products by the end of the following period 5, that is Friday May 12

th
 2017. When you are not (re-) 

submitting your final products before this date, or when the final products you (re-)submitted before this 
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date are of insufficient quality, you are requested to follow again the course in the next academic year in 
order to do the exam. 

TIMEFRAME  

This course has a workload of 6 ECTS, which corresponds to 168 hours. The following is a breakdown 
of the planned sessions, activities and assignments: 

 30 hours for Lecture Sessions (including workshops) 

 4 hours for Excursion including preparation & travelling 

 69 hours for “Reflection on Theory & Concepts” (self-study & report writing) 

 65 hours for “Personal Sustainability Project “(design, implementation & presentation) 

The course will be given in period four and all sessions and activities will be held from February 20
th
 to 

March 17
th
, 2017.  

SCHEDULE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ONLINE INTERACTION 

To access the Reader, to access lectures slides, to communicate messages about lectures, to upload 
final products, etc. we are using the Blackboard. You can access the Blackboard at: 
https://blackboard.wur.nl  

 

Mon 

20-2-2017 27-2-2017 6-3-2017 13-3-2017 

13.30-15.15 
(Lecture)      

13.30-17.15      
(Lecture)         

13.30-17.15 
(Lecture)              

Excursion 

Tue 

21-2-2017 28-2-2017 7-3-2017 14-3-2017 

13.30- 17.15  
(Lecture)      

13.30-17.15  
(Lecture)             

13.30-17.15  
(Lecture)             

 

Wed 

22-2-2017 1-3-2017 8-3-2017 15-3-2017 

 
Prelimin. Present. 
Personal Sustain. 
Project  

13.30-17.15 
(Lecture) 

Final Present. 
Personal Sustain. 
Project  

Thurs 

23-2-2017 2-3-2017 9-3-2017 16-3-2017 

13.30- 17.15 
(Lecture) 

Prelimin. Present. 
Personal Sustain. 
Project (optional) 

      
Final Present. 
Personal Sustain. 
Project (optional) 

Fr 
24-2-2017 3-3-2017 10-3-2017 17-3-2017 

    

https://blackboard.wur.nl/
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READER 

The Reader with the literature to be read for each Session will be available on-line on the Blackboard, 
see “Reader”, at the start of the course. 

COURSE LECTURES & CONTACT INFORMATION 

 Dr. Valentina C. Tassone (coordinator and contact person): Valentina.Tassone@wur.nl  
Lecturer, Education and Competence Studies Group, De Leeuwenborch, Wageningen University 
Room n. 7012, tel. 0317 482426, (or tel. 0317 484383 - secretary of the chair group) 
P.O. Box 8130, 6700 EW Wageningen 

 

 Dr. Martijn Duineveld, Martijn.Duineveld@wur.nl 
       Assistant Professor, Cultural Geography Group, Wageningen University 

 

 Dr. Thomas Lans, Thomas.Lans@wur.nl 
 Assistant Professor, Education and Competence Studies Group, De Leeuwenborch, Wageningen 
University 

 

 Suzanne Prak and Anna van Diepen 
Freelance Interactive Theatre actors 
 

 guest speakers 
 

EXAMINER 

Dr. Valentina C. Tassone  

 

mailto:Valentina.Tassone@wur.nl
mailto:Martijn.Duineveld@wur.nl
mailto:Thomas.Lans@wur.nl

