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This report is part of a summer research project developed by Alison Pooley and Willnara Guimaraes
from Anglia Ruskin University, it describes activities undertaken during a recent study trip to the Centre
of Alternative Technology (CAT), in Wales, where undergraduate students from Anglia Ruskin
University (ARU) collaborated with postgraduate students from the University of Idaho (UI), London
Metropolitan University (LMU), and CAT to undertake short courses in the area of sustainability and
sustainable development.
Please note all images in this article are the work of the authors.
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Introduction
Sustainable development (SD), education for sustainable development (ESD), and education
for sustainability (EfS) are terms that have become increasingly familiar since the mind 1980’s,
and are becoming more present in contemporary life through the media, political, and
economic discourse. The ‘theme’ of sustainability is recurrent in every important conversion
about the future of our planet with growing awareness about the impact of human activity.
However the solutions to the problems related to the subject do not follow all the discourses.
To achieve effective changes it is necessary to acknowledge the need for, and enable,
significant transformations in our social, economic and educational systems. The impact of
the construction industry on our environment is evident, Goodbun and Jaschke (2012) claim
“around 40 per cent of global material and energy consumption is a direct result of building
activity (and around 10 per cent of that is waste)”. With a predicted 70% increase in the global
construction industry by 2025 (Betts et al., 2013), there can be little doubt that anthropocentric
pressures on our environment will not only continue, but will intensify. It becomes clear that
architects play an important role in those transformations, as they are directly responsible for
the conception of sustainable principals, therefore, they must be educated from the begging
in order to challenge and change the construction industry.

Traditional teaching and immersive learning
The main question remains how to integrate this subject in a way that the student can not only
see the importance of the theme globally, but also experience practically how to implement
environmentally responsible and sensitive techniques into their designs. This is particularly
crucial as in ‘traditional’ education delivery methods sustainability as a subject is easily
forgotten behind competing modules, deadlines, and other institutional constraints. The
student has to divide their attention and time between classes that lack a specific sustainability
focus and often do not have direct relationships between each other. When this is coupled
with a hierarchical approach to learning where there is no time to consider individualities, such
as different backgrounds and level of general knowledge, there is little opportunity to enable
transformation.

WISE building at the Centre of Alternative Technology (CAT), Wales.

In a recent visit to CAT, an educational and visitor centre for sustainable living, several
students from different universities and nationalities were invited to undertake short courses
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to enhance their university learning. These students were asked, during short semi structured
interviews, to talk about their expectations and experiences during the courses at CAT, and
how the learning on the study trip reflects their learning in their home university. Myles, a
student from ARU, stated that:
…compared to university it’s just completely different … the fact that there are people
at different stages in their lives, their degrees, whatever, and they don’t look down on
you or anything, half the time they are learning what you’re learning … we’re all just
getting taught in the same way, which is nice

An ARU exchange student from Brazil, Jessica, stated that the different backgrounds and
realities provided the chance to exchange knowledge, different points of view and options, and
that this was key in creating the unique design achieved at the end of the week.

Physically testing the strength of timber to be used in construction

CAT adopts a ‘hands on’ approach, where students not only have the opportunity to watch
lectures but also put into practice their learning by applying it to real design case studies. One
of the workshops during the study trip was entitled A Way of Building, where students were
asked to choose one material available in the immediate area and build an element of a house.
The idea was to design and create space through doing - learning how to deal with problems
through actions, as can be seen in the photograph above, where students developed a
physical method for selecting the right timber components to use in construction. In this
workshop students from Brazil, Argentina, United States and United Kingdom worked together
to create a place to eat, a place to sleep, and a place to watch the sun set. At the end of the
workshop several students stated that immersion in creation is a very effective way of learning,
because you can see the impact and the growth of your idea. As stated by Danielle, a student
from UI:
… it was great to discover that are other ways to do architecture, a way that you are not
constrained behind a desk or a computer
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Students working on an earth wall

Differentiating itself from traditional university teaching at CAT provides students with an
opportunity to focus on one subject during each week-long workshop, and to be completely
absorbed by the environment of learning. They live what they learn, which makes it difficult to
lose interest in what they are doing. This short and relatively intensive period of learning differs
from the ‘regular university’ where several weeks of a semester can go by before students are
able to see their work taking shape.

Boundarylessness, immersion, and transformation
Another significant aspect raised by students was the community feel of the whole experience.
There were lecturers from different places and people of different ages, yet the whole process
was not divided by cultural or academic barriers - it was a boundaryless process, where all
shared a common interest and ‘spoke the same language'. Bobbie, a student from LMU stated
that in this boundaryless learning environment you not only learn from a lecturer or a tutor, but
also from other students. Adelina, from ARU, echoed this:
I’m passionate about what I see around me … people around me are like minded I
believe, so it generates conversations much easier … it’s a community that I do want to
be part of

An immersive learning environment that creates a sustainable culture, represents a learning
system that does not exist on its own, but is complementary to regular lectures. Creating
immersive, boundaryless learning environments, such as the one these students experienced
at CAT, allows a greater flow of communication between professors and students, allowing a
greater potential for transformative learning (Pooley and Haglund 2014).
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Students from ARU, LMU, UI and CAT during the A Way of Building workshop

Conclusion and further work
This initial study opens many possibilities for transformational learning opportunities to embed
sustainability into the curriculum through action and experience. Through taking students
outside of their ‘normal’ learning environment, through collaborations, boundaryless learning,
and open communication, students experience deep learning, which can be transformational
not just within their subject area but lifewide.
References
BETTS, M., ROBINSON, G., BURTON, C., LEONARD, J., & SHARDS, A. 2013. Global
construction 2025 executive summary. London: Oxford Economics & Global Construction
Perspectives.
GOODBUN, J. & JASCHKE, K. 2012. Architecture and relational resources: towards a new
materialist practice. In: GOODBUN, J., TILL, J. & IOSSIFOVA, D. (eds.) Scarcity :
architecture in an age of depleting resources. London: Wiley.
POOLEY, A. & BRUCE, H. 2014. Spaces of Transformation: The Experience of Architecture
Students. In: NICOLAIDES, A. & HOLT, D. (eds.) Spaces of Transformation and
Transformation of Space: XI International Transformative Learning Conference. Teachers
College, Columbia University: Columbia University.

5

