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The world is calling: 25 years of action education in agroecology

Double degree collaboration with ISARA-Lyon since 2008

Not theory (teacher) centred

Not student centred

But
World centred!

Towards 
sustainable farming 

and food systems



MSc Agroecology at NMBU 2000 –

Nordic countries
23%

Europe other
45%

North America
15%

Latin America
3%

Africa
7%

Asia/Oceania
8%

NOR

DNK

FIN

SWE

ISL

FRA

ITA

DEU

NDL

BEL

GBR

CHE
ESP

EST

SRB

GRC

HUN

IRL

LVA

AUT

POL

KSV

PRT

USA

CAN

ARG

BRA

COL
CRI

ECU

MEX

CMR

ETH

GHA
KEN

EGY

MDG

MLI

NIG

MWI
AUS

BUR
CHN

IRNLKA NPL
IND

JAM

JPN

NZL
PHL

TUR

VNM

International program: So far students from 
more than 50 countries have participated

Broad study backgrounds: Agronomy, social 
sciences, environmental sciences, human 
sciences, economics

Purpose: 

To equip students with the necessary sustainability 
competences (core agroecology competences), as well 
the aim that the students should end up as individuals 
who can think for themselves and take responsibility 
for their actions

Agroecology: A holistic and action-oriented approach 

towards sustainable farming and food systems



MSc agroecology at NMBU 2000 – present

Structure of the program

Semester 1

Agroecology: Action
learning in farming 
and food systems 

Whole semester –
Aug. 10 – Dec 10
(30 ECTS)

Semester 3

Thesis 60 ECTS
or

Elective courses

Double degree 
students at ISARA/
Lyon

Semester 2

Agroecology: Action
oriented research
(10 ECTS)

Internship Agroecology
(10 ECTS)  

10 credits elective

Semester 4

Thesis (30 and 60 ECTS)



University
academic 
disciplines

Society
lived experience

Students

Teachers Resource 
persons

Dialogue

Visionary thinking

Educating the next generation of professionals for sustainable 
Agroecology education: Becoming an agroecologist

ObservationReflection

Participation

Farming and food systems



Farming system

Food system
Consumer/
citizen system

The core agroecological practice:
Dealing with the challenge of the whole (from part to whole)

Finding site-specific solutions towards sustainability (from whole to part)
Reflecting on own experiences

The artistry of the agroecologist



The central idea of the whole semester agroecology course 
(and the whole MSc program) at NMBU 

is to direct the students’ attention towards the real world of farms, 
food production and food consumption.

The students are encouraged to turn away from books (literature, theory) 
and turn their attention towards the world as the primary source for learning and development –

of becoming agroecologists.

The core question for educators in such a kind of education 
is in what ways and to what extent 

such a turn impacts on the “post-education” life of the students, 
both personally and professionally, as well as how we teach. 

This is important, because the main purpose of education is not about 
what the students learn, but what they will do with what they have become (Benner 2015), 

(the existential dimension of education). There is much more to education than learning!



1.1. Cross-cutting key competencies for achieving all SDGs

Competencies cannot be taught, but have to be developed 
by the learners themselves. 
They are acquired during action, on the basis of 
experience and reflection 
(UNESCO, 2015; Weinert, 2001).



Inter- and 
transdisciplinarity
Becoming open 
institutions
Diverse ways of knowing

Stronger presence in 
society

UNESCO 2022: Knowledge-driven 
actions: Transforming higher education 
for global sustainability



From Technical Rationality to 
Reflection-in-Action

(the book is cited ca 91 000 times (Google Scholar)

Technical Rationality: 
“instrumental problem solving made 

rigorous by the application of scientific 
theory and technique” (p. 21)



• The real situations in farming and food 
systems that the agroecologist encounter: 
Not stable situations that fit or obey the 
assumptions of scientific knowledge.

• They are characterized by uncertainty, instability, 
uniqueness and value conflicts.

• This is why the work of the agroecologist cannot be 
about the application of ‘pre-cooked’ (scientific) 
knowledge, but require reflective engagement with
the specifics of the situation, that is, reflection-in-action 
(Schön 1984, adapted from Biesta 2019).

• “Finding one’s way, not through blind trial-and-error, but 
through careful consideration of steps to take, possible 
and actual consequences, resulting in a readjustment of 
initial action, are all part of what reflection-in-action is 
about – as a reflective conversation with the situation, not 
an intervention upon it” (Biesta 2019, with ref. to Schön).



but will always be open 
to the discovery of new 
phenomena in the field, 
that might change the 

approach towards 
sustainability.

The reflective conversation with the situation:

The agroecologist will bring a lot (theoretical knowledge 
and experiences) to this conversation, to relate 

particularities to something more general, to be able to 
address issues in a more productive manner,

(Adapted from Schön, 1984) 



THE WORLD
(outside – «the object»)

YOU (THE STUDENT) 
(inside – the «I» )

In groups

What is the 
desired future?

A vision

How can we get there?
A plan of action

What is there?
The present

Reflective journal(daily)

What did I experience?
How have I been?
How have I been as an agroecologist?
What are the questions I ask myself?
What will I do to find the answers?

The curriculum: To give you (student) ways to meet the world and yourself

What does the world ask from me?
How will I respond?

FARMS

FOOD
SYSTEMS

Two stakeholder documents 
(social)

Oct 4, Nov 29

Two reflection documents (individual)
Part I (formative): Oct 4
Part II (summative): Dec 10

The whole semester course: Becoming an agroecologist 
through the meeting with the world and oneself



Reflections 
on experiences 

supported by theory

Becoming an agroecologist through action education
THE STUDENT 

(inside – the «I»)

In groups

What is the 
desired future?

A vision

How can we get there?
A plan of action What is there?

The present

FOOD
SYSTEMS

FARMING
SYSTEMS

THE WORLD
(outside)

The curriculum: To give the students ways to meet the world and themselves

How am I thinking and learning?

What are the implications for my future as an 
agroecologist?

What is my task?



Starting with the Phenomena 



Subheading

Heading

• Max 10 min presentation / Max 10 slides
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Visioning



Visioning







Reflecting on Experiences

– Individually



and Together



Course schedule – first eight weeks



Course schedule – last eight weeks



Research questions
1. What has been the impact of an agroecology action education course on the 

professional and private (personal) life of the students? 

2. How do agroecology students assess and evaluate their learning and development 

with reference to learning goals and core agroecology competences?

3. How do the AE alumni assess strengths and weaknesses of the course as a whole, 

the different elements of the course, and the overall influence of the course in 

comparison to other course experiences during their studies?

The survey of alumni

Methods
Data collection:
An online survey (May 2022)
Closed and open questions

Data analysis:
Descriptive statistics
Inductive content analysis

Year Number of responses Number of invited

students

Number of students 

in total

Response rate (% of 

invited students)
2000 2 6 13 33

2001 2 7 10 29

2002 6 9 10 67

2003 2 9 9 22

2004 2 8 16 25

2005 6 13 21 46

2006 5 15 20 33

2007 2 12 16 17

2008 8 15 22 53

2009 7 19 21 37

2010 9 20 22 45

2011 6 22 23 27

2012 11 17 17 65

2013 10 20 21 50

2014 5 21 22 24

2015 4 20 22 20

2016 13 16 17 81

2017 12 20 21 60

2018 3 23 24 13

2019 5 20 20 25

2020 1 0

SUM 121 312 367 39

The main purpose of education is not (merely) about 
what the students learn, but what they will do with what they have 

become (Benner 2015),  (the existential dimension of education).
There is much more to education than learning!

The transition from student life to «post-student life»



Agroecologist alumni 

fields of work

Consultancy, advisory, 
facilitation

32%

Research
18%

Farming
14%

Other
14%

Teaching
12%

Farm and food system-
related (incl. 

administration and 
processing)

10%



Overall view on the experience
Disagree

fully

Disagree 

partly

Agree 

partly

Agree 

fully

Prefer not 

to answer

Participating in the course was 
generally a positive experience

0 % 7 % 12 % 80 % 0 %

I question whether it was worth taking 
the course

66 % 17 % 12 % 4 % 2 %

The strengths outweighed the 
weaknesses of the course

2 % 6 % 27 % 64 % 2 %

All the elements of the course 
experience were helpful to my learning

3 % 16 % 41 % 39 % 2 %

Some elements of the course 
experience hindered my learning

46 % 22 % 26 % 3 % 3 %

92%

68%

80%

91%

83%

«Being sent out to meet real situations and projects is one of the most 

appreciated parts of the course. Even though it is a challenging course, I 

appreciated this in the end, because I learned a lot by being challenged in new 

ways, both academically and practically, but also I learned a lot about myself in 

different settings."

29%



Influence of the course

Compared to other 
courses I took during my 
studies, this course was...

Much less 
influential

Slightly less 
influential

About
equally as 
influential

Slightly
more 
influential

Much more 
influential

Prefer not 
to answer

2 % 6 % 11 % 21 % 59 % 3 %80%

«It has been the most important course during my studies»

«The course was very inspiring and did create very significant 

impact on my worldview, ambitions, passion, and agency. This 

was very high quality and I am grateful for it.»

«Not to sound dramatic, but quite life changing. It did change my 

worldview on how we should re-think, change our food system and 

more broadly our society at large.»



Theme

Some implication for further course improvements

• The course is almost ahead of its time, and it can be difficult to integrate 
what we learned in our professional lives. 

• I was often frustrated by the weak technical level of the discussions. I wished 
some more grounded talks or let’s say, a dialogue more balanced in-
between creativity and knowledges.

• -… wishing that we had more feedback from the professors during the 
course - while I understand the focus was on 'autonomous learning', I 
believe that we - as students in a university - would have benefitted from 
more guidance from the professors throughout the course. 

• Some students seemed to give up on the course which was 
very disappointing. I think they wanted more quantitative, 
positivist-style learning? 

From single discipline to 

transdisciplinarity

Student expectations with 

regards to course content

Innovative teaching

Feedback from teachers

Area for 
improvement

SUPERVISION

ASSESSMENT
• I did not appreciate the final assignment, where if you didn’t 'learn' or 'take 

anything away from the course', it was your personal failure, rather than the 
responsibility of the structure of the course or the facilitation. 

??

Assignments



Questions for break-out rooms

From single discipline to transdisciplinarity:
What can we do better to support students´ transition from a disciplinary to a 

transdisciplinary way of thinking and acting?
Alt: What can we do better to support students´ transition from a theory centred to 

phenomenon centred way of learning and developing as agroecologists?

Student expectations with regards to course content:

What can we do better deal with student expectations with regards to course 
content?

Feedback from teachers

What can we do to better communicate what students can expect 
feedback on and what they have to sort out (take responsibility) for 

themselves? (The balance between teacher driven and student driven 
activities – areas of responsibility)

Assignments
What can we do to develop good ways of assessing students, 

to make our assessment more compatible with our educational ethos?

Innovative teaching
How far ahead of our time should we be in a “pedagogy for the present”? 

SUPERVISION

ASSESSMENT

??
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