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Abstract 

 
The process of introducing sustainable development in technological studies is generally done 

through a top-down, bottom-up or a combination of both procedures. In the case presented, this paper 
explains and analyzes the experience of the first edition of the Workshop “Dialogue Platform, 
Sustainability and Society”, held at the campus of the Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya (UPC) in 
Catalonia, Spain, during February2009.  

 
This article will describe how the workshop that took place in UPC has seeked to generate a new 

transformative learning framework with a process that started from the base of the University, the 
students (which are the majority in this initiative), who involved all players in the process: Faculty 
Teaching, and Research and Administration and Service Managers of the University. It shows that 
introducing all the players from the start enriches the process and can materialize with tangible results, 
as well as helps to generate a different and useful knowledge for the entire University community. 

 
The workshop is not just a new way to generate knowledge and involvement of students in their 

education, but through it, students learn to resolve conflicts through dialogue and negotiation. At the 
same time UPC campus becomes a laboratory for experimentation, where learning is aimed at solving 
the problems of University life.  

 
This initiative started from a platform created by different associations of all UPC community that 

aimed to promote sustainability within their area to transform society.  
 

Thus, this text not only aims to reflect the point of view of this experience depending on the different 
players, but also shows the evaluation done by all of them, from the “dynamic” members of the 
platform to more occasional collaborators. The objective of this work is evaluating the experience 
acquired after an intensive workshop-job, but also the learning process in itself. 

Introduction 

Nowadays, in UPC, the awareness about sustainability challenge is coming up both from the 
institution of the University itself and from people who study and work there. These two origins 
generate procedures top-down and bottom-up and both strategies are seeking for introducing 
sustainable development in education, and changing effectively the paradigm. 

 
Given the nature of the studies at UPC, and the point in history we are, many of its members have 

this reflection in mind: 
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“engineering, therefore, has to play a major role in the implementation process of sustainability. 
At least, in the same measure as it has already done in the unsustainable”[1]. 
 
The UPC Sustainable Plan for 2015 has institutionalized the goal of educating and promoting 

sustainable development throughout the campus. Some bottom-up strategies emerged from the base of 
the society, in this case, from the students. In that type of activities, every single part of the group is 
important to achieve the objective and to work together. That fact emphasizes the importance of the 
learners. 

 
In this context has born Plataforma Diàlegs, Sostenibilitat i Societat (Dialogue Platform 

Sustainability and Society – from now, Dialogue Platform), a project of participatory education, 
research and collective action that attempts to construct new ways of thinking and practice of 
sustainability from a glocal perspective, integrative and trans-disciplinary. 

 
This paper explains and analyzes the workshop done by the group of students from Dialogue 

Platform, and how this experience puts in practice transformative and dialogic learning, and show 
ways of working for sustainability and to achieve a paradigmatic shift. 

 

Theoretical framework 

To change the educational paradigm in order to promote and build a new fairer and more 
sustainable society is one of the most important challenges that higher education institutions are facing 
nowadays. The crisis of educational paradigm based on learning through information and knowledge 
transmission and the necessary transition to a new transformative learning model [2] oriented to 
directly changing institutional and social culture, the common seek of pedagogical methods based on 
learning by doing, or how to introduce values in higher education programs, are some of the debate 
issues that are being discussed nowadays. 

 
“The logic of this is that learning within paradigm does not change the paradigm,  

Whereas learning that facilitates a fundamental recognition of paradigm and enables  
paradigmatic reconstruction is by definition transformative” [3] 

 
A key factor to change paradigm is dialogic learning. It is the result of egalitarian dialogue, and it is 

one of these processes that helped this aim. It is done by the demonopolization of the knowledge, 
which is distributed by all the different community agents and without power claims, just through 
dialogue. 

 
“Dialogue necessarily plays a central mediating role since it is the principal means of arriving at a 

common understanding of whatever question is at issue” [4] 
 

Finally, the context in which all these topics are being discussed is actually very advantageous and 
propitious because universities should be, by definition, learning organisations: 

 
“those where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where 

new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, 
and where people are continually learning to see the whole together” [5],  

 
and living systems: 

 
“a machine can be controlled; a living system, according to the systemic understanding of life, can 

only be disturbed. In other words, organisations cannot be controlled through direct 
interventions, but they can be influenced by giving impulses rather tan instructions” [6]. 
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In order to face up the challenges described before, under the propitious context, the workshop 
experience of the Dialogue Platform was born and at the campus of UPC in February 2009. The 
Dialogue Platform aims at giving impulses to the community, to wake up the sustainable conscience 
of all the players, to involve all the statements of the University in the sustainable perspective, in a 
concrete context: the University itself. 
 
Next blocs of this full paper will deeply detail the workshop experience related to four main aspects: 

1. Students become main actors of their own learning process: they think of, organise and 
develop the workshop activities as if they were the academic responsible –in fact, they are-. 

2. Students get involved in their own local University context through knowing the existing 
conflicts and problems as well as trying to actively participate in their process of resolution –
they have got freedom to change University problems and it is a value added to the process, 
making the satisfaction of the action-. 

3. The process of thinking, organising and developing the workshop is as important as the results 
acquired. This process orientation in which dialogue, negotiation and consensus between 
different people with different cultures, perspectives and expectations are essential, contributes 
very positively to students learning and lets them have a very similar experience to real life 
and professional projects they will carry on in several years. 

4. The process, started from the base of the University –students- and involving all community 
players –faculty teaching and research, administration and service managers-, get enriched and 
sometimes materializes with tangible results as well as contributes to generate a different and 
useful knowledge for the entire University community.  

 

Methodology 

The reality at UPC is that social groups are poorly connected and especially, there is a lack of 
networking platforms among students associations. This leaded the organisers to start an inclusive 
process where different associations could be represented in the University community, with the aim 
of jointly working with real issues in our area with a local scope with sustainable approach. 

 
It is for this reason that the Dialogue Platform was born as a common approach the different 

students associations with an institutional representative of UPC – at this time, called the Centre of 
Sustainability [CITIES]- to share experiences, network and create a process with a pedagogical aim 
based on the student and their responsibility for learning. 

 
Thus, the Dialogue Platform is an organization between different collective and individual people – 

with a diverse technical training- which has a common purpose and target audience: influence on the 
University community to build knowledge and awareness with a global vision but with a local scope, 
and to us, happens to experiment in new areas of learning. 

 
In autumn of the 2008 Dialogue Platform, supported by the Centre of Sustainability, organized a 

series of talks whose transverse pattern of debate were issues of current workings in areas of energy, 
water, consumption and the model of Barcelona city. 

 
Each different session related to these four environmental vectors was organized by each one of the 

associations who joined the Dialogue Platform and was done at their academic centre. In these 
sessions expertise were invited to enrich the posterior discussion and in some cases the students also 
included some activities within the session related with the subject discussed. 

 
This methodology showed the diversity of associations of the Dialogue Platform and also the 

different technical specialities of the studies. The talks were the trigger to work deeply on these main 
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environmental vectors, focusing in the context of the Campus Nord of UPC, in a workshop that was 
celebrated later. 
 

Workshop 

The necessity of organizing an intensive workshop to continue on the work initiated by the 
Dialogue Platform appeared during the sessions described before. 

 
The initial idea was to generate activities with the following pedagogic objective/role/component: 

the student must to be not just the receptor but also the active player of its own learning. To achieve 
this pedagogic aim, it was decided to propose the students to design a project to improve the 
management of the Campus Nord of UPC. The project had always to be based in real criteria and the 
students were required to negotiate the actions proposed by the project with the real actors involved in 
it. 

 
Therefore it was decided that an intensive workshop for the students during a free-class week 

would be a good way to achieve this aims. The workshop was focused on the management of the 
Campus Nord of UPC, as it is a community where it is always possible to undergo processes that 
generate news methodologies. In addition the Campus Nord is the closest environment shared by all of 
the participants. Since the students belong to the community, it would be easier for them to become 
aware of the conflicts of the community, and also to implicate themselves in their resolution process. 

 
The various student associations within the platform have always been organized through 

horizontal meetings which took place every 15 days in different spaces of UPC in order to develop the 
workshop. At that time, the platform was formed by 15 students representatives of the associations of 
diverse backgrounds and 2 staff from CITIES. These 17 people will be recognized now as organizers. 
The platform was always open to new associations and/or individuals wishing to participate, and in 
this case, different people at the individual level were added in the process of generating from the 
bottom with a strong student leadership. 

 
 

 

Fig. 1_ Figures showing the inclusion inside the University and the project final of the workshop. 

 
The members of the platform decided that the workshop should be structured trough contain 

different thematic areas with the help of the Campus Nord Coordinator. This help was a process of 
negotiation between students –who were organizing the workshop- and Campus Nord Coordinator to 
identify areas where actions and proposals necessary to improve the management of the campus. Four 
were identified: energy, mobility, waste, water. Next step was to seek the various stakeholders in each 
area (such as maintenance managers, library staff, administrative staff and teachers) to get a good 
diagnosis of each subject. 

 
Moreover, while the different lines of work were defined, the structure of the intensive week was 

defined as well. Based on the condition of working in a real and co-learning context, there was a clear 
necessity to first make a good immersion in the concepts that form the theoretical framework, which is 
sustainability and complex systems theory. The next step included contact with real situations: making 
visits, talking to stakeholders and then leaving enough time for working in groups. The organization 
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also considered important the demonstration of examples of experiences with a strong array of 
sustainability that have influenced the University community. The timetable as following: 

 

 
Fig. 2_ Timetable during the workshop, systematized by the different agents who dinamized the hours. 

 
The workshop had an important participation of students (20) coming from various degrees and 

different campus of UPC, a factor that highly favoured the trans-disciplinarity of the various groups. It 
should be noted that the organization had already prepared certain diagnoses with the agents involved; 
yet, there was freedom to develop new lines of group work without a previous diagnosis. Each group 
consisted of 4 or 5 students and 1 or 2 organizers. 

 
Special attention was given to cohesion of the students, and thus playing as a key factor, to establish 

good relationship among participants. For this reason, two experts in cooperative and dynamic 
presentation participated in the workshop.  

 
In order to empower students and make them participating and responsible for their learning the 

objectives and methodologies were presented daily. Furthermore, they were –at individual and 
collective level – assessed at the end of each day. 

  
It is important to highlight two compulsory sessions for all the participants: one, made in the middle 

of the workshop, focused on sharing the experience between all the participants and exchanging 
opinions; and the last session -prior to evaluation- to present the final project, with all the actors 
involved. Both the students and the involved actors strongly agreed with the proposals and were very 
likely to bring them into practice, so this last session became the proper scenario to meet such wills. 
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Results and discussion 

 
One of the most indispensable parts of the workshop job was the projects viability study made in it. 

It was essential that each group thought not only what to do, but how to do it. The purpose was 
learning to measure what actually means to plan a project, taking into consideration its continuity too. 

 
As a result of all their work, two groups submitted a research proposal to UPC’s research vicerector, 

both approved, so they could continue but in different ways. During the following year they developed 
that idea, which at first was only a paper project, and they have even put it into action. 

 
One of the groups, in fact, is starting to get observable results and, yet pending of publishing 

numbers, it seems that starts to show the reliability of the project which was presented -specifically, a 
planfor the improvement of the energetic management of the largest library at UPC-. 

 
The other project is based on ecopuntura, which is the treatment against the production processes 

that are irresponsible with nature and human beings. This group is achieving to be a reference entity to 
evaluate, connect and organize to aim about sustainability problematic and to work to solve it. 

 
Materialising the workshop in two real projects supposes an unexpected success. Sometimes it is 

difficult to quantify the intangible consequences of a project and the tangible ones help us to see that 
the work was not in vain. To us, the fact that some participants felt so good that they decide to 
continue, increasing their implication with the campus, gives us so much hope, but also it allows some 
continuity for the initiative and gives participants the possibility that they can take part on our 
environment cooperatively. 

 
In order to know the intangible results of the workshop a questionnaire has been realized in July 

2010. This questionnaire pretends to evaluate both experience of organizers (Dialogue Platform 
members) and attendants. It has been responded by 13 of the 20 participants and by 9 of the 15 
members of Dialogue Platform. 

 
The results obtained in the first questions are showed in the graphics below. These questions 

evaluated numerically the workshop (the score ranges from 1 to 10) asking different items from the 
experience itself and the kind of activity done. 

 
 
 

Fig 3 and 4: Responses to questions 1 and 2 from the organizers, showing the percentage by each 
punctuation.  
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Fig 5 and 6: Responses to questions 1 and 2 from the students, showing the percentage by each punctuation.  
 

 
Fig 7 and 8: Responses to questions 3 and 4 from the students, showing the percentage by each punctuation.  

 
It can be observed that the experience is positive in its general reading, both by the opinion from the 

organizers and the students. 
 
Analyzing in detail the results the first thing that it is a must to say that the scores given to answer 

the question 1 about how was the experience to engage students to participate in conflicts and changes 
that arise at the University are very high (Fig 3 and 5) but organizers evaluate more positively than 
participants. It shows that the generality of students are not aware of the complexity of the change at 
the University (also it is an opinion contrasted with the Coordination of Campus Nord). And students 
who are implicated within it value better the workshop because they know the difficulty of the 
process. And also the organizers are conscious of the necessity that processes need to be built step by 
step. 

 
Another important point is that the methodology used in the workshop is evaluated positively by 

both: students and organizers. Also it has to point out that the methodology followed is innovative and 
inclusive: share knowledge and different experience, but these questions (3 and 4) have a variety of 
views. In concrete, according to the evaluation of the participants the workshop as a different 
experience in academic context has a variety of opinions. It is the only question that has a bad mark, 
one student consider that it is not a different activity within the University. 

 
Finally, it is necessary to say that the lack of similar antecedents of this kind of activities in our 

context does not provide references for comparisons. It causes that there is not agreement on the 
criteria and it is need another pattern to measure the results. 

 
The second questions were open answer and asked for the souvenirs of the workshop after a year, 

and what have been transmitted by the workshop. 
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The shared knowledge is one of the most valued items by the students from their comments. In fact, 

asking what they remembered as the best thing, the cooperative work and interdisciplinary is one of 
the frequent answers. Initially it seems that organization in groups is well remembered, where the 
consensus and the shared responsibility were a prerequisite, and it is unusual in the University 
running. 

 
 

 
 
Fig. 9_ Results given by the workshop students, answering questions about items transmitted during the 

workshop. Sorted in three groups: knowledge, skill and values. The typography size means the frequency which 
they have been repeated in the poll. 

 
 
The experience of working with students from different disciplines, where some of them knows 

more about some specific topics and some about others, and the different ways to face approaches is 
remembered as a good input for the process, instead of a difficulty that slow down the work. The 
students decided to transform the problem as an advantage that will enrich the work. In fact, they show 
the complexity of sustainability as something learned during this week. Maybe it could be because the 
members of each group bring more views than usually. 

 
According to the answers obtained, in only five days the students understood and sympathize with 

the desire to participate in a living community and to assist in the permanent transformation which 
lives in all the universities. The words “willing to change” -or similar- are repeated various times. For 
all concerned from the Dialogue Platform is a success having conveyed that the University should be a 
context where we could propose changes and it could be discussed. 
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Fig. 10_ Results given by workshop organizers, being asked about items transmitted in the workshop. Sorted 

in three groups: knowledge, skill and values. The typography size means the frequency which they have been 
repeated in the poll. 

 
When we reviewed into perspective what are the intentions of the organizers, the concepts of 

illusion, implication, awareness and other ways to construct appeared. Such concepts seem to be 
essential to envisage participating in the changes. 

 
However, asking some University staff that participated in the process, they remark that one of the 

difficulties is the absence of ways to relate both communities (students and administrative staff) and 
mechanisms to get that the proposals of ones can be done by the others. They consider positive the fact 
that the students take part in the change proposals and the workshop experience, although some think 
that their implication was limited. Also they suggest promoting informal encounter points for students 
at the campus, helping that the students have initiatives continuously. 

 
We hope that one of the results from this project would be to open ways to collaboration between 

students-staff for the changes in the own University, or at least to conciliate the involved ones with 
this idea; to order ways to do and to understand our own local University context. 
 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, after this experience, it is capital that the responsibility with the local context must be 
understood from the individual level to the entire group, that is, from all the constituents parts of the 
system. In the same direction, it is important that the direction of the University works in line with the 
initiatives that may arise in it. This does not mean that it is responsible for emerging initiatives, but 
this means that the Institution should give support and opportunities to do it. 

 
In the context of the workshop facilitated during one week the interaction between different 

statements of the University, what helped them to take responsibility and begin to make real changes 
in their campus. As a living system, this gave the impulse for getting students involved with the 
reality, and to generate the place where they could share and bring out their values, concepts, that not 
arise often, but in this space they could be displayed. 

 
Interdisciplinary work is seen from the students as enrichment rather than a difficulty. They 

perceive as positive the effort to learn different ways and contents from other students. For students 
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the cooperative work seems to be a new methodology through which they can learn new modes and 
theoretical contents from their partners. 

 
One of the things to point out is some of the students that participated in the workshop value the 

learning process of the process itself, giving the results of the research less importance. 
  
This kind of experiences help to understand the sustainability as a global vision and broad 

definition, encompassing the need to quantify the efforts and resources to measure their own 
environmental, economic and social impact. 

 
In short, recognizing the responsibility of each person on its own environment and achieving to get 

a change of mentality towards a systemic and holistic understanding of the world and its processes, to 
be able to act conscientiously and taking into account all the consequences and impacts of taken 
actions. 

 
Paradigm change needs a more complex University, with organizational systems where there are 

more partners involved, to be able to incorporate new initiatives and where all members are created 
and responsible actors in their local context. More than in the object, it is important to focus on the 
process. Finally, these experiences shown that organizational systems where this kind of bottom-up 
experiences can blossom-up are good practices to work to change educational paradigm. 
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