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Summary 

To be able to support meaningful contributions towards sustainability and community well-being, 

open schooling collaborations require productive collaboration across partners from different 

backgrounds–including minority backgrounds—and different disciplinary contexts. Open schooling 

innovations thus require collaboration methodologies and facilitation processes. The current 

document describes the SEAS’ project ChangeLab framework as a set of guiding principles that can 

help in setting up a shared framework and methodology for the stimulation and implementation of 

trans-sectorial, interdisciplinary collaboration in ways that are inclusive and ensure growth and 

development for all participants. 

The SEAS ChangeLab framework described in this document is an intervention-research 

methodology based on prior work on intervention-based collaborative strategies in which people 

work together in a structured and cyclical way to envisage new activities in their organisation. It 

consists of principles but also includes possible tools and methods that can be used in collaborative 

meetings and workshops. In addition, it leaves room for introducing other possible solutions 

designed or decided upon at the local level. 

After an introduction presenting the purposes of the deliverable, the document is organised in three 

sections, presenting: i) why the ChangeLab methodology was chosen for this project; ii) an overview 

about the existing plethora of practices and approaches; iii) the principles that represent the 

leveraging points of the SEAS approach. 

Document history 

This document was initiated during preparations for the SEAS Consortium meeting in Tallin during 

December 2019. It was then presented in plenum and later revised by Alfredo Jornet (UiO) and Giulia 

Tasquier (UNIBO) in two iterations, with input from Eleonora Barelli (UNIBO). The final version was 

read and commented by Erik Knain and Doris Jorde (UiO) before final submission 31.01.2020.   
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  Introduction 

The sustainability challenges  we face today cannot be reduced to one particular aspect or factor; 

they are complex and multifaceted. For example, even though climate change has taken centre 

stage in most discussions on sustainability today, current problems such as loss of biodiversity caused 

by human activity1 are a threat as great as climate change, and they themselves interact with the 

climate in complex, intricate ways. Thus, conceptualizing and addressing climate change—e.g., 

through education—cannot be achieved by focusing on one factor, such as greenhouse gasses’ 

impact on global temperature, but needs to take into account multiple facets and relationships. This 

is particularly so because the very sources of those gasses are not just technical, but come about 

from human political, social, and personal decisions2. The type of knowledge and practices that are 

required to address today’s sustainability challenges cannot be limited to one area or domain but 

are necessarily cross-sectorial and transdisciplinary.  

Similarly, and even though we tend to use terms that express the global dimension of the challenges 

(e.g., climate change rather than weather change), the nature of these challenges is not just global 

but most primarily local. It is at the local level that individuals and communities carry on the 

consumption and production practices that result in environmental damage, as well as those that 

may eventually result in adaptation and mitigation outcome measures3. Attention to local 

circumstances, in addition to cross-sectorial and transdisciplinary collaboration is required. This 

includes attending to the diversity of actors and needs involved, with a particular eye on issues of 

social justice.  

In this regard, open schooling collaborations emerge as valuable means to address today’s 

sustainability challenges, since they establish learning and knowledge-generating practices that are 

co-designed by and connected with members of different sectors, with different backgrounds and 

needs, and who meet and are connected to each other by their belonging to local, shared 

communities and places. However,  open schooling requires integrated approaches to facilitate, 

organize, and document cross-sectorial collaboration towards the formulation and solution of 

shared local challenges. More specifically, methodological guidelines are needed to ensure 

democratic and productive participation.  

In line with these premises, the purposes of this document are:  

                                                           
1 For example, studies on wildlife disease have argued that “anthropogenic trade and development 

have broken down dispersal barriers” (p. 1459) creating a sort of “functional Pangaea” (p. 1461) that 

facilitates spread of diseases among amphibian species, greatly threatening these species and their 

ecosystems. Scheele, B. C. et al. (2019). Amphibian fungal panzootic causes catastrophic and ongoing 

loss of biodiversity. Science, 363, 1459–1463. 

2 Leichenko, R. & O’Brien, K. (2019). Climate and society: Transforming the future. Cambridge, UK: Polity 

Press 

3 Agrawal. A. (2008). The role of local governance and institutions in livelihoods adaptation to climate 

change. Washington DC: World Bank. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1596/28274 



 

Page 5 | 17 
 

 To define SEAS ChangeLab approach as a methodological framework for researchers, 

practitioners, and citizens concerned with facilitating cross-sectorial collaboration towards 

social innovation and transformation through open schooling collaborations. 

 To provide a starting point for further inquiry – within  SEAS or any other open schooling 

project – into key methodological aspects required for supporting collaboration aimed at 

social innovation and transformation through open schooling.  

 Why ChangeLabs in SEAS? 

The premises presented in section one already point to the need to address sustainability challenges 

in education, and in open schooling more specifically, as issues that require local cross-sectorial and 

transdisciplinary collaboration. How can the complexity of dealing with multiple actors who have 

different institutional and historical backgrounds and goals be managed in an open schooling 

project? As a pedagogical innovation that transgresses traditional boundaries of formal teaching 

and learning, open schooling constitutes a transformational challenge in which new practices and 

forms of understanding education need to be generated. Although the notion is not completely 

new, and important reforms have been implemented that more clearly connect school content and 

activities with societal and socioscientific issues outside of the school, current schooling practices are 

generally not characterized by collaborations with out-of-school stakeholders with the shared goal 

of achieving community well-being.  

There is a need to define ChangeLab as a methodological framework, not as a tool. To some extent, 

every tool in SEAS is conceived to support innovation and transformation. The cCHALLENGE tool, 

for example, is designed to help participants gain insights on how and why each person’s potential 

for impact and societal transformation for sustainability extends beyond behavioural change. LORET, 

in turn, is a tool aimed at (Locally Relevant Teaching) that offers teacher teams a phased step-by-

step procedure to plan locally relevant sustainable development teaching that is adapted to local 

needs and conditions while, at the same time, allows to teach subject knowledge in such a way that 

curriculum objectives are realized.  So, why ChangeLab if we already have tools designed to support 

transformation?  

The purpose of the SEAS ChangeLab methodology is to provide an overarching framework for all 

those (and any) other tool within SEAS or as part of any open schooling project to better address 

the broader purposes of social innovation and transformation that are implicated in open schooling. 

The goal of the SEAS ChangeLab methodology is to provide a framework that accommodates these 

other tools, while framing them within a broader understanding of processes of social innovation. 

For example, while a tool like cCHALLENGE supports transformation from the perspective of 

engaging individuals in personal challenges and opens the possibility for going beyond the individual 

and into collective action, it does not directly address the challenges of collaborating with other 

community members in co-designing solutions that concern shared interests and community well-

being.  
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Similarly, while LORET addresses many of the aspects of such collaborations and provides explicit 

guideline on how to organize collaborative workshops, it is specifically conceived to support teachers 

in generating teaching materials. The procedures it describes end with the generation of a LORET 

plan, and does not directly address the broader goals of improving the life conditions of all members 

in the community or the processes of personal, interpersonal, and institutional and political 

transformation that are required for effectively achieving open schooling innovations. Issues such as 

agency, democratizing inquiry, intentionality, equity, or political action need to be addressed as part 

of the broader framework within which these tools can be inscribed for the goal of transitioning into 

open schooling towards a more sustainable society.  

 Antecedents that Set the Basis for SEAS 

ChangeLabs 

The SEAS ChangeLab methodological framework described in this document builds upon a number 

of existing practices/approaches to social innovation, and represents a synthesis of insights gained 

from those other approaches. Therefore, we do not outline  a new approach or specific method, but 

rather providean outline of a framework aimed at supporting open-schooling collaborations towards 

sustainability in democratic, social justice contexts. Its originality can be found in its adaptation to 

open schooling for sustainability as a specific context of application, and in its intentional formulation 

as a program of inquiry, which needs to be questioned and refined throughout actual research 

practice, rather than as an established framework.  

In the sections below, we revise some of the historical antecedents and specific methods upon which 

the SEAS ChangeLab framework builds. It is in any, and all cases relevant for partners within SEAS, 

as well as for anyone interested in organizing and investigating open schooling collaborations, to 

become acquainted with the theoretical and methodological premises upon which cross-sectorial, 

interdisciplinary collaboration towards the formation of open schooling innovations for sustainability 

can be built.  

3.1. Cultural-Historical Theory Approaches to Design-Based 

Research 

An important antecedent exists in approaches developed as part of cultural-historical theory’s (CHT) 

take on design-based research in education. Design-based research, also known as design 

experiments, emerged during the late 80’s and early 90’s in the fields of education and the learning 

sciences as a means to overcome limitations of classical psychological experimental research that 

had up to then (and to a great extent continued being) the golden standard4. The mean 

characteristic of design-based approaches is “a type of formative evaluation that allows scientists to 

                                                           
4 Brown, A. L. (1992). Design experiments: Theoretical and methodological challenges in creating 

complex inerventions in classroom settings. The Journal of the Learning Sciences, 2(2), 141–178.  
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better understand the ecological validity of theoretical claims” where “researchers would 

systematically adjust various aspects of the designed context so that each adjustment served as a 

type of experimentation that allowed the researchers to test and generate theory in naturalistic 

contexts”5.  

CHT’s scholars soon appropriated design-based research methods, but approached them from a 

critical perspective according to which mainstream formulations of this approach tended to follow a 

“stepwise linear notion of design research” where “cyclic iterations serving the refinement of the 

design complement but do not challenge” the positivist linear logic of explanation,6 which is oriented 

at closure and control. The problem is that “this linear view ignores what we know of interventions 

as contested terrains, full of resistance, reinterpretation, and surprises”7. Thus, while achieving more 

ecologically valid claims to knowledge, mainstream design-based research was failing to consider 

the agency of the participants, and the need for democratic processes to be explored and supported.  

Change Laboratory 

Change Laboratory interventions where designed to address these limitations. The method was first 

implemented in 1995 in Finland and it has been used to cope with social challenges, and as a means 

to facilitate transformative, expansive learning— the deep learning that takes place when individuals 

engage in actively and consciously addressing, transforming and re-conceptualizing the goals of 

their collective practice and activity systems8. In the Change Laboratory intervention, it is foreseen 

that the participants work in collaboration with researchers (-interventionists) in an activity in which 

the outcome is to produce other, new activities9. Such methodology is widely used to facilitate 

intensive, deep transformations and continuous incremental improvement.  

The Change Laboratory interventions serve as a microcosm in which potential new ways of working 

can be experienced and experimented with10. Indeed, it is a kind of intervention largely adopted by 

a natural team or work unit. For this reason, it is widely spread in entrepreneurial environments. 

Variations of Change Laboratory have been used in a large number of intervention studies in settings 

ranging from post offices and factories to schools, private companies, hospitals and newsrooms. 

Although it is mostly used in companies, industry, hospitals, etc. it is important to stress that literature 

                                                           
5 Barab, S., & Squir, K. (2004). Introduction: Design-based research. Putting a stake in the ground. The 

Journal of the Learning Sciences, 13(1), 1–14. (p. 4).  

6 Engeström, Y. (2011). From design experiments to formative interventions. Theory & Psychology, 21, 

598–628. (p. 601) 

7 Engeström, 2011, p. 601.  

8 Engeström, Y. (2015). Learning by expanding: An activity-theoretical approach to developmental 

research. 2nd edition. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

9 Bligh, B. & Flood, M. (in press). The Change Laboratory in Higher Education: research intervention using 

activity theory. To appear in: J. Huisman & M. Tight (Eds.) Theory and Method in Higher Education 

Research III. Bingley, UK: Emerald. 

10 Engeström, Y. (1987). Learning by expanding. Helsinki, Finland: Orienta-Konsultit 
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demonstrats that this intervention approach has potential for wider applicability in the field than 

organisational change. It has also been used  in schools and academic environment as well as for 

elaborating and supporting models of teacher professional development11. 

Change Laboratory research-interventions might help imagine future possibilities for course, 

curricula and system policy design; develop concepts for researching students’ experience and 

academic work; undertake historical-analysis into the changing mission of institutions; and develop 

the transformative agency of marginalised voices in higher education.  

Social Design Experiments 

The growing, widespread application of Change Laboratories has led to a heightened debate about 

the importance of considering tensions and contradictions that emerge when participants with 

different backgrounds and needs collaborate together, mutually transforming each other and their 

material and institutional environments in the collaboration. In this regard, the opportunity not only 

to develop social innovation, but also more just forms of social innovation, has been raised and 

explored. In this regards, Gutiérrez and Jurow12 have developed what they refer to as social design 

experiments, which not only pursue deeper learning through collaboration, but also foster and 

explore the generation of “more socially just systems with equitable forms of teaching and 

learning”13. To do so, social design experiments emphasize two inquiry principles: equity and 

historicity. Through an approach that the authors refer to as syncretic, their methods seek to support 

the participants’ awareness of social (in)justice trajectories within and across the different groups 

involved in the collaborations, and the conscious search for reconciliation and equity through 

innovation. 

3.2. Democratic and Participatory Approaches in Co-Design 

Democratic and participatory approaches emerging in the field of collaborative design have also 

informed the SEAS ChangeLab framework for collaboration. This is a tradition of participatory, 

action-oriented methodologies that emerged in the field of design—most paradigmatically in 

Scandinavia—during the 70s, and which more recently has been expanded so as to address issues 

of social innovation for equity and democracy.  

Participatory design has often been considered a design process that “involve[s] user participation 

… in the early stages of design, when users’ needs and expectations are being expressed”14. However, 

already from its inception—at least in the Scandinavian variants—issues of participation were not 

                                                           
11 Bligh & Flood, in press.  

12 Gutiérrez, K. D., & Jurow, A. S. (2016). Social design experiments: Towards equity by design. Journal 

of the Learning Sciences, 25(4), 565–598.  

13 Gutiérrez, K. D., Engeström, Y., & Sannino, A. (2016). Expanding educational research and 

interventionist methodologies. Cognition and Instruction, 34(3), 275–284. 

14 Luch, R. (2003). Dialogue in participatory design. Design Studies, 24, 523–535. (p. 523) 
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limited to getting the views and needs of users represented during the early stages of the design 

process, but aimed at achieving “collaborative partnerships and co-construction of knowledge in 

analysis and co-construction of changes in social practices”15. Such co-construction aims were thus 

oriented not just as the production of products, but also and at the same time at the production of 

new social practices and ways of relating.  

This idea is picked up in the recent formulation of democratic design experiments, where the 

collaborative design encounters are conceived of as places of democratic dialogue and speculation 

in which new forms of being a citizen among citizens emerge that are meant to improve communal 

living. When collaborative design endeavours (such as the design of open school activities by 

partners from different institutions/organizations) are conceived as democratic design experiments, 

they lead to the formation of both new issues and new publics of democratic deliberation; the 

formation of an issue and a public in mutual emergence16  

3.3. Social-Ecological Innovation and Urban Design 

City Labs 

The ideas about participatory design described above have had an important impact in 

contemporary urban design approaches, where issues of co-creation towards sustainability are 

increasingly salient. In this regard, an important approach has taken the form of Urban Living Labs, 

“a form of collective urban governance and experimentation to address sustainability challenges and 

opportunities created by urbanisation”17. Having become common among Western city’s 

development plans, there even are international networks of urban living labs, or CityLabs, as this 

one on Nordic so-called smart cities: https://nscn.eu/Citylabs. Another similar approache is  

Amsterdam’s smart city concept: https://amsterdamsmartcity.com/projects/amsterdam-smart-

citizens-lab-3901oh7g . Common to these approaches is the inclusion of citizens, industry, and other 

local organizations in decision-making and design processes that will have a direct impact on the 

participant’s every day and communal life.  

T-Labs 

More often deployed in rural areas, where industry projects like mining or oil extraction inevitably 

transform the livelihoods of the local communities, a similar, approach has emerged that builds on 

urban design ideas, but has a much stronger accent on unionizing and social justice movements. T-

labs—for Transformational Laboratories—builds upon principles of social innovation, some of which 

                                                           
15 Gregory, J. (2003). Scandinavian approaches to participatory design. International Journal of 

Engineering Education, 19(1), 62–74.   

16 Binder, T., Brandt, E., Ehn, P., & Halse, J. (2015). Democratic design experiments: Between parliament 

and laboratory. CoDesign, 11, 152–165.  

17 Voytenko, Y., McCormick, K., Evans, J., & Schliwa, G. (2016). Urban living labs for sustainability and 

low carbon cities in Europe: Towards a research agenda. Journal of Cleaner Production, 123, 45–54.  

https://nscn.eu/Citylabs
https://amsterdamsmartcity.com/projects/amsterdam-smart-citizens-lab-3901oh7g
https://amsterdamsmartcity.com/projects/amsterdam-smart-citizens-lab-3901oh7g
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are collected under the Social Innovation Lab Guide18. T-labs emphasize innovations for 

transformative change in human-environmental interactions, and have a specific focus on people-

planet interactions and the co-construction of new social-ecological-technological system 

configurations.  

 SEAS ChangeLabs Methodological 

Framework Principles 

Inspired by the frameworks and approaches reviewed in the previous section, we identify both a set 

of general principles and some more specific categories which define the SEAS ChangeLab 

framework. This is a framework aimed to offer guiding principles and concepts and, through them, 

generate opportunities to reflect upon concepts, processes, etc, as well as to imagine future 

possibilities, shared visions that are more than simply making plans. We start by laying out the 

epistemological delimitations of the framework, which positions SEAS ChangeLab as a formative 

intervention type of research aiming at the formation of new ideas and practices. We then describe 

a set of guiding principles that align with that broader epistemological point of departure.  

The categories below are not to be read as a set of steps or phases to be followed as a recipe or 

instruction but are areas of focus that need to be observed and enacted in whatever actual practices 

performed to support collaboration in open schooling networks. However, they do imply a horizon 

or restricted set of possible actions. Some of these actions are spelled out in a preliminary form in 

Deliverable D2.1 Plan and milestones concerning challenge, especially those that belong to the initial 

phases of building a local network. They should be helpful for SEAS participants, and anyone else, 

to be able to organize specific workshop activities and related steps in a co-design, co-research 

trajectory in open-schooling partnerships.  

As mentioned above, both LORET and cCHALLENGE, can be used as facilitating tools for a 

ChangeLab workshop. In particular, since the LORET tool specifies a set of phases once a network is 

established that supports the identification of locally relevant sustainability challenges and the 

organization of teaching-learning activities, it can in fact be implemented in terms of ChangeLab 

workshops, and be expanded and transformed so as to address the SEAS ChangeLabs principles.  

4.1. Epistemological delimitation of formative 

interventions: Not just how things are, but how things 

might be 

As a methodology, the SEAS ChangeLab approach is to be framed as intervention-based research, 

and more specifically as formative intervention research. What this means is best grasped if the aim 

                                                           
18 https://steps-centre.org/blog/transformation-labs-t-labs-approach-change/ 

 

https://steps-centre.org/blog/transformation-labs-t-labs-approach-change/
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of the empirical research endeavour is compared to that of other types of approaches.  Figure 1, 

adapted from Virkkunen & Newnham19, can be illustrative for that end.  

Figure 1. Formative interventions in the field of research in social sciences 

 

The figure presents an axis plane locating four types of possible aims associated to empirical research 

that derive from two axis, one representing scale and generalization, the other one representing a 

continuum from descriptive to exploratory creation. Here, controlled field trials, and large surveys, 

for example, are positioned in the upper left quarter, meaning these approaches pursue large scale, 

statistical generalizations, along with confirmatory production of evidence about how things are. 

These are the type of methodologies that are recognized as gold standard in current educational 

research, since they presumably provide knowledge about the effect or impact of given pedagogical 

interventions on given (pre-known, pre-established) variables, often concerning performance20. 

Descriptive, but smaller scale, more in-depth studies, such as case studies, on the other hand, pursue 

different types of explanation. They are better geared towards understanding personal, social, and 

cultural processes from within the practices, and involve closer attention to the situated, local nature 

of learning and development processes. These methods, however, do not harbour ambitions of 

transforming practices in and of themselves. And they cannot on their own offer inferences 

connecting pedagogical interventions with impacts or effects. Low scale, in-depth explanation 

studies however offer something that golden standard models cannot offer: they can capture 

nuances, as well as emergence and transformation; not just changes in pre-stablished, already 

known variables of interest, but changes in the very sort of things (variables, one may say) that 

                                                           
19 Virkunnen, Virkkunen, J., & Newnham, D. S. (2013). The Change Laboratory: A tool for collaborative 

development of work and education. Rotterdam, NL: Sense Publishsers. 

20 Maxwell, J. A. (2004). Causal explanation, qualitative research, and scientific inquiry in education. 

Educational Researcher, 33, 3–11.  
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researchers and practitioners may be interested to learn more about. As we shall see, this 

characteristic is also present in formative interventions, but coupled with a proactive orientation 

towards change. 

The most characteristic aspect of formative interventions is that the aim is not so much descriptive 

as it is exploratory, and explicitly aimed at the creation of new ideas and practices. Formative 

interventions are thus about how things “might be” rather than on how they “are”. Epistemologically, 

this approach takes as starting point the premise that to understand social processes, and 

particularly, processes of social transformation—which are the type of processes one expects to find 

in an open schooling innovation aimed at transforming local communities—it is necessary to 

facilitate such processes of change. The theoretical idea behind this premise is elaborated in some 

of the references reviewed above, and takes Lev S. Vygotsky’s notion of double stimulation as starting 

point. By contrast to research that takes variables to be established, or to be already there to be 

discovered through observation, in double stimulation a problem or task (first stimuli) is investigated 

by reference to how participants use certain cultural tools and methods (second stimuli) to address 

these problems. The sociocultural premise underlying double stimulation is that humans create their 

own living conditions through the appropriation and transformation of cultural tools. The goal is 

studying how tools are built and developed while individuals or collectives solve challenges, and to 

participate in the generation of those tools to do so. 

In this regard, the organization of workshops, meetings, and any other form of collaboration within 

SEAS, or any other formative intervention research project, can be understood as an experimental 

set up in which research opportunities emerge together with the participants’ conscious efforts to 

address their living conditions (i.e. addressing local sustainability challenges in their communities 

through open schooling). As Virkkunen & Newnham state, this type of intervention “leads to a 

reconceptualization of the problems and a new understanding of the activity thereby also bringing 

to the fore other aspects of its effectiveness and efficiency than those deemed important prior to 

the intervention”. It is this development that needs to be both fostered and investigated. As a general 

principle, within SEAS, the Change Lab methodology represents an opportunity for stimulating, 

experiencing, reflecting on and measuring change that the participants take ownership over. 

4.2. Open Schooling Collaborations as Co-Design 

A crucial premise to consider when organizing collaborations for social innovation in the context of 

open schooling is that the research and development process is not unidirectional, from researchers 

to practitioners (e.g., in the form of instructions), or from practitioners to researchers (e.g., in the 

form of data), but is a process of co-creation. In the literature review presented above, we describe 

how participatory design moved away from treating users as mere informants and had moved 

towards processes of co-creation that, when democratic and social justice are considered, can lead 

to the generation of new publics and issues. In this section, we develop aspects implied in this 

constitutive premise of the framework.  
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4.3. Co-Designing as form of Collaborative Research 

Co-design is becoming more and more important in the face of complex social, political, economic, 

technological, environmental, educational and challenges, where no one person has the knowledge 

and expertise to deal with them, and where a different approach is needed to empower people to 

participate and take agency on their own life and the surrounding environment21. As  Zamenopoulus 

and Alexiou argue, “co-design enables people to take ownership of their environments, services or 

products and, therefore, creates stronger and more meaningful connections among people and 

these creations”22. 

As described in deliverable D2.1 Plan and milestones concerning challenge implementation for each 

local network, partners of the SEAS project are to be considered as co-designers and co-researchers 

of the whole process, both in the sense of co-creating an innovative product and transformation 

and learning together about the transformation process. This co-design principle, stated in D2.1 and 

concerning that all partners are equally contributing to the creation of new forms of practice and 

social organization, is fundamental for the establishment of open schooling networks and for 

fostering the necessary transformations that are required for school and out-of-school stakeholders 

to offer viable solutions to sustainability challenges. 

The co-design dimension is intrinsically linked to the constitution of the six open schooling networks 

in SEAS. In terms of the activities that can be implemented to making the co-design dimension of 

open schooling explicit within the SEAS project, these can be realised for example through LORET’s 

phase 0 in expanding collaboration, including with partners outside the school, and discussing on 

how to involve students, parents, local government, entrepreneurs, civil society organisations. Other 

resources on how to establish and facilitate a co-design orientation in the collaboration process are 

provided in the references given in section 3 in this document. The same holds for all other 

premises/categories presented here.  

4.4. Co-Designing for Social Innovation 

A fundamental difference between science education in formal schooling and science education in 

open schooling is that the latter is primarily focused not on the learning of scientific contents and 

disciplinary practices, but on the generation of community well-being through scientific literacy 

education. This requires  social innovation in at least two inter-related, mutually determining ways. 

Firstly, it requires a rethinking and retooling of the educational institutional and inter-institutional 

structures. Organizing open schooling networks and their activities is itself a process of social 

innovation in that it demands  finding out new ways of working together towards new goals and 

through new means that are not given but need to be found through collective inquiry. Secondly, 

                                                           
21 Zamenopoulos, T. and Alexiou, K. (2018) ‘Co-Design as Collaborative Research’ in Facer, K and 

Dunleavy, K. (eds.) Connected Communities Foundation Series. Bristol: University of Bristol/ AHRC 

Connected Communities Programme. 

22 Zamenopoulos & Alexiou, 2018 
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and in as much as transformation towards sustainability is conceived as change across the personal, 

practical, and political spheres, addressing local sustainability challenges itself involves design work 

aimed at changing ways in which social practices in the community are conceived and organized—

e.g., with regards to water management, or any other socio-scientific aspect of relevance to address 

a challenge in the community.  

The most relevant takeaway of this premise when it comes to enabling, facilitating, and supporting 

open schooling collaborations is an explicit focus on the collaboration as a process not only of co-

creating a product, but of co-creating new ways of personally and socially organizing experience 

and activity. When this dimension is treated as explicit in the nature of the collaboration, participants 

can consciously pose the question on how to better support each other in such a process, without 

limiting it to technological or techno-practical solutions that, in the case of climate change, have 

proven to be insufficient23. 

4.5. Transformative Agency 

Having emphasized that open schooling collaborations can be conceptualized and practiced as co-

design processes, where both participants and their material and institutional life conditions are 

transformed, the question of the participants’ conscious, agentic engagement in the process 

becomes central. This is for at least two reasons: Firstly, from an ethical perspective, if our 

intervention approach is going to impact the living and learning conditions of the participant’s—

which should be a premise in open schooling24—, it is only just that the participants’ whose ways of 

learning and living are at stake are included not just representatively, but also pro-actively. Secondly, 

based on the theoretical bases described in Section 3 above about the second stimulus hypothesis, 

to be able to facilitate, document, and better understand the social and psychological basis of open 

schooling innovations, it is necessary to create the conditions for and record the participant’s process 

of appropriating and generating new tools and practices as they address shared challenges.  

The notion of agency has been defined in many different ways in the social sciences and the 

humanities25. The SEAS ChangeLab framework takes a particular stance on the notion, building upon 

understandings of agency as a material and sociocultural achievement, rather than as something 

that is possessed by individuals26. From a cultural-historical theory perspective, agency is the general 

                                                           
23 Linchenko & O’Brien, 2019 

24 See the definition of open schooling provided in the SEAS deliverable D2.2 Shared pool of concepts 

and analytical focus 

25 For a review on the notion of agency, see, e.g., Damsa, C. (2014). Shared epistemic agency and 

agency of individuals, collaborative groups, and research communities. In Polman, J. L., Kyza, E. A., 

O'Neill, D. K., Tabak, I., Penuel, W. R., Jurow, A. S., O'Connor, K., Lee, T., and D'Amico, L. (Eds.). (2014). 

Learning and becoming in practice: The International Conference of the Learning Sciences (ICLS) 2014, 

Volume 1. Boulder, CO: International Society of the Learning Sciences.  

26 This is in line with views in educational research such as those by Biesta, G., & Tedder, M. (2007). 

Agency and learning in the lifecourse: Towards an ecological perspective. Studies in the Education of 

Adults, 39, 132–149.  
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human capacity to master one’s own actions with the help of cultural means. A more specific 

understanding of agency is captured by the notion of transformative agency that refers to the human 

potential to break out of paralyzing conflicts with the help of mediating means and to transform the 

situation expansively. Transformative  agency is thus the achievement through which a group of 

people break  away  from  a  given  frame  of  action  and  taking  of  initiatives  to  transform  it  

and collaboratively search for new forms of productive activities in which to engage themselves. 

From this perspective, an interest in agency in open schooling innovations implies a focus on the 

way in which the collaboration process leads to material and social practices that make it possible 

for participants to become agents in the establishment of their own conditions for living and learning. 

In this way, agency is seen and studied as “the human capacity to gain, in cooperation with others, 

control over each individual’s own life conditions”27. This is particularly important in the context of 

open schooling towards sustainability, as the competence of communities and non-state actors to 

engage in climate change mitigation and adaptation transformative action is tightly tied to the 

participant’s agency or capacity to act upon and change their life conditions28.  

To summarize, a key competence needed for transforming education generally, and education 

towards action and engagement for sustainability more specifically, consists in the participants 

developing agency for change. Increasing agency of students and other participants and 

empowering them through scientific literacy for citizenship are defined as primary objectives within 

SEAS, and this is expected to reflect in the way in which the open schooling collaboration is 

facilitated, sustained, and investigated. The heuristic model of the three spheres of transformation 

which is at the core of the project considers that understanding the changing relationship between 

individual agency, collective agency, and political agency, takes place when people with different 

interests and backgrounds—students, teachers and informal science educators, stakeholders, family, 

community members—collaborate towards establishing and transforming shared sustainability 

challenges and goals.  

4.6. Democratizing inquiry and equity  

Related to the issue of agency is the questions of democratic participation and equity. ChangeLab 

Workshops are crucial for establishing shared goals and commitments across the school and the 

out-of-school participants. ChangeLab workshop should ensure that different participants in the 

network carry on collaboration and identify a shared sustainability challenge of real concern for the 

community, which again impacts the life of the people involved. In this sense, they should offer 

opportunities for fostering a democratic dialogue and for expanding and transforming the goals, 

motives, and means to achieve these goals. If gaining agency, as we have defined above, is related 

to actors gaining control over the conditions of their own lives, then measures to guarantee equal 

                                                           
27 Holzkamp, K.  

28 Nasiritousi, N., Hjerpe, M., & Linnér, B-O (2014). The roles of non-state actors in climate change 

governance: understanding agency through governance profiles. International Environmental 

Agreements: Politics, Law and Economics, 16, 109–126.  
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access and right in the decision-making process, and a process that is oriented to all citizens’ equal 

rights are to be fostered. This requires of conscious mediation in order to secure productive and 

democratic dialogue.  

Thus, in an open schooling approach, measures are required to guarantee the development and 

cultivation of a democratic process as part of the process of science learning/teaching. Indeed, using 

democratic principles to organize the collaboration and making democratic principles of equity and 

solidarity an explicit focus and object of the collective work is a fundamental practice to be 

implemented both in the standard life of an open schooling network as well as in the implementation 

of the ChangeLab workshops. 

4.7. Co-creating Concepts, Tools, and Narratives for 

Change 

In light of the cultural-historical theoretical frameworks that inform the SEAS approach to co-

constructive collaboration, a central aspect of knowledge and practice development has to do with 

the way the participants generate and appropriate concepts, tools—including cultural tools such as 

language and narratives—and methods. This implies that the mediation process in the ChangeLab 

methodological framework needs to make explicit use of and consciously question the 

collaboration’s use of concepts, tools and narratives.  

Particularly relevant for the SEAS project are narratives of change. Narratives are useful for 

connecting people across different backgrounds. Specialized practices, for instance in the disciplines 

of the sciences, build upon narrative forms, just as everyday discourse practices do. Narratives of 

change can be broadly defined as sets of ideas, concepts, metaphors, discourses or story-lines about 

change and innovation. Writers of our century are more and more engaged to research for new 

categories, languages and forms to talk about the deep transformations of our era. In particular, the 

need to elaborate a new vocabulary, narratives or languages to conceptualise the enormous 

changes of the climate challenge is very recently advocated by famous writers like Gosh and Safran 

Foer. 

In terms of the activities that can be implemented to support the creation of new narratives, within 

SEAS project, two of the tools have this potential. On one hand cCHALLENGE helps in tracing and 

taking together a collection of individual narratives based on a collection of individual challenges, 

on the other hand SenseMaker allows for the analysis of emerging narratives and emerging patterns 

in learning.  
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