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Introduction
Between 5 and 9 June 2018, the Living Aulas Research School was held in the coffee region of
Colombia, South America. Bringing together early-career researchers across the three projects
in the Transformations to Sustainability (T2S) programme – T-Learning, PATHWAYS, and
ACKnowl-EJ – as well as Colombian sustainability practitioners working in grassroots initiatives,
this gathering set out to generate a transformative space in which to share experiences in the
field of research and practice towards sustainability.

Designing a Living Aulas Research
School:
Through participant encounters within and across the aforementioned T2S projects leading up to
2018, there has been increasing discussion amongst early career researchers in transformative
research, such as at the Seedbeds of Transformation conference in South Africa, in which earlycareer change makers led by Dylan McGarry and Hannah Moersberger explored what is meant
by Sustainability Worthy of our Longing. Emerging themes have been how to promote a research
culture which values and supports deep, 'not-yet-defined' processes, as well as how to
incorporate different ways of being and knowing into research theory and praxis. With such
questions appearing as hotspots amongst T2S researchers around the world, there was a clear
need and desire to carve out a space in which to answer these questions face to face, in an
environment which would promote innovative thinking, deep reflection, and explore options for
future collaborations as we near the end of the T2S programme.
The research school was defined as "Living" because the spaces we wanted to design would be
dynamic and organic, focusing on natural processes of birth and decay. It was also an "Aula" –
signifying classroom – emphasising spaces where we focus on peer-to-peer learning and
reflection, whereby sessions where facilitated by participants. Yet it was also a "Research
School," focusing on rigorous investigation through exploring questions, assumptions and
tensions in sustainability research, while contributing to a research culture in which the uncertainty
of knowledge, the changing nature of life, and our own biases and prejudices would humbly be
acknowledged and addressed.

The objectives of the research school:
An important step in understanding what we wanted to achieve took place through the facilitation
by Martha Chaves of a "Dragon Dreaming" exercise to delve deeper into our individual and
collective dreams for the research school. The Dragon Dreaming methodology invites participants
to individually 'dream' what they want to happen, then work together through exercises towards
transforming these dreams into a collective dream, followed by a step-by-step plan of action. The
following are the collective objectives developed by the organising team:
1. Generate a transformative space which can be replicated in the future through organizing
working groups and generating an action plan with concrete contributions for future
research and activism including theoretical insights, reflection on ethics and practical
research/praxis steps.
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2. Generate an environment which pushes us out of our comfort zones, while meeting each
other's needs (including 'meaning' in our work) in order to make us feel safe, eager and
willing to express ourselves at the human level, listening deeply to each other, while
balancing different voices and narratives.
3. Generate a creative co-learning space in which we would experiment with transformation,
play seriously and create new rituals, all the while actively reflecting on the personal, local,
and global environmental justice impact of the research we do, connecting with our
immediate context, and developing a concrete vision for the future of our research activism
and communicate this meaningfully beyond our living aulas.
4. To promote the Living Aulas Research School as an Action Research project exploring
innovations in pedagogy and learning for transgressive change-makers, making the model
and process accessible to a wide, international audience in order to promote critical
conversations amongst early career researchers needed to better support research for
transformations conducted around the globe.

Happenings from the Living Aulas
Research School
All participants put forward an activity, with organisers arranging the workshop around the themes
of conceptual frameworks, innovative research methods, reflexion exercises, as well as
experiential activities. The scheduling of activities was designed to balance head (cognitive), heart
(emotional) and hands (action) activities. The following is a small selection of some of the
workshops and activities held during the research school.
The Living Spiral Framework, facilitated by Thomas Macintyre and Martha Chaves
The purpose of The Living Spiral Framework (LSF) is to understand and analyse processes of
transformation through the ecological metaphor of the spiral (see Figure 1). The opening
workshop involved participants translating thoughts and experiences in their case-studies into a
learning journey.
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Figure 1. Model of the living spiral. Developed by Martha Chaves, Dylan McGarry, Heila Lotz-Sisitka and Gibson
Mphepo during the T-Learning workshop in New Delhi, India, November 2016 (model drawn by Dylan McGarry)

Participants represented their spirals through drawing, painting, and/or sculpting their
transformational stages of their case studies through an engaged and reflexive manner. At the
end of the workshop, each participant presented their Living Spiral, indicating the different parts
of the framework, whereby as a group we explored flags and indicators of transformation, levers,
barriers, active and passive absences, and silent forms of knowledge.
The pearl of the LSF was that it opened up possibilities of developing metaphors for understanding
transformational processes as cyclical and emergent, while providing a framework upon which to
illustrate and analyse the different stages of transformation. To see some examples of the Living
Spiral see this blog written by PATHWAYS participants Almendra Cremaschi and Rebecca
Shelton.

Thomas Macintyre holding up the model of the Living
Spiral Framework. (photo credit: Andres Liévano García)

Living Spiral representation by Margarita Zethelius, coresearcher in the Colombian case study of the TLearning project. The sculpture represents the
mangroves on the Islas del Rosario where Margarita
lives and works. (Photo credit: Andres Liévano García).

Unpacking language diversity and power, and "A future that is worthy of our longing”, facilitated
by Anna James and Injairu Kulundu
Bringing together people and languages from across the world, and working with that plurality, is
vital to the transformational potential of planetary citizens in the struggle for deep and just
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sustainability. It is about having ways to explore the axes of difference arising in the presence of
different languages and understanding the power relations that result from the hegemony of
language. It is not only about translating some exact meaning but also understanding the multiple
interpretations, knowledges and ways of being that are offered across different languages. This
is an important counter-hegemonic notion, given the fact that only a few languages dominate the
‘sustainability space’ in terms of decision-making, policy, research and communication about
particular issues.
Harnessing the wide range of languages present at Living Aulas Research School, we invited
participants to divide into groups and to translate the phrase “research worthy of our longing” into
three different languages. It was useful and important to have a broader purpose within which to
do this exercise; we could meet each other around the concept and purpose of research before
we unpacked it further, to bring an awareness of the multiple languages amongst us, to
interrogate, expand and problematise the different meanings of the concept "research worthy of
our longing".
During the session we found that we had between us at least 12 languages (Dinka, English,
Spanish, Chichewa, Swahili, Hindi, isiXhosa, isiZulu, Afrikaans, Norwegian, German, French).
Sharing the different translations was very generative. For example, Spanish speakers decided
they found the Spanish word ‘investigación’ to be too technical a word for how they understood
their research. They decided the word ‘escarbando’ would be more appropriate and it translates
as something similar to ‘digging’ in English. This would more appropriately describe the approach
to active research that makes its way through complex relationships towards a result that is not
defined a priori. The term "longing" brought up a conversation about the future and the past, as
well as the question of arrival. Are we longing for something that was or for something that has
not yet been realised? In addition, is longing ever achieved? Or are we working towards
something that we will never reach? Perhaps it is the enactment of working towards longing rather
than the fact of reaching the desirable point: home, hope, land? Instead it is about a desirable
mode in which to be, to research, to dig.
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The phrase "research worthy of our longing" surrounded by some of the 12 translations provided by the group. (Photo
credit: Andres Liévano García)

Facilitator Lena Weber (second from top right) facilitating a group discussion. (Photo credit: Andres Liévano García)

What boundaries of our research do we need to break? facilitated by Shruti Ajit
This workshop was based on the Alternative Transformation Framework that has emerged from
a process in India called Vikalp Sangam, or the Alternatives confluence, where organisations and
individuals who work on alternative transformations in different spheres of life reflect on what is it
that they are doing as a response to the dominant and mainstream system. The framework itself
is a work in progress and has undergone multiple changes based on emerging trends and
observations that came out of various meetings and confluences where the framework has been
introduced. The participants are asked to situate their research within the different spheres as
present under the framework. The participants can then in groups of three or four have a reflective
dialogue on what is it that their research aims to do, what is it that the research ignores (out of
choice, based on biases or involuntarily) and whether there are processes within the research
that aim to address these.
Within the Living Aulas Research School, there were some very interesting observations that
emerged based on the framework. Spirituality as a sixth sphere to be included in the framework
was discussed and people were able to delve into certain aspects of the various spheres that their
research aimed to address. While the reflective process for this works best with peers who are
familiar with the work and the conflicts (both internal and external) that the researchers have dealt
with, the workshop managed to create a space that enabled everyone to transgress beyond the
surface level discussions that most researchers go through in the beginning while discussing their
research and jump straight into the intricacies of their research process.
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Shruti Ajit (standing) presenting the Alternative Transformations Framework to the rest of the group. (Photo credit:
Andres Liévano García)

The Hero’s Journey: personal reflexive explorations in our own journeys as transgressive and
transformative researchers, facilitated by Dylan McGarry and Leah Temper.
Leah, Lena and Dylan facilitated “Hero’s journey” spaces to walk reflexively along the participants’
individual and collective journeys, on the second and third day of the Living Aula. Participants
were invited to examine and familiarise themselves with a nuanced, multi-layered description of
the Hero’s journey. Stage by stage we reflected together on key moments on our journeys and
wrote journal entries reflecting on each of these. In the second session the next day, participants
were invited to share parts of their stories at different moments. From this a thickly described,
multiply rendered story of our collective journey as researchers emerged. What was useful from
this process was understanding the relationality between us (theories of unity) and also how
different some of our journeys were (theories of separation). Three narratives were developed,
which tried to hold the collective story, while maintaining anonymity of each researcher in the
group. While the story is still in draft form, we can already see the power in this process in
developing immersive empathy and solidarity as a research network. It helped us understand the
motivations, intentions and histories that sit behind each of us. Feedback from participants also
revealed how important it is to create quiet, reflective, personal spaces for journaling and
systematically observing ontological shifts within ourselves – mostly it allowed for the identification
of key moments and processes in our personal journeys, which are useful in understanding
learning and knowledge co-production processes in our work as a whole. The draft narrative
emerging from this process will be shared in due course.
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The Tiny Book process, facilitated by Simon Kuany and Dylan McGarry
During the research school it became increasingly urgent to adequately hold and honour the
complex, rich, and thickly described narratives that were bubbling to the surface in the social
learning space. We needed to find a way to hold onto this richness and depth, but also to simplify
how we shared these knowledges and to democratize the discussions and dialectic emerging in
the space. Inspired by a suggestion from Prof. Heila Lotz-Sisika to “make something simple” we
devised an intuitive process of creating tiny books that spoke to one aspect of our stories we were
carrying.
What inspired us the most was how complex, contextually nuanced and evolving knowledge(s)
could be easily and simply explained and shared in these tiny books. Leah Temper, for example,
manages in her tiny book to offer a simple framework for engaging with power through a series
of thoughtful and satirical questions.
What makes these tiny books so powerful is that they all fit on a A4 double-sided single sheet of
paper, that is easily folded three times into a tiny A7 pocket-sized, 16-page illustrated booklet.
They are cheaply and easily reproduced and require little technical skill or equipment. They can
be produced by children and adults and by those with any education level.

A Tiny book entitled ‘Suitably strange,’ written by Dylan McGarry

Field Trip to the peasant permacultural farm Mamalulú
La Pequena Granja de Mamálulú (Mamálulú’s little farm) is a fascinating story of an impoverished
peasant family that transformed their mono-culture coffee farm into to an internationally
recognised permacultural paradise. Spending the morning at the farm, we listened to the story by
the farmer Hernando, then took a walk around the 1-hectare farm to understand what food
sovereignty looks like, reminding ourselves of the importance of seeing transformation not only

7

as a process, but as something which we can see and eat, smell and long for. Here is a link to a
video of the farm made by Thomas and Martha a few years ago (in Spanish).

Marco Hincapie (far right, son of farmer Hernando) giving the guided tour of the farm. (Photo credit: Andres Liévano
García)

Carnival march against mega-mining
An aspect which many transformative researchers connect to is the role of being an activist. As a
means to leave the confines of the ecohotel and the workshop surroundings, participants travelled
to the city of Armenia to partake in the annual carnival march against mega-mining on 8 June.

(Photo credit: Andres Liévano García)

Congress at the University of Quindio
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A fundamental aspect of research is sharing ideas and results with wider audiences. Coorganisers Thomas Macintyre and Martha Chaves organised a two-day congress at the University
of Quindio (in the city of Armenia), together with the university's interdisciplinary Masters
programme on Environmental Studies (see the written account here). The first day of this
congress presented the research school results
and held workshops on the Colombian context
of transformation, while the second day was
dedicated to the T-Learning project. We wove
the transformation stories presented during the
research school with the T-Learning concepts.
An example of one of these stories was about
the water shortage in Cape Town, South Africa,
presented by Anna James.

Flyer for T-Learning congress, 9-10 June, 2018

The elder Bahamar, of the ecovillage Anthakarana, in the opening ceremony of the International T-Learning
Congress. (Photo credit: Andres Liévano García)

9

Congress participants discussing transformation. Methodology of workshops based on Art of Hosting (Photo credit:
Andres Liévano García)

Group picture of participants at the T-Learning Congress (photo credit: Andres Liévano García)
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Mambeo and Chicha: Evaluation and reflection sessions, facilitated by Tania Villarreal and
David Cora
An important element of transformative research is how we introduce new ways of 'being' and
'knowing' into our lives as researchers and curious human beings. A strong focus in the Colombian
case study of the T-Learning project has been working with practitioners from grassroots
communities who employ indigenous practices and rituals as a means of inquiry into personal
and collective transformation. Tools for generating such conversations between 'saberdores'
(people who 'know,' often elders) and the community often involve medicinal plants such as coca
and tobacco. Such ‘power plants’ can help open up channels of communication. Another
methodology during the workshop was creating Chicha, a maize fermentation typical of Andean
communities, whose process of creation involves working together to prepare the ferment: heating
it on the fire (see photos below) and when the ferment is ready, sharing the drink, whose mild
alcoholic content confers a feeling of inebriation which indigenous elders say opens up different
channels of communication.

Evaluation of research school
As organisers, we had learned that we had perhaps been overly ambitious in the number of
activities we planned and the outputs we were committed to producing.
Participants raised a number of positive and negative points during the evaluation session, i.a.:


Despite the workshop being collaboratively designed and run over five days, there was
too little time to dive deep into the many topics and activities presented.



An achievement of the meeting was being engaged with the local place and culture.



The workshop was dominated by verbal exchanges, whereas a better balance could
have been found between verbal and silent moments.



The meeting had been very intense but at the same time rich and energizing.

Overall results
Returning to the initial objectives for the research school, we can see what was achieved:
1. Generate a transformative space which can be replicated in the future through organizing
working groups and generating an action plan with concrete contributions for future
research and activism including theoretical insights, reflection on ethics and practical
research/praxis steps.
The successful completion of the 2018 LARS has put in motion a new network of early career
researchers and sustainability practitioners who are working on a range of ongoing projects –
from tiny books to collaborative papers. A transgressive booklet is being produced which will
explain the methodology of the LARS, so its design and execution can be reproduced in other
contexts.
2. Generate an environment which pushes us out of our comfort zones, while meeting each
other's needs (including for 'meaning' in our work) in order to make us feel safe, eager and
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willing to express ourselves at the human level, listening deeply to each other, while
balancing different voices and narratives.
This innovative methodology – combining cognitive, emotive, experiential and spiritual ways of
knowing – has helped generate ‘transgressive’ (boundary crossing) spaces which have the
potential to make participants question their beliefs and values, leading to critical conversations
around transformations towards sustainability. An acknowledged limitation of the LARS of 2018
was that there was too little time to get deep into these transformations.
3. Generate a creative co-learning space in which we experiment with transformation, play
seriously and create new rituals, all the while actively reflecting on the personal, local, and
global environmental justice impact of the research we do, connecting with our immediate
context, and developing a concrete vision for the future of our research activism and
communicate this meaningfully beyond our living aulas.
The range of peer-to-peer activities mentioned in this report demonstrate the results of codesigned and co-facilitated activities we have managed to generate. Apart from experimenting in
methodologies, and sharing our case studies in environmental justice from around the world, we
also connected these experiences with social movements in the region where the LARS took
place through the carnival march against megamining, practical examples of sustainability in the
permacultural farm of Mamálulú, and the academic context through the T-Learning congress held
at the local University of Quindio.

4. To promote the Living Aulas Research School as an action-research project exploring
innovations in pedagogy and learning for transgressive change-makers, making the model
and process accessible to a wide, international audience in order to promote critical
conversations amongst early career researchers needed to better support research for
transformations conducted around the globe.
One of the most important results from the research school was the development of closer ties
between the three T2S networks. Through the sharing of case studies and results across the
three networks during workshops, as well as getting to know each other at the more personal
level, connections made between case studies and researchers bode well for future
collaborations. This is being witnessed in the current development of two academic articles
between participants across the networks, as well monthly virtual meetings to maintain the
conversation and collaboration between the T2S projects. This is culminating in the idea of a
"Pluriversity for stuck humans", put forward by Dylan McGarry, as an educational platform in future
transformative research. A major challenge for the further development of the Living Aulas
Research School will be developing ways of advocating for a different kind of research system
which balances the current emphasis on objective 'hard results' with the 'soft' indicators of
transformation related to other forms of 'embodied' knowing.
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