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“Tomorrow’s illiterate will not be the man who can’t read; he will be the man who has not learned how to learn.”
– Alvin Toffler (Future Shock, 1970, p. 414)

“The best way to predict the future is to invent it.” – Alan Kay (1971)

Challenges of modern knowledge discovery and pedagogy
While a collectively agreed upon definition of “traditional teaching” may be persistently elusive;
undoubtedly, long-held assumptions are being questioned around pedagogy and the future role of the public
research university (Toffler, 1970, Fuller, 1971; Christensen & Eyring, 2011; Thomas & Brown, 2011;
Anderson & Whitford, 2016; Gilbert, Crow, & Anderson, 2017). As just one contemporary example, the
National University of Singapore created the Institute for Application of Learning Science and Educational
Technology with a fundamental mission of “learning to learn better” (NUS-ALSET, 2018). But this begs the
follow-on question: What will future learners want to learn, how will they best learn it, and do our institutions
have the organisational dexterity, innovativeness, and design thinking approach to meet those demands? To
answer this, our aim should be to design a complex adaptive knowledge enterprise, and to aspire for
universal learning that is responsive to the rapidly evolving real-world demands of (current and future)
learners.

A recent World Economic Forum report warned, “65% of children entering primary school today will
ultimately end up working in completely new job types that don’t yet exist” (World Economic Forum, 2016,
p. 1). Antiquated notions of knowledge being a static “stock” that is uni-directionally transferred has largely
yielded a misguided techno-centric fixation on commoditisation of the delivery mechanism (Brown, 2012).
But as Michael Crow (President of Arizona State University) warned, “a lot of people are doing this, but if
you do it separated from the knowledge core…separated from the knowledge creation process, it will be
nothing but a gizmo; it will have no material impact whatsoever,” (Crow, 2018).
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The burgeoning field of sustainability science and education as a case study
As an exemplar, I investigate the development of sustainability science as an academic field, and moreover
a case study examination of the creation of the world’s first “School of Sustainability” at the Arizona State
University (ASU-SOS). This case study highlights the challenges and achievements of taking a design thinking
approach to create an inclusive new field of study, and a comprehensive suite of research and educational
offerings ambitiously aimed at meeting current and future global challenges via a solutions-oriented strategy
(Fuller, 1957; Brundiers, Wiek, & Redman, 2010; Wiek, Withycombe, & Redman, 2011; Wiek, Xiong,
Brundiers, & van der Leeuw, 2014; Miller et al., 2014).

This stands in contrast with more familiar avenues traversed by many other universities for this still nascent
but growing field. Many peer intuitions have largely taken a gingerly approach such as ancillary course
offerings and minors relegated to existing academic departments, or “feel good” university marketing efforts
(Velazquez, Munguia, & Sanchez, 2005; Hoover & Harder, 2015). The trepidation is understandable.
Creating a degree programme that fails to attract students—or worse yet, one that produces graduates in
a new field who then struggle to find employment—are worrisome outcomes for any university. However,
looking at the data for the last decade, findings indicate encouraging outcomes. In an average year more
than 1,500 students are actively enrolled in sustainability programs at ASU (Boone, 2015). Furthermore,
post-graduation employment rates for ASU-SOS graduates are above the U.S. national mean average; and
of those, 73% are working in a career field related to sustainability (Abel & Deitz, 2013; ASU-ASOS, 2018).
These and other preliminary outcomes are examined in this working paper presentation.

Figure 1. ASU – School of Sustainability, Alumni Employment (ASU-SOS, 2018)
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