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Introduction 

The current industrial agricultural system consumes external inputs like water, fossil fuel and 

artificial fertilizers at unsustainable rates. It contributes to numerous forms of environmental 

degradation and doesn’t succeed in feeding the global population successfully. Furthermore, 

latest news reports of demonstrating farmers indicate also many social and economic 

problems related to their farm income. An expanding academic field suggests agroecology 

as a possible solution to these problems and the concept is gaining recognition within society 

as a valid alternative in the search for more sustainable food production and consumption 

systems. The agricultural model using principles of agroecology strives for optimal yields 

without the use of external inputs but through utilizing services the agro-ecosystem can offer 

itself. Also social and economic aspects as food sovereignty, autonomy for the farmer and 

resilience are important principles. However, the implementation of agroecology in practice is 

very knowledge intensive and asks for specific skills and competencies. Furthermore, it 

requires a shift in the way farmers think and act as the current regime proves that the 

agricultural system cannot rely solely on technological solutions, policy recommendations 

and financial instruments. Walker (2002) states that new skills and methods are needed to 

apply new ways of thinking in managing a complex agricultural production system. 

Furthermore, with the UN ‘Decade of Education for Sustainable Development’ (UNESCO, 

2005-2014), the importance of education in the transition towards a sustainable society and 

more specific towards a sustainable agricultural system is widely recognized. However, at 

this point it is unclear if and how agroecology is being incorporated in education. Therefore, 

we recently started a project entitled ‘Agroecology as a leverage for education in sustainable 

agri- and horticulture.’ In this project, we will screen the current educational package on the 

incorporation of agroecology as an approach towards sustainable farming systems for the 

case of Flanders. Furthermore, we will investigate how education addresses the required 

knowledge and competencies. Lastly, we will translate the results into policy 

recommendations. This paper focusses on the methodology and some preliminary results. 

Methodology 

The project is structured in 3 distinctive steps and follows a participatory approach. Through 

a first stakeholder analysis within the agricultural and educational field, a relevant and well-

balanced stakeholder group is formed. We will contact the members of this group in each 

consecutive step, both for data collection and critical review of the intermediate results. In a 

first step, a reference framework is constructed to link the concept agroecology with 

educational frames for competencies. The framework will define agroecology and provide 

insight in agroecological principles and practices, it will present relevant learning theories and 

will identify competencies required by agroecological practitioners and educators. Then, an 

assessment tool will be developed based on the reference framework, to screen the current 

educational package on agroecological principles (explicit ) and relevant competences 
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(implicit) during the second step. The screening will encompass formal, non-formal and 

informal education (Eshach, 2007), and will rely on a combination of quantitative and 

qualitative methods. For formal and non-formal education, a questionnaire based on the 

assessment tool will be sent out to a broad selection of education providers. Using the 

results of this questionnaire, a subgroup of educational providers will be selected for a more 

thorough audit of the curriculum, courses, etc. and in-depth interviews. To gain insight in 

informal education, focus groups will be organized with farmers. The screening will result in 

an inventory, allowing us to identify possible voids and opportunities for further integration of 

agroecology in the current educational package. This will then form the basis for the third and 

final step, i.e. the formulation of policy recommendations.  

Preliminary results 

Currently, a draft version of the reference framework is being constructed. Based on a 

literature review, 3 main definitions can be distinguished for agroecology. The first is the one 

put forward by Altieri (1995), defines agroecology as ‘the application of ecological concepts 

and principles to the design and management of sustainable agro-ecosystems’. As the 

concept of agroecology evolved from being merely science to the multifaceted concept 

nowadays, the definition has changed accordingly. Francis et al. (2003) and Gliesmann 

(2007) define agroecology as ‘the application of ecological concepts and principles on the 

design and management of food systems. It has the explicit goal of the transformation of food 

systems toward sustainability where there is a balance between ecological soundness, 

economic viability, and social justice.’ Finally, GIRAF further stresses the multiple facets by 

proposing the following definition ‘Agroecology is not defined exclusively by scientific 

disciplines, social movements, or practices.  It is called upon to become a concept that 

federates these three dimensions’. These definitions are further clarified by proposing a set 

of agroecological principles. The educational side of the framework focuses on two main data 

sources to identify competences needed for agroecology. Lieblein et al. (2007) propose a 

‘dual learning ladder’ to describe the required learning process, which is applied in a MSc in 

Agroecology in Norway. The learning ladder distinguishes between a cognitive learning 

process (external) and a personal learning ladder (internal). Further inspiration can be found 

in the literature regarding education for sustainable development, where a set of 

competences is defined for education for sustainable development. Although intended 

primarily for educators and not for learners, both are intricately linked (UNECE, 2012).  

 

Next steps will involve interviewing experts in agroecology and educators in the field of 

agroecology to elaborate and further refine the reference framework. The framework will be 

presented for critical review by a broader stakeholder group, before proceeding with the 

second step, i.e. the construction of the assessment tool. 
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