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“�Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate  

integration of the younger generation into the logic of the present system 

and bring about conformity or it becomes the practice of freedom, the 

means by which men and women deal critically and creatively with reality 

and discover how to participate in the transformation of their world.”

— Paulo Freire

Women from rural areas use Lego blocks to imagine their ventures 
in five years, September 2015.



Action Research
This case study is the result of an ongoing action and learning collaboration among three  
university centers that seek to advance civic engagement — ​the Talloires Network at Tufts 
University (the Network), the Community Innovators Lab at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT CoLab), and el Centro de Emprendizaje, or the Center of Entrepreneurial 
Learning, (CEM) at the Universidad Austral de Chile (UACh).

The three university centers have common goals, values and aspirations for the future. The 
Talloires Network is a global coalition of 363 engaged universities in 77 countries. Member 
institutions are committed to strengthening the civic roles and social responsibilities of higher 
education in their local communities and around the world. The MIT Community Innovators 
Lab supports the development and use of knowledge from excluded communities to deepen  
civic engagement, improve community practice, inform policy, mobilize community assets,  
and generate shared wealth. Centro de Emprendizaje at the Universidad Austral de  
Chile stimulates and hosts a variety of programs to support community entrepreneurship  
and innovation.

The Talloires Network has partnered with UACh since 2011, first by way of a project dubbed  
“New Colors and Living Landscape.” The partnership supported the engagement of architecture 
and anthropology students with residents in the design and implementation of a garden. In 2013, 
UACh was one of eight universities chosen by the Talloires Network for participation in its Youth 
Economic Participation Initiative (YEPI). MIT CoLab first connected with UACh in 2012 as part 
of a faculty-led collaborative research project on hydropower issues in Southern Chile. Since then, 
MIT CoLab has worked with CEM team on alternative approaches to local wealth creation, using 
capacity building as an entry point for territorial development.

In May 2015, CoLab’s Executive Director, Dayna Cunningham, Lorlene Hoyt and Alyssa Bryson 
met to explore the idea of using an upcoming Tufts graduate research seminar as an “instrument-
for-action” (Hoyt, 2010). Such an approach, they decided, might provide an effective structure for 
generating knowledge from and maximizing the impacts of the ongoing action and learning 
collaboration among the three university centers. A few days later, Bryson conferred with 
colleagues at CEM, who expressed enthusiasm, and the idea quickly grew into a reality.

In September 2015, Lorlene Hoyt and Alyssa Bryson launched and co-taught a graduate seminar 
at Tufts University entitled Community Development, Planning, and Politics. The seminar included 
faculty, staff, students and community partners affiliated with the Network, CoLab, and CEM.  
It positioned higher education as a vital system of knowledge production and preservation, and  
a system with the muscle to encourage and support new ways of knowing.
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Twelve graduate students enrolled in the seminar. Together and with CEM partners, they sought 
to answer the following question: what new, relevant knowledge can be shared and developed on 
the topic of community development through a diverse, dynamic and complex network of human 
relationships among people in the Global South and with people in the Global North? Seminar 
assignments gave students an opportunity to acquire knowledge and skills by critically analyzing 
community development concepts and strategies in the United States and other countries; engage 
directly with leading experts in the community development field in the United States and beyond; 
conduct personal interviews and collect data from secondary sources; build cultural competencies 
by participating in a growing international community of practice; and develop and apply  
community development principles by working in collaboration with seminar participants.

Over the course of the 15-week long semester, seminar students researched diverse perspectives 
on community development by examining case studies in the United States, Brazil and the Basque 
region of Spain. These cases illuminated a variety of community development principles and 
strategies. The seminar syllabus included multiple collaborative assignments. To ensure student 
research would reach the wider public, assignments were published in a variety of formats 
including blog posts, interviews and this report.

With technical and logistical support from Monique Ching, the seminar’s teaching assistant, 
students also interacted directly with a variety of CEM representatives. They conducted personal 
interviews with faculty, students, small business owners and workshop facilitators by phone and 
video-conferencing. CEM faculty, staff and students gave presentations and led seminar discussions 
in person and using video-conferencing services. For example, CEM’s Ronald Sistek and Mathias 
Eggers visited Tufts University and shared personal reflections about the CEM with seminar 
students in November. At this time, they introduced the idea of collective intelligence. When 
asked to describe what the idea might look like in practice, Ronald explained, “(it is) when egos 
disappear.” He continued, “If there are 400 years of life and experience in a room, why would you 
make a decision individually, with only 25 years of experience? Coming together to make a 
decision, believing it will be a better decision, that’s collective intelligence.”

The seminar concluded in December 2015. In January 2016, Alyssa Bryson and Jonathan Diaz,  
a graduate student who had participated in the seminar, visited CEM seeking feedback on  
the student report, which was translated into Spanish and circulated with CEM team prior  
to the visit. CEM staff and the Dean of the School of Economics and Management Science 
provided extensive verbal and written feedback over a period of several months. The Network, 
CoLab and CEM ensured this report was available in Spanish and English and available online, 
free of charge. It aims to advance “the practice of freedom” by inspiring people “to participate in 
the transformation of their world.”
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CEM students and lecturers gather outside 
the department’s building. 
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Centro de Emprendizaje
Emprendizaje is a term invented by CEM that merges the ideas and practices of entrepreneurship 
(emprender) and learning (aprendizaje). CEM’s methodologies are grounded in the belief that 
“education and entrepreneurial action are two realms with strong bonds.” Specifically, “Education 
is a process where intellect, capacities, talents or competencies develop, and entrepreneurial action 
is related to the risks that people assume in order to produce wealth” (Fecci et al., 2011).

CEM is not a typical university center. Like other university centers, CEM offers courses, 
hosts workshops, and provides student opportunities for field work. However, a distinctive  
feature of CEM is the way it values historically-informed human development over neoliberal 
capitalist development. It is deeply attuned to its staff, students and community members’ needs 
and is dedicated to building relationships across disparate groups. Its commitment to Human 
Scale Development functions as a model for community development, while strengthening 
place-based culture and history.

CEM has internalized horizontal, collaborative relationships despite university hierarchies.  
Its nurturing culture pushes beyond the boundaries of traditional educational practices in  
Chilean society. It reconnects students with their home communities in ways that strengthen 
community-based development processes. It engages university “field communities” with respect 
while educating students to serve as agents of change. In short, CEM provides an alternative 
approach to university civic engagement that warrants attention.

This study begins with a brief history of the region to provide context for a subsequent history of 
CEM and its theoretical foundations, such as Manfred Max-Neef ’s Human Scale Development 
(HSD) Theory. It details some of CEM’s key approaches and practices; it also discusses the 
challenges faced by CEM model and compares CEM to other university civic engagement initiatives 
in Latin America. Lastly, the authors draw a few lessons learned for others and identify principles 
of CEM model that readers may apply in their own communities.

A woman participates in a World Café session 
in October 2014.


