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Abstract

Preparing students for an increasingly uncertain and complex world has become one of
higher education’s defining challenges. Successfully engaging with complex issues requires
more than disciplinary knowledge; it also demands the capacity to navigate uncertainty,
multiple perspectives, and emotionally challenging realities. However, relatively little is
known about how these capacities are experienced during the early undergraduate years.
This exploratory qualitative study examined how first- and second-year undergraduate
students described their approaches to learning about, processing, and engaging with
difficult issues within a sustainability-focused program. Open-ended question responses
were analyzed using inductive thematic analysis, followed by a cross-cohort comparison.
Four dimensions of engagement emerged: how students approached difficult realities,
processed challenging information, learned through dialogue and multiple perspectives,
and connected their learning to possible action. While both cohorts expressed a willingness
to engage with difficult issues, first-year students emphasized emotional preparation and
structured support, whereas second-year students highlighted dialogue, reflection, multiple
perspectives, and agency. The findings reveal different patterns of engagement across the
two cohorts and point to the importance of intentionally supporting the inner curriculum—
the developmental capacities that enable students to engage complexity, uncertainty, and
social change throughout higher education, thereby strengthening universities’ capacity to
contribute to long-term social change.

Keywords: curriculum design; educational scaffolding; higher education; inner curriculum;
student development; sustainability education; transformative education

1. Introduction
Higher education increasingly asks students to confront difficult societal realities,

including climate change, sustainability, social inequity, political instability, and other
complex global challenges [1,2]. As universities increasingly position themselves as con-
tributors to addressing these interconnected societal challenges, students are expected
not only to understand complex problems but also to engage critically with competing
perspectives, navigate uncertainty, and explore pathways toward meaningful action [3,4].
Successfully engaging with these challenges requires more than disciplinary knowledge
or technical expertise. Students must also develop agency, learn to navigate uncertainty,
ambiguity, emotional discomfort, conflicting viewpoints, and questions of responsibility
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and action [5–8]. This view is increasingly reflected across higher education scholarship,
which argues that preparing students for complex societal challenges requires intentionally
developing adaptive capacities such as systems thinking, leadership, collaboration, and
socially responsible action alongside disciplinary expertise [9]. Building on existing uses of
the term in contemplative and values-based education, we use inner curriculum to refer to
the developmental capacities through which students learn to engage with knowledge and
complexity—including navigating uncertainty, managing emotional responses, engaging
multiple perspectives, exercising reflective judgement, and connecting understanding to
responsible action [10,11]. The inner curriculum is therefore not a separate formal cur-
riculum, but a complementary dimension of learning that develops alongside disciplinary
knowledge and can be intentionally supported through curriculum and pedagogy.

While higher education has established approaches for scaffolding disciplinary learn-
ing, comparatively less attention has been given to understanding how these capacities
are supported across students’ undergraduate experience [12–14]. Yet relatively little is
known about how students themselves experience and describe this dimension of learning,
particularly during the early undergraduate years [15].

The early undergraduate years represent a particularly important period in this re-
gard. The transition into university involves substantial academic, personal, and social
adjustment as students adapt to new learning environments, negotiate evolving identities,
and develop increasing independence as learners [16–18]. Recent research continues to
demonstrate that students’ prior educational experiences shape their expectations and ap-
proaches to learning as they enter higher education, reinforcing the importance of attending
to transition as a developmental as well as academic process [19].

Importantly, transition does not end with the first year. Emerging research on students’
progression through higher education highlights the second year as another meaning-
ful, yet comparatively underexamined, period in which students continue to negotiate
changing expectations, engagement, independence, and their place within the university
environment [20]. This provides an important connection between transition, scaffolding,
and the inner curriculum. If disciplinary learning is progressively scaffolded as students
encounter greater complexity, the developmental capacities that enable them to engage with
uncertainty, competing perspectives, and difficult realities may likewise require intentional
support across the early undergraduate years.

Understanding how students describe these capacities at different stages may there-
fore provide useful insight into how higher education can scaffold both disciplinary
learning and students’ developing capacity to engage thoughtfully with complex societal
challenges [14,20,21].

Accordingly, this exploratory study examines how first- and second-year undergradu-
ate students describe their preferred approaches to learning about and processing difficult
societal issues within a sustainability-focused undergraduate program. By comparing
students at two stages of the undergraduate experience, the study seeks to identify patterns
of similarity and difference in how students approach challenging material and to consider
the implications of these patterns for curriculum design and higher education.

Specifically, the study was guided by two questions: (1) How do first- and second-year
undergraduate students describe their preferred approaches to learning about and pro-
cessing difficult societal issues? (2) How do the patterns emerging from these descriptions
compare across the two cohorts? We then consider what these cohort-level patterns and
contrasts may imply for curriculum design and for higher education’s role in preparing
students to engage with complex societal challenges.
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2. Scaffolding Learning in Higher Education
Scaffolding has long been recognized as a foundational principle in educational theory,

referring to the temporary support provided to learners as they develop knowledge and
skills beyond their current level of competence. Rooted in Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone
of Proximal Development and later formalized by Wood, Bruner, and Ross, scaffolding
has become a central principle in curriculum design [13,22]. More recent higher education
research continues to emphasize scaffolding as a process of sequencing learning experiences
and providing structured support that enables students to engage progressively with
increasingly complex tasks and assume greater independence [21,23,24].

This principle underpins many contemporary approaches to curriculum design.
Bloom’s Taxonomy provides one of the most widely adopted frameworks for scaffolding
cognitive progression, guiding students from remembering and understanding toward
analysing, evaluating, and creating [25,26]. Similarly, Biggs’s theory of constructive align-
ment emphasizes aligning learning outcomes, teaching activities, and assessment to support
increasingly sophisticated learning [12,27]. Together, these approaches have shaped higher
education by providing explicit frameworks for scaffolding disciplinary knowledge and
cognitive development through progressively more complex learning experiences.

However, university learning extends beyond disciplinary and cognitive develop-
ment. Student development scholars have consistently argued that higher education
also shapes how students understand knowledge, construct identity, exercise judgement,
and engage with complexity. While Perry Jr described development as a progression
from dualistic thinking toward greater comfort with ambiguity, contextual reasoning,
and commitment [28], Chickering and Reisser emphasized identity development and
interpersonal maturity throughout the undergraduate years [17]. Likewise, Magolda high-
lighted self-authorship as students become increasingly capable of constructing their own
beliefs and values [29], while King and Kitchener proposed that reflective judgement
develops as students learn to evaluate evidence and make decisions in situations where
certainty is unattainable [30,31]. Although these theories differ in emphasis, they collec-
tively portray undergraduate education as a period of substantial intellectual, ethical, and
personal development.

Comparable ideas have emerged within transformative learning, sustainability educa-
tion, and critical pedagogy. Within sustainability education, scholars have long argued that
addressing complex global challenges requires capacities such as systems thinking, collabo-
ration, critical reflection, and navigating uncertainty [6,7]. More recent Education for Sus-
tainable Development scholarship has increasingly emphasized agency and transformative
capacity: students are expected not only to understand sustainability challenges, but also
to develop the capacity to question assumptions, participate in collective meaning-making,
and act within complex social–ecological contexts. Recent higher education research, for
example, connects sustainability learning with student agency, self-formation, participation,
and movement from understanding toward action [32–34].

Critical pedagogues including Freire and hooks similarly position learners as active
participants capable of critically engaging with and acting upon social realities rather than
simply acquiring disciplinary knowledge [35,36]. Collectively, this literature suggests that
higher education contributes not only to what students know, but also to how they think,
reflect, judge, relate, exercise agency, and engage with an increasingly complex world.

Related ideas have also been articulated through concepts concerned with learners’
inner development. The term inner curriculum has been used in educational contexts to
describe dimensions of learning concerned with capacities such as self-awareness, reflection,
engagement with ambiguity, and relational or ethical development [10,11]. More recently,
the Inner Development Goals framework has identified a set of inner capacities considered
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important for responding to complex sustainability challenges, organized around the
broad dimensions of Being, Thinking, Relating, Collaborating, and Acting [37]. These
approaches share an emphasis on capacities that extend beyond disciplinary knowledge
alone and resonate with contemporary calls for higher education to cultivate agency,
reflexivity, collaboration, and the ability to engage constructively with complexity. While
these approaches overlap with the present conceptualization, we use inner curriculum
more specifically to describe the developmental capacities through which students learn
to engage complexity, including uncertainty, emotional difficulty, multiple perspectives,
reflective judgement, dialogue, agency, and responsible action.

Despite these important theoretical and conceptual advances, relatively little empiri-
cal research has examined how students themselves describe learning to engage difficult
societal issues during the early undergraduate years. Existing studies have predominantly
focused on competencies, pedagogical approaches, or intended learning outcomes, with
less attention given to students’ own accounts of how they learn to navigate uncertainty,
process emotionally challenging topics, negotiate multiple perspectives, and connect under-
standing to action [38–41]. Recent research has begun to give greater attention to students’
perspectives and preferences, but further empirical work is needed to understand how
these dimensions are experienced across stages of undergraduate study [42].

Bringing these strands together, we conceptualize scaffolding as the pedagogical mech-
anism through which support can be progressively structured, the early undergraduate
transition as an important developmental context, and the inner curriculum as the capacities
being supported beyond disciplinary knowledge alone. Comparing first- and second-year
students does not establish developmental change, but it provides an exploratory oppor-
tunity to examine whether different patterns of engagement are evident at two stages of
undergraduate experience. Understanding these patterns may help illuminate how higher
education can more intentionally support students in developing the capacities required to
engage thoughtfully and agentically with complex societal challenges.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Research Context

This research was conducted within an interdisciplinary undergraduate design pro-
gram at [University of Calgary]. The program prepares students to address complex urban,
social, and environmental challenges through design thinking, systems thinking, and col-
laborative problem-solving. The curriculum emphasizes sustainability, equity, community
engagement, and futures-oriented thinking, encouraging students to critically examine
contemporary issues while developing practical responses to real-world challenges. Within
this context, engaging with difficult societal issues is not peripheral to the curriculum but a
central component of students’ learning experiences.

Data were drawn from two undergraduate courses representing different stages of
students’ academic journeys. Both courses were taught by the same instructor, a professor
specializing in sustainability education, providing a degree of consistency in pedagogical
approach and course philosophy. DSGN 241, Introduction to Sustainability in the Built
Environment, is a first-year course introducing students to sustainability, systems thinking,
and contemporary societal challenges through an interdisciplinary lens. DSGN 323, The
Future of the Global City, is a second-year course focused on global cities and future-
oriented challenges, with greater emphasis on engaging complexity, uncertainty, and social
change. Although both courses explore pressing social and environmental issues, they
differ in their level, expectations, and opportunities for critical reflection.

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16100358

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16100358


Societies 2026, 16, 358 5 of 19

This study adopts an exploratory qualitative case study approach, using two courses
within a single interdisciplinary design program as a bounded educational context. Rather
than seeking statistical generalizability, the study aims to generate contextually grounded
insights into how students at different stages of undergraduate education experience and
make sense of engaging with difficult societal issues within this pedagogical setting.

3.2. Data Collection

Data were collected once at the beginning of each course through reflective entry
surveys administered as part of routine instructional delivery. In both courses, the surveys
were designed to help the course instructor gain insight into students’ learning preferences,
experiences, and approaches to engaging with challenging topics.

The study included two distinct student cohorts in consecutive academic terms: DSGN
241 in Fall 2024 (September–December 2024) and DSGN 323 in Winter 2025 (January–April
2025). The cohorts were independent; students whose responses were included in the
DSGN 323 dataset were not the same students whose responses were included in the
DSGN 241 dataset. Overall, the dataset comprised 146 student responses: 93 from first-
year students enrolled in DSGN 241 and 53 from second-year students enrolled in DSGN
323. Demographic information such as age, ethnicity, geographic origin, and language
background was not collected as part of the entry survey and therefore cannot be reliably
characterized for the study sample.

Because the surveys were administered at the beginning of each course, students’
responses preceded their exposure to the instructional activities of the focal course during
that semester. The second-year students had, however, completed approximately one
additional year of university study and had greater prior exposure to the program’s
broader curriculum and pedagogical environment. These prior educational experiences
may therefore have contributed to differences between the cohorts, although individual
prior course histories and specific pedagogical exposures were not tracked.

The data analyzed in this study were drawn from student responses to the following
open-ended question: “Current things happening in the world are often challenging to hear about
or engage with. How do you best like to learn about difficult/potentially triggering topics? What
helps you process hard things?” The question was intended to elicit students’ own preferred
approaches to learning about and processing difficult topics, rather than to evaluate the
instructor’s teaching approaches.

Responses varied considerably in length and depth, from brief statements identifying
a preferred learning format or processing strategy to more developed reflections combin-
ing learning preferences, emotional processing, discussion, information evaluation, and
questions of personal responsibility or action.

The entry surveys were originally administered as part of routine instructional delivery.
At the end of the course, students were informed that their work and anonymized responses
might be used for future scholarship related to teaching and learning and were given the
opportunity to consent to or decline such use. Only responses from students who provided
consent were included in the present analysis. Further ethical considerations are described
in Section 3.4.

3.3. Data Analysis

A qualitative thematic analysis was conducted using an inductive approach, informed
by established guidance on thematic analysis [43,44], allowing patterns to emerge from the
data rather than applying predetermined theoretical categories. Student responses were
exported from the D2L course shells into separate Excel spreadsheets for DSGN 241 and
DSGN 323. The first author conducted the analysis, initially examining the responses from
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each course separately to preserve the integrity of each cohort and reduce the likelihood
that similarities or differences would be imposed during the analysis.

Analysis proceeded through repeated reading of the responses and identification of
recurring ideas related to how students described learning about and processing difficult
topics. Initial descriptive codes captured ideas expressed directly in the responses, such as
preferences for direct communication, advance preparation, discussion, reflection, multiple
information sources, hopeful or solution-oriented framing, and strategies for managing
emotional responses. Related and overlapping ideas were then compared and grouped
into broader cohort-specific themes. Emerging themes, representative quotations, and
analytic observations were documented in working thematic summaries and subsequently
organized into a comparative table examining similarities and differences between the
two cohorts.

Themes were identified based on the recurrence and coherence of ideas across re-
sponses and their relevance to the research question; no predetermined numerical threshold
or formal frequency count was used to determine whether an idea constituted a theme.
Accordingly, relative emphasis was interpreted qualitatively through repeated comparison
of patterns across the two datasets rather than through quantitative frequency analysis.
Because the analysis was not frequency-based, repeated references to the same idea within
an individual response were not treated as separate numerical observations.

To remain closely grounded in students’ accounts, the initial analysis focused on
ideas explicitly expressed in the responses, and cohort-specific themes were developed
before broader interpretations were considered. Representative quotations were retained
alongside the thematic summaries to check that the themes remained supported by students’
own language.

Following the within-cohort analysis, the cohort-specific themes were placed side by
side in a comparative table and examined for conceptual overlap and contrast. Themes
were grouped when they represented a similar underlying aspect of how students described
engaging with difficult issues, even when the terminology differed between cohorts. This
comparison resulted in four higher-order dimensions: engaging with difficult realities;
processing and responding to difficult information; learning through others; and connecting
learning to future action. For example, themes concerning directness, truth-telling, prepa-
ration, and pacing were grouped within engaging with difficult realities, while themes
concerning emotional regulation, reflection, hope, and meaning-making were grouped
within processing and responding to difficult information. Themes concerning dialogue,
multiple perspectives, and contextual learning informed learning through others, while
themes concerning information literacy, agency, responsibility, and solution-oriented en-
gagement informed connecting learning to future action. These dimensions were therefore
developed as higher-order comparative categories from the cohort-specific themes rather
than as additional themes independently coded from the raw responses.

The first author conducted the initial coding, thematic organization, and cross-cohort
comparison. The resulting themes and interpretations were subsequently reviewed and
discussed with the second author, and the thematic organization and interpretation were
refined through this process.

3.4. Ethical Considerations

The responses analyzed in this study were originally collected as part of routine
course-based instructional reflection and course development rather than for a prospective
research study. No application for institutional research ethics review was submitted at the
time of data collection. Students were subsequently informed that their course work and
anonymized responses could be used for scholarship related to teaching and learning. At
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the end of the course, students were given the opportunity to provide or decline permis-
sion for such use, and only responses from students who explicitly provided permission
were included in the present analysis. To protect participant privacy, all responses were
anonymized prior to analysis, and any potentially identifying information was removed.
Findings are reported in aggregate form and supported by selected anonymized quotations.
The study was conducted as a reflective inquiry into student learning experiences and
pedagogical practice, with no impact on students’ course standing or final assessment.

4. Results
Analysis revealed several recurring themes related to how students prefer to learn

about and process difficult societal issues. Students reflected on their preferred approaches
to engaging with challenging information, their emotional responses to difficult topics, and
the strategies they use to make sense of complex social, environmental, and global issues.
The following sections present the themes identified within each cohort, followed by a
comparative analysis of patterns observed across first- and second-year students.

4.1. Themes Identified Among First-Year Students

Analysis of first-year student responses identified six recurring themes describing how
students preferred to engage with difficult societal issues. Students emphasized the impor-
tance of honest communication while also highlighting the need for emotional preparation,
flexible learning approaches, and supportive environments for reflection and discussion.
Together, these themes illustrate how first-year students approached challenging topics
through a combination of curiosity, caution, and personal coping strategies. The themes
are discussed below and summarized in Table 1 at the end of the subsection.

Table 1. Summary of themes identified among first-year students.

Theme Key Patterns in Responses

Respect for Directness but Desire for
Warnings Context, preparation

Emotional Regulation Strategies Reflection time
Multiple Modes of Engagement Diverse pedagogies

Desire for Balanced or Hopeful Narratives Solution-oriented framing
Critical Awareness and Media Literacy Multiple sources

Openness to Conversation with Caveats Safe discussion

4.1.1. Respect for Directness but Desire for Warnings

Many students expressed a preference for discussing difficult societal issues openly
and honestly, rejecting attempts to minimize or “sugarcoat” challenging realities. At the
same time, they mainly emphasized the value of advance notice or contextual framing
before engaging with emotionally demanding content. Rather than avoiding difficult
topics, students described wanting sufficient time and preparation to engage with them
thoughtfully. One student wrote, “Do not beat around the bush. . . understating the problem
results in a lack of passionate action.” Others described trigger warnings or advance notice as
helpful in preparing themselves emotionally before engaging with challenging discussions.

4.1.2. Emotional Regulation Strategies

A prominent pattern within first-year responses was the emphasis on managing emo-
tional reactions to difficult information. Students described a variety of coping strategies,
including taking breaks, writing, using humor, watching uplifting content, and focusing
on aspects of a problem they felt able to influence. Several also described stepping back
from issues they felt emotionally unprepared to process. As one student explained, “If I
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find the topic especially triggering I give myself lots of time to take a breather.” Another noted,
“Processing things is easier when you find ways to smile about them.”

4.1.3. Multiple Modes of Engagement

Students described diverse preferences for learning about difficult topics, with videos,
documentaries, podcasts, lectures, news articles, and class discussions all identified as
valuable. Visual resources were mentioned particularly often, while some students pre-
ferred independent reflection before engaging in discussion. Others noted that language
proficiency or individual learning styles shaped how they processed complex information.
One student explained: “I learn best through videos and documentaries because seeing real
examples helps me better understand what is happening and why it matters.”

4.1.4. Desire for Balanced or Hopeful Narratives

Although students acknowledged the importance of confronting difficult realities,
many also expressed a desire for examples of progress, innovation, or positive change.
Hopeful stories were described as helping maintain motivation and preventing feelings
of discouragement when discussing complex societal issues. One student reflected, “It’s
also important to learn of the good things happening in our world. . . giving a counter to the
difficult topics. . . reminds me that although our world may be struggling, there is still steps being
taken forward.”

4.1.5. Critical Awareness and Media Literacy

Many students described actively evaluating information sources by comparing per-
spectives, conducting independent research, and avoiding sensationalized media. Rather
than relying solely on social media, students often emphasized the importance of verifying
information before forming opinions. As one student stated, “I learn better when I see both
sides and get time to reflect before forming an opinion.” Such responses indicate a strong aware-
ness of the challenges associated with navigating contemporary information environments
and a desire for thoughtful engagement with multiple perspectives.

4.1.6. Openness to Conversation with Caveats

Students generally valued discussion as a way of exploring difficult issues but empha-
sized that meaningful conversations depended on respectful, supportive environments.
Smaller groups, opportunities for private reflection, and constructive dialogue were pre-
ferred over large or confrontational discussions. These responses suggest that while first-
year students welcomed diverse perspectives, they also valued conditions that promoted
psychological comfort and thoughtful participation. As one student reflected, “I prefer
more independent learning to allow for me to process sensitive topics personally and not in large
group settings. . . I will gain a deeper understanding and feel more comfortable discussing them at a
later time.”

4.2. Themes Identified Among Second-Year Students

Analysis of second-year student responses identified six recurring themes describing
how students preferred to engage with difficult societal issues. While many themes over-
lapped with those identified among first-year students, second-year responses emphasized
dialogue, reflection, hope, and connecting difficult realities to meaningful action. The
themes are discussed below and summarized in Table 2 at the end of the subsection.
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Table 2. Summary of themes identified among second-year students.

Theme Key Patterns in Responses

Preference for Directness and
Truth-Telling Honest discussion

Emotional Overload and Need for
Digestibility Pacing

Hope, Optimism, and Agency Solution-oriented learning
Discussion and Reflection Collaborative reflection

Multimodal and Contextual Learning Authentic examples
Information Literacy and Personal

Responsibility Multiple sources

4.2.1. Preference for Directness and Truth-Telling

Students consistently expressed a preference for engaging with difficult topics openly
and without minimizing their seriousness. Rather than shielding students from challenging
realities, many argued that honest discussion was essential for understanding the complex-
ity of contemporary issues. As one student noted, “Sugarcoating things makes it harder to
understand or grasp the seriousness of a topic.” Others similarly described wanting to learn the
full truth, even when it was uncomfortable, believing that realism provided the foundation
for critical thinking and meaningful engagement.

4.2.2. Emotional Overload and Need for Digestibility

Although students welcomed difficult conversations, many acknowledged that con-
tinuous exposure to global crises could become emotionally overwhelming. Rather than
avoiding these topics, they described strategies that made them more manageable, includ-
ing breaking issues into smaller parts, understanding underlying causes, and allowing time
for reflection. One student explained that “understanding the causes helps with processing. . .
rather than becoming stuck in a loop of negative thoughts,” while others emphasized that
digestible pacing allowed them to remain engaged without feeling emotionally exhausted.

4.2.3. Hope, Optimism, and Agency

Hope emerged as a recurring element of students’ responses, not as an alternative
to confronting difficult realities but as something that sustained engagement with them.
Students asked for examples of innovation, community action, and practical solutions
alongside discussions of global challenges. As one student wrote, “Hope is not just blind
optimism. . . but it needs to be fed,” while another explained that ending class with possible
solutions helped prevent “pessimistic mindsets” and encouraged continued engagement.

4.2.4. Discussion and Reflection

Discussion was prominently described as an important way of making sense of difficult
topics. Students valued opportunities to exchange perspectives, ask questions, and reflect
collectively in respectful environments. One participant observed that “the best way I process
triggering topics is to be open-minded and patient. . . initial reactions are just reactions,” illustrating
how conversation was viewed not simply as sharing opinions but as part of a reflective
learning process. Reflection through journaling or quiet contemplation was also commonly
mentioned alongside discussion.

4.2.5. Multimodal and Contextual Learning

Students described a preference for learning through diverse and contextualized
formats that connected difficult topics to lived experience. Guest speakers, storytelling,
music, art, documentaries, and historical parallels were all viewed as valuable ways of
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building both understanding and empathy. As one student remarked, “It’s important to talk
about these topics without acting as if it’s a historical case study,” highlighting the importance of
connecting contemporary issues to present-day realities and personal relevance.

4.2.6. Information Literacy and Personal Responsibility

Many students described actively evaluating information by consulting multiple
sources and looking beyond social media. Several also linked learning about difficult
societal issues to a broader sense of personal and professional responsibility. One student
posed the question, “If we continue to ignore these issues for personal gain, who will address
them?” Others emphasized that being informed was not only an academic responsibility
but also an important step toward contributing to meaningful change.

4.3. Cross-Cohort Comparison

Although first- and second-year students shared many of the same concerns, differ-
ences emerged across several aspects of how they described engaging with difficult societal
issues. Following the cohort-specific analysis, the themes identified in the two cohorts were
compared side by side for conceptual overlap and contrast. Conceptually related themes
were then grouped according to the broader aspect of engagement they represented. This
cross-cohort synthesis produced four higher-order dimensions: (1) engaging with difficult
realities; (2) processing and responding to difficult information; (3) learning through others;
and (4) connecting learning to future action. These dimensions were developed after the
cohort-specific themes had been established and were used as a comparative framework
rather than as additional independently coded themes.

The first dimension, engaging with difficult realities, drew primarily on themes con-
cerning directness, truth-telling, preparation, and the pacing of difficult content. Processing
and responding to difficult information brought together patterns concerning emotional
regulation, digestibility, reflection, hope, and meaning-making. Learning through others
synthesized themes related to dialogue, discussion, multiple perspectives, and multimodal
or contextual learning. Finally, connecting learning to future action reflected patterns
involving critical and information literacy, agency, personal or professional responsibility,
and solution-oriented engagement. Figure 1 visually summarizes the contrasts observed
across these four dimensions.

The most notable contrast between the cohorts was not whether students wished to
engage with difficult societal issues, but how they described that engagement. Students
in both courses expressed a desire for honest communication, multiple perspectives, and
respectful learning environments. However, first-year students placed greater emphasis on
the conditions that enabled them to engage with challenging material, including emotional
preparation, pacing, and opportunities for private reflection. In contrast, second-year
students more often described engagement as an active and collaborative process involving
dialogue, contextual understanding, and consideration of potential responses to complex
societal challenges.

Differences also emerged in students’ approaches to processing difficult information.
First-year responses focused on regulating emotional reactions and maintaining personal
well-being through strategies such as taking breaks, seeking balance, or temporarily step-
ping away from emotionally demanding topics. Second-year students acknowledged
similar emotional challenges but more commonly described reflection, discussion, and
meaning-making as ways of working through complexity rather than distancing themselves
from it.
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Figure 1. Cross-cohort synthesis across four dimensions of engagement (Arrows represent differences
in emphasis observed between the two cohorts and should not be interpreted as longitudinal change
within individual students).

A further distinction was evident in how students connected learning to action. While
both groups recognized the importance of understanding contemporary societal issues,
second-year students more linked their learning to broader questions of professional
responsibility, community engagement, and contributing to positive change. First-year
students, by comparison, more often emphasized developing a personal understanding of
issues before considering how they might respond.

Taken together, these patterns suggest that the principal differences between the
cohorts lay not in their willingness to engage difficult societal issues, but in the ways, they
described engaging with, processing, and responding to those challenges.

5. Discussion
The present study identified differences in how first- and second-year students de-

scribed their preferred approaches to learning about and processing difficult societal issues.
First-year students mainly emphasized emotional preparation, structured learning envi-
ronments, and individual coping strategies, whereas second-year students more often
highlighted dialogue, reflection, multiple perspectives, and connecting learning to future
action. These findings suggest that the primary difference between cohorts lay in the kinds
of conditions and strategies students described as helpful for working with complexity.

These cross-cohort differences should not be attributed to developmental progression
alone. The second-year students had completed an additional year of university study
and had greater exposure to the program’s curricular and pedagogical environment before
entering DSGN 323. Their stronger emphasis on dialogue, reflection, contextual under-
standing, and agency may therefore reflect, at least in part, prior educational experiences
and curricular scaffolding alongside broader developmental differences. This possibility is
particularly relevant to the concept of the inner curriculum, as it suggests that students’
capacities for engaging with complexity may be shaped not only by maturation but also by
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the cumulative learning environments and pedagogical experiences encountered across a
program [19,45].

The particular educational context of this study is also important to the interpretation
of these patterns. Students were enrolled in an interdisciplinary, sustainability-oriented
design program in which complex social, environmental, and urban challenges form a
central part of the curriculum rather than a peripheral topic. Even at entry to the first-year
course, students’ expectations and preferred ways of approaching such issues may therefore
differ from those of students in programs where sustainability and societal complexity are
less prominent. The Canadian institutional context and students’ prior educational and
personal experiences may also shape these orientations, although these influences were not
examined in the present study. The findings should therefore be understood as contextually
situated patterns rather than as a universal first-to-second-year developmental sequence.

These observations also invite a more precise positioning of the inner curriculum. The
capacities grouped under this term are not themselves new to higher education. Compe-
tency frameworks, student-development theories, transformative learning, contemplative
pedagogy, and sustainability education have long recognized that learning involves not
only disciplinary knowledge but also skills, dispositions, identity, agency, relational ca-
pacities, and ways of making meaning. Litfin, for example, explicitly used the term inner
curriculum in higher education to describe capacities including self-awareness, tolerance of
ambiguity, engagement with diversity, civic discourse, and collaborative action, while more
recent sustainability-oriented approaches such as the Inner Development Goals similarly
foreground inner and relational capacities for engaging complex societal challenges [10,37].

We therefore do not propose the inner curriculum as a wholly new or separate domain
of learning. Rather, we use the term as an integrative lens for making these developmental
capacities more visible alongside formal disciplinary learning and, particularly, for con-
sidering how they might be intentionally scaffolded across the undergraduate experience.
The contribution of the present study lies in grounding this lens in students’ own accounts
of how they prefer to learn about and process difficult societal issues and in identifying
differences in emphasis across two stages of early undergraduate study.

Across both cohorts, students described a range of conditions and strategies they
considered helpful when learning about and processing difficult societal issues. These
included honest discussion, multiple perspectives, opportunities for reflection, contextual
framing, emotional preparation, and supportive learning environments. First-year students
placed greater emphasis on contextual framing, emotional preparation, and psychological
comfort, whereas second-year students more often emphasized dialogue, reflection, and
connections to action. These patterns suggest that students’ preferences concerned not
only the content through which difficult issues were encountered, but also the pedagogical
conditions surrounding that learning. This finding aligns with research in sustainability
education and critical pedagogy, which suggests that meaningful engagement with complex
issues depends not only on curricular content but also on the pedagogical environments
in which learning occurs [35,36,46]. It is also consistent with more recent empirical work
demonstrating that dialogic learning, psychological safety, and opportunities for reflection
enable students to engage more openly with uncertainty, controversial issues, and diverse
perspectives [5,47]. At the same time, whereas much of the existing literature has focused
on instructional strategies or desired learning outcomes, the present findings foreground
students’ own perspectives on the conditions that make engagement possible. The findings
therefore suggest that students’ preferred ways of working with complexity are shaped not
only by the nature of the issues under discussion but also by the pedagogical conditions
through which those issues are encountered [8].
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The findings also intersect with scholarship on trauma-informed pedagogy. In particu-
lar, first-year students’ emphasis on advance preparation, pacing, emotional regulation, and
supportive conditions for discussion resonates with trauma-informed approaches that em-
phasize regulatory capacity, relational support, and students’ psychological resources [48].
The relevance of this literature here is pedagogical rather than diagnostic; the present
study did not assess students’ experiences of trauma. Importantly, students’ responses
emphasized conditions for processing difficult material, including preparation, pacing,
reflection, and supportive discussion, rather than providing evidence about whether such
material should or should not be included. This distinction is consistent with recent cri-
tiques cautioning against equating pedagogical care with the removal of discomfort and
emphasizing instead the development of learners’ capacity to engage constructively with
difficulty [49]. From this perspective, trauma-informed pedagogy and the inner curriculum
may be complementary: supportive conditions may provide scaffolding through which
students can practice navigating complexity, uncertainty, and emotionally challenging
material rather than withdraw from it [48,49].

These observations also raise broader questions about how higher education con-
ceptualizes scaffolding. Educational scaffolding has traditionally focused on supporting
progression in disciplinary knowledge and cognitive development. Bloom’s Taxonomy, for
example, provides one of the most influential frameworks for describing this progression,
with curricula intentionally designed to move students from foundational knowledge
toward increasingly sophisticated forms of analysis, evaluation, and creation [25,26]. Simi-
larly, constructive alignment emphasizes sequencing learning experiences so that students
progressively achieve intended disciplinary outcomes [12].

The cohort differences observed here are consistent with the possibility that higher
education involves a complementary developmental dimension concerned with navigating
uncertainty, negotiating multiple perspectives, processing emotionally challenging reali-
ties, and connecting understanding to responsible action. This interpretation is consistent
with scholarship arguing that higher education should intentionally cultivate students’
capacity to navigate complexity, exercise agency, and address adaptive societal challenges
through applied, real-world learning experiences rather than relying solely on disciplinary
instruction [9]. Building on these observations, we conceptualize this complementary
developmental dimension as the inner curriculum. Unlike the outer curriculum, which
intentionally scaffolds disciplinary progression, the inner curriculum concerns the capaci-
ties involved in engaging complexity itself. This distinction complements recent calls to
broaden conceptions of student learning beyond disciplinary knowledge acquisition by
paying greater attention to how students come to engage with knowledge and complex-
ity during the undergraduate experience [14]. Rather than replacing established models
of curriculum design, this concept complements them by drawing attention to devel-
opmental processes that are often implicit rather than intentionally scaffolded within
higher education.

Perry’s theory of intellectual and ethical development provides a useful conceptual
lens for interpreting these patterns. Perry proposed that students’ understanding of knowl-
edge often develops from dualistic views of right and wrong toward multiplicity, relativism,
and ultimately commitment within uncertainty [28]. Although the present cross-sectional
study cannot demonstrate developmental progression or assign students to specific po-
sitions within Perry’s framework, the observed differences resonate with several aspects
of this trajectory. In particular, the movement from emphasizing structure and certainty
toward dialogue, contextual understanding, multiple perspectives, and action-oriented
engagement is consistent with broader theories describing increasing intellectual and
ethical complexity throughout the undergraduate experience [29,30]. This interpretation
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also aligns with transformative learning theory, which suggests that engagement with
uncertainty and competing perspectives can foster increasingly complex ways of making
meaning [50], and with contemporary sustainability education, which similarly positions
systems thinking, reflexivity, and action competence as developmental capacities rather
than isolated skills [7,34]. Nevertheless, these frameworks primarily describe desired
constructs or desired outcomes, whereas the present study contributes students’ own de-
scriptions of the conditions and strategies they prefer when learning about and processing
difficult societal issues during the early undergraduate years.

Overall, the findings support making the developmental dimensions of learning
more explicit within curriculum design. Formal curricula already encompass more than
disciplinary knowledge alone and may include collaboration, agency, judgement, identity
development, and other capacities discussed here. The distinction between an “outer” and
“inner” curriculum should therefore be understood as analytical rather than absolute: the
two dimensions overlap and develop in interaction. The value of foregrounding the inner
curriculum is that capacities such as navigating uncertainty, processing difficult realities,
engaging multiple perspectives, exercising reflective judgement, and developing agency
can otherwise remain implicit rather than intentionally sequenced and supported. Making
these developmental aims more visible may help educators consider how disciplinary
learning and students’ ways of engaging with complexity can be scaffolded together [14,21].

6. Implications for Transformative Higher Education
The findings suggest potential value in a more intentional approach to supporting

students’ engagement with complex societal issues throughout the undergraduate expe-
rience. Although transition research has traditionally concentrated on university entry
and the first year, recent work highlights the second year as a comparatively underexam-
ined period in which students continue to negotiate changing expectations, engagement,
independence, and their place within the university environment [20]. Supporting stu-
dents not only academically but also developmentally across these early undergraduate
years may therefore help them engage with increasingly complex learning experiences
and societal challenges. Existing higher-education scholarship provides examples of peda-
gogical approaches through which related developmental capacities can be intentionally
supported. In sustainability education, transformative and experiential approaches have
combined critical reflection, collaborative learning, authentic real-world challenges, and
design thinking to develop agency, sustainability mindsets, and confidence in responding
to complex problems [14,51]. More recent work on the inner dimensions of sustainability
education similarly emphasizes pedagogies that cultivate reflection, awareness of position-
ality, relational learning, perspective-taking, purpose, and agency [14]. These approaches
suggest that scaffolding the inner curriculum need not require a separate set of courses;
rather, developmental capacities can be intentionally embedded within disciplinary learn-
ing through the design and sequencing of learning experiences. The present study suggests
three practical considerations for curriculum and pedagogical design:

• First, given students’ expressed preferences for engaging with difficult societal issues,
they may benefit from opportunities that are intentionally scaffolded across courses
within a program or curriculum rather than left as an implicit outcome of higher
education. Progressive developmental support during the early undergraduate years
may help create conditions in which students can engage with complexity in ways
that are responsive to their stated needs and preferences.
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• Second, students may benefit from pedagogical approaches that are responsive to
their expressed preferences at different stages of undergraduate study. For example,
contextual framing, reflection, and opportunities for emotional processing may be
particularly valuable in the earlier stages, while increasing opportunities for dialogue,
perspective-taking, and collaborative problem-solving may support students as they
progress. This might include reflective journals or positionality exercises, guided
case discussions that progressively increase in complexity, structured dialogue and
perspective-taking, and collaborative engagement with authentic problems. Such
strategies may provide opportunities for students to practice reflection, relational
engagement, judgement, and agency while gradually assuming greater responsibility
for their learning.

• Third, students may be better supported in developing their capacities for engaging
with complex societal issues when curricula move beyond fostering awareness alone
and create structured opportunities to connect understanding with informed judge-
ment, agency, and responsible action. For example, discussions of complex issues
might culminate in collaborative, solution-focused projects that invite students to eval-
uate alternative responses and consider meaningful actions within their communities
or future professional practice.

Collectively, these approaches may help higher education respond more intentionally
to students’ expressed preferences while supporting the developmental capacities needed
to work thoughtfully and constructively with complex societal challenges.

7. Conclusions
This study contributes to a growing body of scholarship examining how higher educa-

tion can support students in working with increasingly complex societal challenges. First-
and second-year students differed in how they described their preferred approaches to
learning about and processing difficult issues. First-year students placed greater emphasis
on emotional preparation, structure, and individual processing, whereas second-year stu-
dents more often emphasized dialogue, reflection, multiple perspectives, and connections
to action. These cross-cohort patterns are consistent with the possibility that capacities for
engaging with complexity develop alongside students’ broader educational experiences
during the undergraduate years. However, because the study compared distinct cohorts
and did not track individual curricular trajectories, it cannot establish developmental
change or determine the contribution of specific disciplinary or pedagogical experiences to
the observed differences. The findings point toward the importance of scaffolding not only
the outer curriculum of disciplinary knowledge and cognitive development, but also the
inner curriculum—the developmental capacities through which students learn to navigate
uncertainty, engage multiple perspectives, exercise informed judgement, and respond
thoughtfully to complex societal realities (Figure 2). Conceptualizing these capacities as an
inner curriculum provides a way of connecting established theories of educational scaffold-
ing and student development while extending current conversations about transformative
higher education.

Future research should examine these capacities longitudinally by following the
same students across the undergraduate experience and documenting the curricular and
pedagogical experiences they encounter over time. Such designs would make it possible to
distinguish developmental change from cohort differences and to examine more directly
how particular forms of scaffolding contribute to students’ capacity to engage complexity.
In an era increasingly defined by complexity rather than certainty, one of higher education’s
most significant contributions may lie not only in teaching students about society’s greatest
challenges, but also in cultivating their capacity to engage them thoughtfully, responsibly,
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and constructively. Ultimately, preparing graduates to navigate complexity, engage diverse
perspectives, and act thoughtfully and responsibly in uncertain contexts may be among
higher education’s most enduring contributions to long-term social change.

Figure 2. A conceptual synthesis of complementary dimensions of learning in higher education.

8. Limitations
This exploratory qualitative case study has several limitations. First, the findings

are drawn from a single sustainability-focused undergraduate design program at one
Canadian university and may not be transferable to other disciplinary or institutional
contexts. Second, the cross-sectional comparison of first- and second-year students provides
insight into cohort differences but cannot establish developmental change over time or
disentangle developmental differences from the potential influence of prior curricular and
pedagogical experiences or other cohort-specific factors. Finally, the analysis was based
on students’ written responses to a single open-ended question that was part of a routine
introductory assignment. Future research employing longitudinal designs, multiple data
sources, and diverse educational contexts would strengthen understanding of how students
develop the capacity to engage complexity throughout higher education.
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