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Education for Sustainable Development - Report on Phase One study
The major component of a baseline study into education for sustainable development in the GEES subject communities was a Focus Group meeting on 26 April 2005 held at Create Environmental Centre in Bristol.  A call for interest was issued and over 30 expressions were received. Participants included students and representatives from the Plymouth University ESD CETL and Kingston University.
Sustainable development is a subject at the heart of the GEES disciplines. Even so, many of the same problems and opportunities arise for GEES in embedding ESD into the student learning experience as for other subject communities. ESD is trans-disciplinary and is affected by wider institutional contexts. Issues to be addressed include:

· whether ESD needs to be discipline-specific or generic, as a discrete module or embedded 
within programmes; 

· whether ESD is best linked to the skills (eg critical thinking, employability, corporate social responsibility) or content agenda;
· whether staff development or curriculum development is the first priority;
· the links between curricula and campus; 

· appropriate pedagogies (eg problem-based learning); 

· empowering students, democratising decision-making, HEI communication and organisation systems; 

· the need to distinguish between the different facets of knowledge, skills, understanding, perspectives, values and attitudes; 
· barriers to interdisciplinary working, including methodologies, language and budgetary issues; 

· awareness-raising of the need and rationale for ESD; and 

· the nature of the opportunities and obstacles for developing ESD within HEIs as a whole.
Relevant insights from the GEES SC meeting included (with paraphrased comments in italics):

(a) Drivers for change
· Specialist groups and policy initiatives within individual HEIs. For example, at Kingston University, the Steering Group for Sustainability (SGS), a ‘think-tank’ bringing academics, facilities and students together, acted as a broker. It worked to increase understanding of key concepts, and put in place practical initiatives, e.g. a directory of relevant student projects across the university. SGS also started to link up internationally, particularly through Forum for the Future and Copernicus.
· Educational policy/funding and initiatives. For example, the HEFCE strategy which includes ESD as a priority, the ESD-related CETLs, Higher Education Partnership for Sustainability (HEPS), Higher Education Environmental Performance Improvement (HEEPI), Learning and Skills Council initiatives. For GEES disciplines, the QAA Benchmarks contain relevant statements.
· Government documents/policies. For example, a recent House of Commons Environment Audit Committee report highlighted the current inadequacies of ESD, calling for increased effort. . In Scotland also, a recent parliamentary report contended that HEIs were not pulling their weight on ESD.  In Wales, SD is written into the country’s constitution; in Scotland, synergies exist with the current reform of school curricula away from content towards citizenship skills.

· International ‘best practice’. UK HE can learn from progress elsewhere; the US and the Netherlands are cited as forerunners in ESD.

In one US HEI, all students carry mugs around with them (rather than use disposable cups). 

· Increasing awareness of and scientific consensus on the need for sustainability literacy, driven by the predicted, potentially severe, impacts of human-induced climate change.
(b) Barriers

· Lack of knowledge or understanding of the near universal consensus that current patterns of human activities are unsustainable, evidenced by rising CO2 levels (climate change), rising oil prices, and the Millenium Ecosystem Assessment. 
· Limited awareness and discussion of the rationale for ESD and the role of HEIs, compounded by lack of related staff development activities across HEIs
· The perceived threat to academic autonomy and perception of ESD as a political orthodoxy or partisan value; some academics feel uncomfortable about teaching values.
· The concept that demands are being made without additional funding 

 ‘nobody disagrees with the tenets of sustainability but it is how it is put into place’.

· The understanding, perceptions and values of students emerging from secondary education, despite citizenship’s core role in the curriculum. Whilst primary education often has SD-related activities, education during teenage years (with related peer pressure, media influences, etc.) results in consumer- and affluence-oriented behaviour amongst students entering tertiary level education. 

· Institutional/funding/communication barriers to interdisciplinary working, eg assessment marking, transfer of funds, etc.
· Lack of support for Environmental Management Systems or Sustainability Management Systems (EMS/SMS) amongst budget-holders in HEIs, due to lack of understanding and/or funding. Subsequent loss of opportunities for student project work, etc.
· Disciplinary silo mentalities. Perceptions of over-crowded curricula. Lack of systems, or holistic, thinking, with concerns over feasibility unless some scientific knowledge is already possessed.

(c) The student perspective

· It is important to relate the concepts to real life, e.g. problem-based learning, group work / role play to enable exploration of complex issues and contrasting stakeholder perspectives. 
· Fieldtrips are effective learning opportunities for both skills and content agenda of ESD. 
· Lack of coherence across modules can leave gaps in ESD-related knowledge and skills 

‘bits and pieces’ on SD but nothing to relate it to the whole. 

· Skills to translate HE ESD into lifelong learning are important 
don’t give me a fish, teach me how to fish

(d) Opportunities

· Issues can be depoliticised by, e.g., ecofootprinting (translation of resources used into land area). 
· Student empowerment and participation
· Inclusion of ESD in learning and teaching strategies: to date, of 40 or so learning and teaching strategies, the only one that does so is at Oxford Brookes University – i.e. there is plenty of scope for progress on this issue alone.
· Raising the profiles of existing SD strategies at HEIs. 
At Chester, the environment strategy is implicit, but would be more effective if it was made explicit.
· Including ESD in institutional policies. 
The university is a community and as such is much more important than an individual teacher could ever be.  ‘There are three ways of teaching: (1) by example, (2) by example, (3) by example’ – HEIs could take this on board. 

· Exploring synergies with other key HEI themes, initiatives and programmes, eg. Globalisation, employability and entrepreneurship, corporate social responsibility, critical thinking, work-based learning, local community links. 
For example, a journalist with a degrees in English or philosophy, may well need to research, analyse and write on SD-related issues.

· Academics’ personal lives can be useful as a learning tool to provide examples of dilemmas inherent in exploration of SD, but not to promote their own values.
Provides opportunity to explore contrasting perspectives, eg  ‘I think nature’s over-rated’ versus ‘try living without it’

· Exploring new routes for incorporating sustainability literacy into curricula
For example, student accountants can be taken to landfill sites: ‘this is lost profit’. 

(e) Next steps

· An ESD resource. This could contain:

· Content: 10 key texts from each subject
· Skills: exercises in critical thinking, 

· Pedagogy: case studies for PBL / experiential learning and other pedagogies, with provision for different learning styles. 
· Process: examples of interdisciplinarity – where and how it works. 

Provide material for different time availabilities for ESD, eg 1 hour, 3 hours, 6 hours etc.
· Development of networks to share current practice and ‘work in progress’ at the developmental stage, both within and across subject communities and institutions. 

The outputs from GEES Subject Centre from this first phase of work on ESD which begin to address these issues, and which will be made available on the GEES SC website,  include:

· Knowledge skills and attitudes for sustainability-literate GEES graduates (2pp briefing for consultation)

· Departmental Workshop framework – preliminary outline

· Examples of current practice 
· Initial ESD resource listing

· A developing interest group on ESD within the GEES community 

Future work on ESD will develop the briefing and workshop framework in the light of consultation, as well as expand the interest group, case studies of current practice and resource listing. Strategies for ESD, and its synergies with a current project on Corporate Social Responsibility, will be further explored, in collaboration with the generic HEA ESD project and other cognate and non-cognate Subject Centres.
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