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Overview 

• Introduction to ESD 

• Background on Responsible Futures 

• Case studies of good practice 

• Discussion 



As a sector, our biggest impact and 
our core purpose is…  

Our students!  



How do universities, colleges, and SUs 
address this? 
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Students leave tertiary education as part of the 
solution to sustainability challenges, rather than 

as part of problem 



Student demand 

85% of students consistently agree or strongly agree that 
“sustainable development is something which universities and 

colleges should actively incorporate and promote” 

 

70% of students consistently agree or strongly agree that 
“sustainable development is something which university and 

college courses should actively incorporate and promote” 

 

60% of students consistently agree or strongly agree that 
“sustainable development is something which I would like to learn 

more about” 

 

66% of students say they would “willingly be paid £1000 less per 
year if the company they worked for had a good environmental and 

ethical record” 



What is ESD? 

Education for sustainable development is the process 

of equipping students with the knowledge and 

understanding, skills and attributes needed to work 

and live in a way that safeguards environmental, social 

and economic wellbeing, both in the present and for 

future generations.  

 

HEA QAA ESD guidance 2014 

 



The task of the educator is to 
provide an environment in which: 

• Divergent views can be shared and explored in a safe 
environment, 

• There are opportunities for deep and critical reflection 
on students' own perspectives and what has influenced 
their thinking and practices in this area, 

• Democratic and participatory learning approaches are 
modelled, 

• Interdisciplinary approaches, systems thinking and 
holistic thinking are encouraged, 

• Teaching, learning and assessment activities are linked 
to real-life concerns. 

 
HEA QAA ESD guidance 2014 

 

 



Global Context 



To what extent do you agree/disagree? 

My institution helps students to develop ESD skills (critical thinking, 

systems thinking, communications, interdisciplinary understanding, etc.) 

 

My institution promotes students’ understanding of social justice, ethics 

and wellbeing in relation to their course and how these relate to 

ecological and economic factors 

 

My institution views sustainability and social responsibility being 

embedded in the curriculum as a top priority  

 

Students at my institution have a say in how, and what, they learn 

 



What does this mean for students? 
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… is an accreditation mark and supported 
change programme for a whole-institution 
approach to environmental sustainability and social 
responsibility. It spans the formal and informal 
curriculum and is applicable to both further and 
higher education.  
 
 

Responsible Futures… 



Responsible Futures  

• Partnership between the SU and the 
college/university 

• Supported cohort approach  
• Set of best-practice criteria to facilitate change 

within the formal and informal curriculum  
• Student-led audit facilitated by NUS to measure 

impact and determine accreditation level 
• 19 partnerships have achieved or are working 

towards accreditation to date  

 



500+ actions taken by RF 
partnerships, including…  
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Whole Institution Strategy 

Connecting and spreading 
good practice through: 

• Effective strategy 

• Cohesive approaches 

• Collecting and sharing  
information on existing 
action 

• Engaging across all 
faculties and departments  



NTU’s Future Thinking Strategy 

 



Kingston’s Graduate Attributes 

 



Bristol Futures Strategy 

“If a university genuinely teaches how to engage with ideas, then 
the outcome is a certain kind of creative resilience, and 
adaptability to different kinds of situation and challenge.  

 

The kinds of students who emerge from this sort of university 
will be precisely those who are not just ready for a particular 

profession and workplace but ‘career-ready’, or perhaps rather 
‘life-ready’.  

 

They will be adaptable, confident, knowledgeable, cognitively 
and practically resilient and innovative, and aware of their social 
responsibilities as citizens of contemporary, globalized societies.” 

 

University of Bristol, Bristol Futures paper presented to  
Senate Feb 2016 

 

 

 

 



Key learning outcomes 

Celebrate pockets of 
good practice and 

continue to encourage 
and support your 

champions 

Use these examples to 
build the case for 
wider engagement 

Engage across the 
campus 

•Students’ union  

•Teaching and learning staff 

•Sustainability / estates team 

•Wider community   

Use cohesive, 
embedded strategy to 

drive forward and 
strengthen your work 

Link this strategy to 
institutional values, 

priorities, and desired 
graduate attributes 



What do you need? 

• What are the greatest successes 
you’ve had related to ESD? How did 
these occur? 

 

• What are your greatest challenges 
relating to ESD? What barriers are in 
place? 



Dissertations for Good 



Stay in touch! 

 

Quinn.Runkle@nus.org.uk  

 

For more information: 

 

www.nus.org.uk/rf 

www.nus.org.uk/dfg  


