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Summary

Note: this paper refers to the position in England, rather than the UK as a whole. There are differences as well as similarities in the higher education (HE) systems in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.

Positive aspects

· There has been considerable progress at policy level in England, led by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) with the endorsement of central government. This is echoed by recent policy and strategy work in the post-16 and school sector. 

· There appears to be a quite high level of awareness of the importance of sustainable development (SD) amongst higher education (HE) staff, though this is by no means uniform across the sector. 

· The Higher Education Academy (HEA) runs a significant interdisciplinary project on ESD across the UK.

· There are small, but growing, networks of academics involved in developing ESD in HE.

· There are two well-funded research centres working on embedding education for sustainable development (ESD) in HE, and a number of other active centres of expertise in addition.

· There is some baseline research on the status of ESD in HE.

· There are some signs of rethinking of policy at higher education institution (HEI) level in the light of changing views of employers and professions with regard to SD, and also government interest in sustainable communities. 

· HEFCE has produced a well-developed strategy and action plan, and a major ‘benchmarking’ strategic review of the status of SD in HE is currently underway.

Negative aspects

· It is the perception of many actors in the field that support for ESD by central government is more passive than active: that it is not being driven coherently or energetically enough by government.  

· The updated (2006) Department of Education and Skills Action Plan for SD makes no mention of either the importance of ESD, to which there is only a passing reference, or of the HE sector’s significance to SD.

· There is a gap between development at the national strategy level, and regional and local policy forums and agendas. At regional and local authority levels, there are very few posts with an ESD remit. 

· Most English HEIs have an environmental management policy, but in only a minority is there an over-arching SD policy within which this nests. 

· In English HEIs there has been greater development in relation to environmental / sustainability management and SD-related research than there has been in relation to curriculum / teaching.

· There is more of a perception in HEIs that sustainability requires accommodation as regards curricular content, with less agreement that ESD needs to involve pedagogic change and renewal, interdisciplinarity and appropriate policies at the level of the institution.  

· There remains confusion about the qualitative difference between ‘embedding SD in education’, on the one hand, and reorientation towards ‘education for sustainable development’ as a more holistic response involving cultural change, on the other. The term ‘ESD’ remains contested.

Main results

There is a minority but significant groundswell in favour of SD and ESD in Higher Education.  Growth in SD-related research has been stimulated by increases in funding available from research councils, industry and government. Interest in sustainability has been bolstered by high media coverage of sustainability issues, particularly in the past year. However, this has yet to be translated into major shifts of policy and practice across the HE sector, though there are examples of significant institutional commitment. 

The idea of ESD is not well understood compared to the need for environmental management, or the importance of research. If it is to be thoroughly embedded in HE, ESD needs to be associated much more visibly and markedly with institutional status, access to funds including research funds, academic performance and career paths.  In addition, there is a need for indicative as opposed to directive guidance around such items as generic and discipline-based curriculum schemes, key skills, strategies and teaching and learning frameworks, together with research priorities to help accelerate engaged change. 

2007 could be a critical year in terms of whether ESD makes a breakthrough in terms of becoming a critical item on the HE policy agenda in England, and the UK generally, given rising political and public concern about sustainability issues.

INFORMATION CONCERNING ESD

State of affairs

A) Policy and strategy background

It is important to state that under the English system, HEIs hold and safeguard a considerable degree of autonomy not least as regards their curriculum and course provision. Traditionally, they are resistant to direction from central government as regards the orientation of their teaching and learning policies and practices. Therefore, the mainstreaming or embedding of ESD in HE is a complex, largely decentralised, and multi-stranded process undertaken by disparate groups of academics variously involved in raising the debate, developing policy and theoretical frameworks, networking, influencing peers, using existing funding streams, researching, disseminating, working with professional bodies etc. 

In England, universities as institutions, and individual academics, have interests in relation to SD through research, consultancy, teaching, and management, and there is evidence of an acceleration and deepening of engagement as the political agenda has come to focus on issues such as climate change, poverty, and biodiversity loss.  Alongside this work within universities, there has been a parallel increase in interest by external agencies in stimulating its growth, sometimes in particular directions.

ESD in English HEIs needs to be understood in the wider policy context of the UK as a whole. The UK government’s SD strategy Securing the Future http://www.sustainable-development.gov.uk/publications/uk-strategy/index.htm aims to:

enable all people throughout the world to satisfy their basic needs and enjoy a better quality of life without compromising the quality of life of future generations.

   (UK Government 2005, 6)

Securing the Future was launched in tandem with a Strategic Framework One Future – Different Paths (2005) agreed by the devolved administrations in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland to provide a consistent approach to SD across the UK. This framework includes:

· A shared understanding of SD

· A common purpose outlining what the UK is trying to achieve and the guiding principles needed to achieve it

· Priorities for UK action on SD, at home and internationally; and

· Indicators to monitor the key issues on a UK-wide basis

This is supported by separate strategies for each devolved administration that set out further priorities to be supported by additional measures and indicators.  See: http://www.sustainable-development.gov.uk/publications/uk-strategy/framework-for-sd.htm .

The Department of Education and Skills (DfES), responsible for education policy in England, produced a Sustainable Development Action Plan for Education and Skills, in September 2003  http://www.dfes.gov.uk/aboutus/sd/action.shtml . This required HEFCE to develop an SD strategy for itself and for the way it interacts with the HE sector. HEFCE then published Sustainable Development in Higher Education: consultation on a support strategy and action plan http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2005/05_01/ , inviting written responses from the sector, and holding four consultation seminars. 

In July 2005, following the consultation feedback, HEFCE published Sustainable Development in Higher Education http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2005/05_28/ which set out the Council’s revised approach to promoting the SD agenda, taking account of Securing the Future, the Government’s strategy for SD. The HEFCE strategy includes a vision statement that: 

within the next 10 years, the higher education sector in England will be recognised as a major contributor to society's efforts to achieve sustainability – through the skills and knowledge that its graduates learn and put into practice, and through its own strategies and operations.

In 2006, the DfES updated its SD Action Plan in response to Securing the Future.  In this, the only action that relates to HEFCE was encouragement of non-departmental public bodies to produce their own action plans by during 2006.  This the Council did http://www.hefce.ac.uk/lgm/sustain , setting out the actions it would undertake in 2006/07.  HEFCE has also made SD a key theme of its strategic plan for 2006-11 http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2006/06_13/ .  This includes a key performance target that ‘by 2008, HEFCE will develop a baseline assessment of how the HE sector contributes to the sustainable development of society, and to demonstrate progress in this area by 2011’.  In pursuance of this it has (2006) commissioned a ‘light-touch’ strategic review of activity which aims to:

· establish a baseline of SD in the sector, against which HEFCE can measure progress and publicise what the sector is already doing

· learn from institutions’ experience about the conditions for embedding SD, including barriers and drivers

· identify key issues which present opportunities and challenges for the sector and investigate possible policy responses 

· evaluate its approach and refine priorities

· raise the profile of SD in the sector. 

This strategic review is now underway and is due to report in late 2007. This should give a much clearer picture of the status of SD / ESD in English universities. The outcomes of the review will be used to show stakeholders, including government, the extent to which the HE sector is promoting SD. It will also allow HEFCE to evaluate and benchmark its approach, and help refine priorities. 

It is important to state that whilst aiming to influence policy and practice, HEFCE will not set targets or mandatory reporting requirements regarding SD in HE, or link funding to SD achievement.

B) Key stakeholders 

1.  Higher Education Academy ESD Project  http://www.heacademy.ac.uk
The Higher Education Academy (HEA) is a UK wide organisation that works with HEIs and funds 24 discipline-based subject centres to improve the student learning experience. In 2005, the HEA subject centres initiated the ESD project in response to HEFCE’s request that HEA should take the lead in efforts to embed ESD in the HE curriculum.

In the period since its inception, the HEA ESD Project’s work has included:

· Commissioning and publishing a report on the status of ESD in HE (Dawe Report, 2005).

· Commissioning research from Forum for the Future on the policy context relating to ESD in the four parts of the UK.

· Holding a seminar series on ESD and Interdisciplinarity.

· Initiating small ESD research and development projects in 8 different HEIs.

· Commissioning the development of a generic Teaching and Learning Framework for ESD in HE, and a generic module. 

This work has been successfully completed, but needs to be expanded if it is to have widespread impact. 

2.  EAUC - The Environmental Association of Universities and Colleges (EAUC)  http://www.eauc.org.uk was launched in 1996 and now has some 200 institutional members from further and higher education. Whilst the emphasis in the past has particularly been on environmental management and campus greening in HEIs, there is increasing interest in ESD and a curriculum network was set up in 2006. 

3.  HEEPI – Higher Education Performance Environmental Improvement  http://www.heepi.org.uk is funded by HEFCE to promote better environmental management in HEIs. This includes the annual Green Gown Awards, where HEIs compete for best practice recognition. 

4.  Forum for the Future  http://www.forumforthefuture.org.uk has had a significant impact through its 3-year Higher Education Partnership for Sustainability (HEPS) project (2001 – 04) which took SD issues forward in 18 partner universities and colleges.  Forum’s work in the sector continues through commissioned research and consultancy.
5.  UK National Commission for UNESCO ESD Working Group includes major stakeholders in ESD and has responsibility to advance the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development.  Currently, it lacks government funding for an active programme. 
6.  The Sustainability Integration Group (SIGnet) brings together the bodies that fund, plan and regulate the post-school sector. The network’s aim is for members to work together to integrate ‘sustainability literacy’ into curricula.

7.  HEIs significantly involved in SD are a minority, but it appears to be a growing movement. Notably, HEFCE funded two ‘Centres for Excellence in Teaching and Learning’ in 2005 with five-year programmes to advance SD within and beyond their institutions. These include the Centre for Sustainable Futures at the University of Plymouth http://csf.plymouth.ac.uk/ and the Centre for Sustainable Communities Achieved through Professional Education (C-SCAIPE) at Kingston University, London http://www.c-scaipe.ac.uk/ . The Plymouth project has an holistic approach to whole institutional change around sustainability and its work is feeding into the HEA ESD Project to assist national dissemination and dialogue. A number of HEI’s have sustainability strategies or have this work in progress. In most cases, ‘campus greening’ is advancing more strongly than the more intractable area of curriculum change.  Prominent developments are the University of Bradford’s ‘Ecoversity’ concept  http://www.bradford.ac.uk/admin/ecoversity/ , EcoCampus, a national Environmental Management System funded by HEFCE and hosted by Nottingham Trent University http://www.ecocampus.co.uk/ , and the EAUC.

8.  Professional bodies An increasing number of professional bodies are developing requirements and guidelines for education and training related to sustainable development, and these are having some impact on degree courses. For example, in March 2004, the Engineering Council (UK), introduced UK SPEC (Standard for Professional Engineering Competence) http://www.engc.org.uk/UKSPEC/default.aspx which requires that engineering degree courses develop competencies in students that will allow them to ‘Undertake engineering activities in a way that contributes to sustainable development’. 
C) Research on the status of ESD

There are a few research reports on the status of ESD in HE, although detailed and comprehensive information is lacking. Key reports include:

1
Dawe, G, Jucker, R and Martin, S (2005) Sustainable Development in Higher Education: Current Practice and Future Developments, Higher Education Academy, York  http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/4074.htm
Based on interviews and questionnaires sent to the HEA’s discipline-based subject centres, this report identified barriers to the embedding of SD in HEIs, but noted that, whilst progress was patchy, there was ‘evidence of strong underlying support’ for more action in this regard amongst academic staffs.  The barriers identified, however, were not specific to either HE or SD.

2
SQW, (2006) Scoping study for a strategic review of sustainable development in higher education: A report to the HEFCE, SQW http://195.194.167.100/pubs/rdreports/2006/?o=1 .

This report was prepared in preparation for the HEFCE Strategic Review (see above). It makes a distinction between corporate operational functions driven by cost considerations and regulation, and academic functions, centring on curriculum, teaching and learning, and research.  The report maps out the ground that needs to be covered to produce a systematic baseline of progress in SD in HE in England. 

3
Levett, R and White,  (2006) Sustainability carrots and sticks: the benefits and risks of sustainable development in HEIs – Report to HEFCE, Levett-Therivel Sustainability Consultants http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/rdreports/2006/ .

This report outlines the threats, risks and pressures relating to SD that HEIs will need to prepare for, and the opportunities and benefits that sustainability can offer them. It concludes that often the threats and opportunities are two sides of the same coin. They include opportunities to reduce consumption of resources and save costs; to become 'pathfinders' for the development of more sustainable communities; to foster sustainability-related knowledge and skills among students in respect of emerging patterns of employment; and to lead the field in sustainability research.

Commentary  and conclusion  

Over the last decade, in some respects, quite a lot has been done and achieved, not only in relation to research and development, advanced courses spinning off from this, and undergraduate courses incorporating a range of sustainability issues because of internal interest and external accreditation requirements, but also in relation to environmental management (estates, transport, energy, waste, etc).  But, if we examine the extent to which HEIs have actually reoriented themselves such that environmental and sustainability issues now pervade the vision, ethos, thinking and work of the institution, then the conclusion probably has to be that very little has happened in most cases.   

Where there has been development, however, the drivers for this seem reasonably clear in that, over time, universities have responded to:

· Their own (individual / groups of academics) and their stakeholder interests (community / students / partner institutions).

· External stimuli (research funding and institutional development opportunities / accreditation requirements).

· New legislation and regulation (waste / transport / water / energy / etc).

They have, however, been less likely to respond to exhortation or rhetoric from government or NGOs where demand (from staff / students / the local community) has been absent.  All this reflects the notional independence of English HEIs from government where there is a fine, but important, line between offering support to the HE sector, and attempting to steer it in a particular way.  

English HEIs know that their research in relation to policy can take one of three forms.  It can be: 

i. In support of policy, in that it explores and helps develop policy initiatives through collaboration with governmental and other agencies.

ii. In exploration of’ policy, in that it focuses on the effectiveness of programmes and developments, often in a formative way, with the purpose of aiding current development.

iii. In critique of’ policy, in that it focuses on established ideas and developments with the purpose of engendering understanding and/or alternative development.

There is evidence that all three are going on currently in relation to SD and ESD, and this interest and engagement, and its increasing significance within the mainstream of the HEI world, is perhaps the best testimony to development within the sector. 

PLANS FOR THE NEAR FUTURE

HEFCE’s strategic review of SD in HE is now underway and is set to report in late 2007. The outcomes will inform the development of HEFCE’s action plan for 2008 onwards. 

HEA is developing plans to foster networks of ESD-active academics in England and the UK more widely, and funding innovative developmental work in subject centres and HEIs.  It is holding a conference on HE and ESD in July 2007 at Bradford Ecoversity, and developing generic curriculum and strategy / policy materials on ESD to encourage engagement by academics and senior management.

HEIs are working to their own plans and policies, but greater engagement with SD / ESD in teaching and learning, and policy, can be expected in 2007. 

CAVEAT 
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