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This project was focused on embedding sustainable development in the undergraduate Geography and Environmental Sciences curricula at the University of Brighton through structured and supported opportunities for experiential learning.  The project centred on the development, delivery and evaluation of a credited module through which students engage with an identified voluntary agency, business or community group that are undertaking actions in the field of sustainable development.  The intention was to create enhanced ‘Education for Sustainable Development’ learning opportunities for students; to raise capacity in terms of networks of University of Brighton staff and university-community linkages; and to compile evidence on the impact of this learning on sustainability literacy and employment of undergraduate students.

The focus of the project on learning opportunities beyond the formal curriculum builds on emerging understanding of the notion and practical development of ‘sustainability literacy’ that stresses the importance of connecting learning to real-life situations, of learning leading to changed values and behaviour and the centrality of an holistic understanding of the challenges and opportunities of sustainable development (HEA, 2006; GEES, 2005; Cade & Tennant, 2006).  In addition, recent literature has exposed the potential over-emphasis of ESD activities on understanding environmental problems rather than on identifying and implementing actions (Haigh, 2005).  Substantial environmental sustainability education has also been found to occur ‘informally’ through student voluntary work, engagement with NGOs and through membership of student groups (Haigh, 2006; Elliott, 2005).  It is widely understood that experiential learning such as facilitated through this project is often some of the most emotionally affective and therefore likely to lead to the changes in values and behaviour essential to sustainability.  

The project built on an earlier piece of research that included an audit of sustainable development teaching within the School of the Environment carried out with GEES funding (Elliott, 2005). This had revealed a substantial range of SD related materials and notions within the current learning and teaching for students of Geography and Environmental Sciences programmes, for example, but some limitations in terms of the integration of these learning opportunities (such as across different levels of their programme and in terms of linkages between academic course, the university estate and extra-curricular activities) and the dominance of particular kinds of pedagogy.  Through that research, opportunity for further embedding of ESD at the University of Brighton was identified in terms of the development of an existing module, offered from another Faculty of the university but not widely engaged in on behalf of students of the School of the Environment. This was a module entitled ‘Community and Personal Development’ that was principally studied by students of programmes in sociology and psychology and was delivered by members of the Community University Partnership Programme (CUPP).  At the time of the launch of this project, this team was interested in developing its remit (historically in social marginalisation) into sustainable development more widely.  The project was also timely in that the University of Brighton had just confirmed its Sustainable Development Policy and senior staff of the institution were keen to support emerging networks between staff with interests in curricula developments relating to sustainable development.

The project team comprised the author (a geographer), Juliet Millican (staff member in CUPP and the Community and Personal Development module leader), Pauline Ridley (from the University’s Centre for Learning and Teaching) and short term research assistance (Katie Wilkinson).  This report identifies the main elements of the research, the key outputs of the process in terms of the ESD learning opportunities and social capacity generated, and presents an evaluation of these developments in terms of embedding sustainable development within undergraduate programmes within the Faculty.  

Principal activities of the project

The hosting of a launch workshop

As a means towards enhancing communication about and uptake of opportunities for student-community engagement in actions towards sustainable development, an afternoon workshop was held in the University in the first week of the new academic year.  This was attended by students, interested staff and 14 representatives of local voluntary, community and statutory groups.  Whilst the initial intention was to be working with students just within the School of the Environment, in the event, the project team was encouraged by the Dean of the Faculty of Science and Engineering to extend this more widely.  Over 100 students attended and were from courses including Product Design and Biological and Biomedical sciences as well as Geography and Environmental Science. Students were introduced to the aims and workings of the module and community members were able to introduce their organisation and the possible role that students could undertake with them through the course of the module.  The ‘unexpected expansion’ of interest in the workshop from within the University inevitably led to some rather hurried arrangements with course teams and challenged the project team to search new community links and even tutors for the module in the short term.  An important (and unexpected benefit) of the workshop was the way in which it served to bring various local community groups and statutory organisations in face-to-face contact with each other for the first time.

The development of learning support

The basic framework of the module is that students are responsible for finding and engaging in 30-50 hours of voluntary activity with their host organisation (the ‘level of commitment’ varying according to whether they are studying the module for 10 or 20 credit units of their study).  All students were to engage in a number of workshops within the University and there are reflective assignments associated with the assessment of the module. Through the course of the project, new materials were developed as part of the delivery of the workshops to engage students in the contested debates around the meaning of sustainable development and to reflect on where and how their particular host organisation was looking to contribute towards sustainable development.  An activity early in the project was also to produce a handbook of volunteering opportunities linked to sustainable development that essentially involved centralising and developing the existing but disparate resources of the University of Brighton.  These included matching the existing databases of university-community links within CUPP, networks within the student volunteering programme (@ctive student) and eliciting new opportunities through specific contacts held by academic staff to deliver research and/or consultancy but which had not yet been incorporated within the curricula.  

There was also a key role through all the project activities in simply enhancing communication through whatever media available, between students, staff of module (and more widely) and local organisations towards the further development of these learning resources.  By the next academic year, it is anticipated that there will be a searchable data base of volunteering opportunities available and a web area where contact organisations and staff can post feedback and details of developing opportunities.  Monitoring and evaluation of the course of the module (below) has also led to the further development of learning resources in terms of improvement to the written information given to students in terms of core module handbooks.

Monitoring and evaluation of the module

A core activity of the project was to assess the impacts of opportunities for experiential learning on student sustainability literacy and the role of the specific module in enhancing social capital in this arena within the university and in terms of university-community linkages.  Towards this end, in addition to standard University of Brighton systems for monitoring and evaluation of modules, two guided feedback sessions were undertaken with students to capture their experiences and learning through the module.  These proved very informative for differentiating between impacts on knowledge and understanding, skills development and the development of student awareness as discussed below.  The focus group sessions were carried out by a member of the project team who had not been involved in the direct delivery of the module (from the Centre for Learning and Teaching).  The research assistant also carried out interviews by phone with a number of the organisations that were hosting students from the module towards monitoring and evaluation of the impact of this student-community engagement for sustainable development.  Reflection and learning between staff operating the module occurred both through joint delivery of the component workshops of the module and regular meetings to discuss wider developments.   

Internal dissemination and the development of social capacity in ESD

The project was carried out in the year following the adoption of the University’s Sustainable Development Policy and in the period of consultation and development of the new Corporate Plan.  Hence, there was good institutional support for the project in particular from the Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic Affairs) and from the Dean of the Faculty of Science and Engineering.  Indeed, the project itself proved to be a useful entry point for approaching colleagues and as a focus for colleagues with interest in this area.  For example, a new ‘ESD in the curricula interest group’ was formed in the course of the project with support from the Centre for Learning and Teaching, that provided a forum for drawing new interest and sharing practice amongst colleagues.  Insights of the process of this project are also being used in the development of an EU funded project on sustainability within design education.  In addition, through collaboration with the Student Union, new materials for use at Open Days for undergraduate programmes in the School of the Environment were developed.  Additional funding was secured in the course of the project from the University to extend the approaches of this and earlier, related work (Elliott, 2005) into two further Schools within different Faculties of the University, that further contributed to the capacity for education for sustainable development within the University.    Several members of the project team were also involved in the planning and gave presentations at the first Sustainable Development Research Forum held over two days at the University in July 2007.  

Direct outputs of the project

Enhanced ESD opportunities for students within the Faculty of Science and Engineering.

Whilst a small number of students of the Geography and Environmental Sciences programmes had taken the Community and Personal Development module as it existed formerly and as an option, through the activities of the project, 34 students of the Faculty were able to take the new module, either as a ten credit (one semester duration) or a double option (through the year for twenty credits).  These included students of the (BSc Hons.) programmes in Product Design, Biomedical Sciences and Biological Sciences, that had not previously engaged with this module.  Table 1 identifies the kinds of community engagement that the students were involved in.  

Table 1.  Examples of student community engagement

	Assisting with RSPB surveys

Practical gardening and supporting young children at Moulscoomb Garden Project

Seedy Sunday – organising seed swap events

Southdown Housing Trust – undertaking an energy audit

Environmental performance analysis of wood chip burners with a local community group

Practical and public liaison work with Brighton and Hove Wood Recycling Project

Assisting the sustainability team at  Brighton and Hove City council in planning their annual Sustainability Conference and in developing the ecological footprint for the City

Assisting on a University/Brighton PRIDE research project working with local LGBT communities 

Research support to Lewes Living Streets

Mentoring in local schools as part of the University’s Widening Participation initiatives




The development of a network of contacts locally who are working in the area of sustainable community development 

Although the University of Brighton has a unit (@ctivestudent) dedicated to supporting student volunteering and works well to find and communicate such opportunities, it was acknowledged that uptake on behalf of students of the Faculty was small and that more appropriate opportunities for these students needed to be sourced.  The remit of @ctivestudent has also been modified recently to enable them to support credited volunteering activities which they had not been able to do in the past.  In addition, whilst CUPP has databases of community groups currently linking into their work, they were also keen to extend their work more explicitly into the arena of sustainable development.  It soon became evident in the course of the project that greater coordination between these units would be required to support students in the immediate and longer terms.  Quickly within the project, a simple data base was developed to pool and update contacts.  As the project progressed, meetings were held between the project team and the Faculty Web Manager, the coordinator of @ctivestudent and the Head of CUPP, for example, to confirm the formation of a new web area.  Whilst this has not been available to students through this academic year, it is envisaged to be ready for next year.  This is a resource through which local organisations looking to work with the University in this way, can ‘advertise’ their activities and detail the role of student volunteers, students themselves can contact staff to access further information and be directed to links within the intra-net providing further learning support materials associated with the module, for example.  

External dissemination

The project leader participated in the HEA conference, ‘Sustainability and the Curriculum: progress and potential’ in June 2007.  Two members of the team are presenting in September at the University of Bournemouth ‘ESD: Graduates as Global Citizens’ and are working together to submit a paper to the Journal of Geography in Higher Education in the near future.

Evaluation and discussion


Developing sustainability literacy

In addition to the direct outputs of the project identified above, substantial activities through the project were centred on monitoring the impacts of these developments and particularly towards understanding how students’ experience of the module has shaped their education for sustainable development.  Whilst there was no attempt within the project to establish baselines nor impact indicators, the substantial focus group work with students, the module evaluations and interviews with community partners, all provided insights to the learning processes, the knowledge and skills being developed and the values underpinning the decisions of students in their current learning and future employment choices i.e. their developing sustainability ‘literacy’.    

It could be considered that in choosing to engage in the module as an option within their courses, students have demonstrated a core characteristic of sustainability literacy in that they have a degree of understanding of the need for change in the way that things are done individually and collectively (Martin & Jucker, 2005).  Through the module, students made reference to further learning in this respect as shown in table 2.

Table 2: understanding the need for change  

	Working on the project made me realise the scale of the problems

I have more understanding of the slowness of government

I have thought more about the need for community involvement in sustainable development

It has shown me how large the waste problem is and why it is so important to recycle


The ‘Dawe Report’ urged active learning and a shared approach to enquiry as central in developing sustainability literacy (Dawe et al, 2005).  Similarly, the ability to participate creatively within inter-disciplinary teams has been identified as one of the range of skills required of sustainability-literate graduates (HEA, 2006). Within this research, aspects of the pedagogy embraced within the module were widely considered to be some of the ‘best’ features of the module experience for students as shown in table 3. Whilst participating students came from several different courses within the Faculty, it was evident that all experienced a learning style within this module that was quite contrasting with what they were used to.

Table 3: the benefits of the module

	The contrast to other kinds of learning at University

Was real and practical rather than theoretical

Working with students on other courses

Was fun

Work started straight away – we just got stuck in

Participating in workshops – gave an opportunity to learn from others and the chance to improve my communication skills and confidence

The freedom to self manage my time and work with other commitments

A nice break from the usual course modules

The discussion workshops gave a chance to raise topics that would not be on our course

It was a different kind of module in which we could gain skills which can be used in furthering our career

Opportunity to talk to each other about our experience whether good or bad

Seeing things on another angle

Enabled me to use my own initiative

Working in a professional way whilst still being a student

This module gave me the opportunity to get involved with a project that tries to help rather than just thinking about it

Working outside and travelling around Sussex was a welcome break from lectures and sitting in front of computers

The opportunity to put time into something that has a positive environmental and social impact

The work was physical, interactive and alongside passionate people which made it a nice break from typical academic work


There was also evidence within the research that the experience of the module had extended students’ understanding of ‘sustainable development’. Whilst definitions of sustainable development are numerous (and contested) and as yet there are only cautious attempts to prescribe the kinds of knowledge required to build sustainability literacy (GEES, 2005), a number of internationally shared principles and values of sustainable development are increasingly supported including by HEIs. Table 4 analyses some of the student feedback in relation to these principles.   

Table 4: Enhanced knowledge and understanding of sustainable development

	Principles of sustainable development (DEFRA, 2005; University of Brighton, 2006)
	Evidence through student feedback

	Living within environmental limits
	Not only were students able to report substantial advancement of knowledge in particular areas (particularly ecological understanding), but many revealed a more holistic understanding of the nature of SD than they had previously. I.e. embracing the interdependence of ecology, economy and society.  ‘I have a greater sense of sustainability in forestry outside the uses of wood which I had previously experienced’.  ‘I have a much clearer understanding of how the current energy use culture is constraining the transition to sustainable living’

	Using sound science responsibly


	Whilst many students emphasised the value to themselves of some quite specific and technical learning through their project, others were clearly stimulated to think about impacts in the future and on others. ‘I have an understanding now of how mass production techniques affect the wider community’

	Achieving a sustainable economy
	Students gain experience (often for the first time) of the professional and commercial world as well as the not-for-profit sector.  ‘I now have a knowledge of recycling as a business not just an individual activity’. ‘This project really helped me understand the difference between doing things in the small or big picture’.

	Ensuring a strong, healthy and just society
	Many students organised linkages with voluntary groups in the local community.  There was evidence of substantial learning regarding the value of dialogue and participatory democracy more widely;

‘I worked on a project run by one person but together we were able to bring it to a larger scale in the future’

‘the best thing was seeing peoples attitudes change from being aggressive and violent to calm and relaxed through the project’

‘Action can happen with very limited resources’

	Promoting good governance


	Whilst few students spoke or wrote explicitly about governance issues, all were required to analyse the organisation with which they linked as part of their assessment and the understanding gained was clearly valued.  It was evident, however, that there was wider learning in this respect; 

‘I learnt how to listen to people’;

‘It has made me appreciate the interdependence of different organisations and the different contributions they make’



The impact on employability

The majority of the students taking the module were in the final year of their various courses and had clear comments to make regarding whether they felt the module had been useful in terms of employability and/or career choices.  Whilst some felt it had had no impact, for others the module had evidently provided a substantial prompt for thought in this regards as shown in table 5.  

Table 5.  The impact of the module on employment ideas and opportunities.  

	Developing new skills through new experiences

Know now what makes an effective voluntary organisation

Improved management skills

Understanding of requirements of project development and financing

Exposure to previously unknown kinds of organisation and job opportunities

Improved English speaking through contact with public

Have an insight to the values and motivations of people beyond their direct experience to date

Realised value of voluntary experience for future career

Improved professionalism and social skills required of a work situation

New networks and contacts established


However, it is also evident across the tables above, that there are competencies in sustainability that the students are developing but which they are not yet identifying as relevant to their employability.  This would include, for example, the awareness (evident in some students) that sustainability requires partnership or that sustainable development requires a multidisciplinary approach to analysis.  In short, they are articulating a ‘mechanistic’ worldview (Cade & Tennant, 2005:2) and need further support to link their learning regarding the values and principles of sustainable behaviour and action to their future roles and opportunities as employees towards creating a more sustainable society.  This confirms the need for academics to work with students, careers advisors and employers to clarify what it means to ‘to be able to practice and promote sustainability in the workplace’ as identified by Cade & Tennant (2005:1).


Further development challenges

Through the varied monitoring and evaluation processes employed within the research, there were a range of insights to the challenges for further development of this kind of learning opportunity.  Over and above the logistical challenges for the staff, the institution and the host organisations if these opportunities are to be extended to greater numbers of students from a wider variety of courses, table 6 summarises a number of issues (identified by students of the module) to be accommodated within future practice.

Table 6. The challenges of opting for experiential learning

	The time needed to effect commitments often beyond the ‘notional hours’ of validated modules

Different placements can require quite varied levels of ‘commitment’ from students

Students can feel obliged to extend their commitments to a project/organisation and encounter conflict with other university commitments

Mutual expectations of host organisation and student need to be clarified early in partnership

Course leaders need to be better informed as to the module aims/objectives and contribution within specific courses

Materials and schedules (for multiple courses) need to be communicated clearly online

Students of different courses approach common assessment tasks with different skill levels and knowledge


Conclusion

The processes and outputs of this project have been largely consistent with those as anticipated within the initial proposal; involving the substantial development of the learning opportunities and staff capacity in ESD at the University of Brighton as detailed in this report.  A number of areas for further research and development have been identified and it is anticipated that the detail of these processes will be of value to others in the field.  

The ‘launch workshop’ developed as part of the research is now an event for students identified within the induction week programme within the Faculty and is also prioritised by an enhanced number of local voluntary and statutory organisations within their own schedules.  The activities of the project have generated and provided a focus for interest and enthusiasm concerning ESD both within the University and with outside contacts with new networks internally and beyond that suggest these impacts can be sustained beyond the project period.  Further work is planned to work with wider areas of the (multiple-site) University of Brighton and to bring the Careers centre in particular into future ESD curricula developments towards contributing further to the emerging areas of sustainability literacy and competencies in relation to students, employees and University staff.
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