
1. Background 
 

By way of background, this chapter considers the key motivations for the University to enhance 
engagement with Sustainability and Social Responsibility (SRS) in curricula.  

The University’s formal commitment 
The University Strategic Plan 2012-16 expresses a clear commitment to address teaching as a focus for 
action on SRS, stating the following strategies under the strategic theme ‘Social Responsibility’:1 

 

 

 

 

 

Students’ request: ‘Learning for Change’ Manifesto 

In 2011, a group of students collectively produced a manifesto with their visions for 21st century learning at 
the University of Edinburgh, equipping students with the knowledge, attitudes and skills to contribute to a 
more sustainable and socially just future during and after their time at University.2   

The Edinburgh Manifesto was endorsed by the EUSA Student Council Executive, and has received support 
from both the 2011-12 and 2012-13 Sabbatical officers.  The group was also invited to the Conveners’ 
Forum on the 16th of March 2012, during which the attending staff was ‘challenged to keep this item in mind 
throughout committee business’ by then Assistant Principal Sue Rigby.3  As a next step, the minutes cite:  

 

 

 

 

 

External drivers  
The University’s commitments to embed SRS in course curricula links with Education for Sustainable 
Development  (ESD), or Education for Sustainability (EfS), a wider educational agenda which has emerged 
both in the UK and internationally.4  The following definition is taken from the First Annual Report of the UK 
Government’s Sustainable Development Education Panel (1998): 5 

 

 

                                                           
1 See: www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/governance-strategic-planning/strategic-planning/strategic-plan-2012-16  
2 The Manifesto is at: www.oured.ed.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/Learning-for-Change-EdinburghManifesto.pdf 
3 These minutes were sent to the author in personal correspondence but are not archived online.  
4 For a critical appraisal of education for sustainable development (ESD) across the United Kingdom, see Martin S, Dillon J, Higgins 
P, Peters C, Scott W. (2013) ‘Divergent Evolution in Education for Sustainable Development Policy in the United Kingdom: Current 
Status, Best Practice, and Opportunities for the Future.’ Sustainability. 5(4): 1522-1544.  
5 The report can be accessed at 
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20080305115859/http:/www.defra.gov.uk/environment/sustainable/educpanel/1998ar/ann4.htm  

• Embedding our commitment to social responsibility and 
sustainability in our curricula, policies, strategies and 
procedures 

• Offering every student opportunities to study the broader 
aspects of current global challenges, social responsibility 
and sustainability, and to explore in depth how their chosen 
subjects relate to them. 

 
 

‘…it was suggested that an exercise could be undertaken to look at 
existing provision [of courses] with a view to flagging where issues of 
sustainable development are being addressed (…) and also to help 
provide rationale where it appears that the institution may not be 
actively addressing other areas.’ 

http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/governance-strategic-planning/strategic-planning/strategic-plan-2012-16
http://www.oured.ed.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/Learning-for-Change-EdinburghManifesto.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20080305115859/http:/www.defra.gov.uk/environment/sustainable/educpanel/1998ar/ann4.htm


 

 

 

 

More recently, Martin et al. defined ESD as ‘a process of learning how to make decisions that consider the 
long-term future of the economy, ecology and equity of all communities’ (2013: 1523). ESD is both a vision 
and a set of educational practices aimed at equipping students with the understanding and the skills to play 
a part in solving environmental and socioeconomic challenges on both local and global levels.  

Universities have engaged with ESD in different ways. Various UK Universities have undertaken scoping 
exercises of ESD provision, including the University of Cardiff, the University of Plymouth, the University of 
Brighton and the University of Leeds.  In Scotland, the University of Edinburgh is the first University to have 
started this process with the current scoping exercise.6 

The Green League 
The Green League is a comprehensive and independent league table of UK universities ranked by 
environmental and ethical performance.  It is compiled annually by the UK’s largest student campaigning 
network, People & Planet.  The 2011-12 league table was published in full in The Guardian.  In 2012, the 
University of Edinburgh rose from place 47 to 42 out of the 145 UK Universities assessed.7 

In terms of education and learning, in 2013 the League will check against the following criteria:8 

• Strategic or Corporate Plan commits to promoting Education for Sustainable Development through 
the curriculum  

• Environmental policy explicitly mentions promoting Education for Sustainable Development through 
the curriculum  

• Teaching and Learning strategy explicitly mentions Education for Sustainable Development in the 
curriculum 

• Institution has a mechanism for reviewing and reporting on progress on the integration of education 
for sustainable development into the curriculum 

• Institution makes available support or training to help all academic staff integrate education for 
sustainable development into the curriculum  

These criteria will be further considered in the recommendations of this report. A second non-scoring 
criterion in the 2013 Green League is: 

The Institution has carried out an audit of the sustainability content of its courses.  

 

                                                           
6 The scoping exercise described in this report was preceded by an audit of courses related to the environment undertaken by Dr 
Tony Clayton and Dr Anna Ashmole between 1994 and 1995 under the remit of the former Environment Teaching & Research 
Office (ETRO), in collaboration with the former Centre for Human Ecology. The findings of this study are available in paper copy.  
7 See: http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/datablog/2012/may/28/university-green-league-greenwich-environment  
8 Information on criteria and methodology can be found on http://peopleandplanet.org/greenleague  

ESD enables people to develop the knowledge, values and skills to 
participate in decisions about the way we do things individually and 
collectively, both locally and globally that will improve the quality of life now 
without damaging the planet for the future. 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/datablog/2012/may/28/university-green-league-greenwich-environment
http://peopleandplanet.org/greenleague
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