
2. Aims & Methodology 

This chapter considers the aims, methodology and limitations of the scoping exercise.  

 

Aims 
The aims of the scoping exercise are: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Methodology 
It was decided to base the exercise on the course descriptions of undergraduate courses 
offered in 2012-13 that can be found in the Degree Regulations and Programs of Study 
(DRPS) online database.1  The DRPS is published by Academic Registry and provides 
information on all the programs of study offered by the UoE.  This includes a publicly 
accessible database with course descriptions of the University’s taught courses, which is 
used by enrolled students to choose their courses and by prospective students to find out 
more about the University’s degree programs.  

The course descriptions are updated annually by Schools, which is generally a task 
undertaken by Course Organisers or School administrators.  Guidance is provided by the 
Academic Registry on the sort of information to be included in these descriptions but 
flexibility remains to allow Schools to tailor their information.  Indeed, the information offered 
varies in the extent of detail offered. In Appendix VI, an example of a DRPS course 
description can be found.  

To complement the data, Sophie Whitehead’s mapping exercise of courses at the University 
covering fair trade related themes was used, which she undertook as part of her Employ.ed 
summer internship at the Fair Trade Steering Group.  Employ.ed student intern Bethan 
Smith, studying Business Studies and Accounting at the University, provided more in-depth 
information about accounting courses with SRS themes.  

                                                           
1 See: http://www.drps.ed.ac.uk/ 

 

1. To flesh out what the aspirations of the Strategic Plan 2012-16 to embed 
SRS in curricula might mean in practice and to inform further work on this 
agenda. 

2. To identify SRS in undergraduate courses on a course, School and 
University-level. 

3. To initiate discussion about where and how this provision can be 
enhanced. 

4. To establish a baseline against which further developments can be 
compared.  

http://www.drps.ed.ac.uk/


Lastly, Karen Harris from the Academic Registry provided a useful overview of different 
teaching methods used in University courses, as listed by course organisers, from which 
courses that included a fieldwork element could be isolated.  

Because of time limits, it was decided not to scope provision in the College of Medicine and 
Veterinary Medicine (CMVM), as courses within this College are more obviously related to 
SRS and are in any case tightly regulated by professional bodies.  

The described approach was chosen partly because interviewing teaching staff over the 
summer was impractical.  Also, this approach made it possible to scrutinise the more than 
2,000 undergraduate courses within a relatively short space of time.  

It was decided not to include any fourth year dissertation or final project courses in the 
exercise.  Although these courses might offer students an opportunity to research SRS-
related themes or undertake SRS-related projects independently, the extent to which 
students will choose to tailor their projects this way will partly depend on any previous 
engagement with SRS in their degree program.  As such, these program elements cannot be 
classified as addressing SRS with any certainty.  

 

Scoping criteria 

As a first step it was necessary to articulate what embedding SRS in course curricula could 
mean in practice.  Following the literature on ESD, this study decided to define ´SRS 
courses´ as meeting the following four criteria: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific indicators were developed for each of these criteria, which are set out below.  The 
information on each SRS course in CHSS and CSE was then collected in Microsoft Excel, 
see Appendix VII for the research template used.  

It was acknowledged that the University offers few courses that meet all four of these 
criteria.  Therefore, all courses that meet criterion 1, i.e. cover one or more SRS-related 
themes in terms of content, were mapped and further examined for the other three criteria.  

SRS courses: 

1. cover one or more themes related to SRS (content) 

2. approach the SRS themes from a discipline-specific, 
interdisciplinary or holistic perspective (approach) 

3. are taught using mostly student-centred and praxis oriented 
teaching and assessment methods (delivery and assessment) 

4. allow students to engage with local community projects or 
businesses (community engagement). 



 

 

1. Content  

SRS was taken in a wide sense to encompass social, economic, environmental and 
crosscutting themes.  A list of 38 themes related to SRS was compiled (Appendix I), adapted 
from the ‘Indicative list of 40 sustainability concepts’ produced by the Centre of Sustainable 
Futures at Plymouth University.2, the STAUNCH© 2007 audit tool3 developed at the 
University of Cardiff and the 2010 scoping exercise undertaken at the University of 
Plymouth.4  The aim was to develop a comprehensive but non-overlapping list of themes.  

Each course descriptor in the DRPS was carefully scrutinised and assessed against this list 
of themes.  From the general course description, the summary of intended learning 
outcomes, and, if provided, a list of key words, it was inferred whether SRS themes were 
covered.  The identified themes were noted against the course and the number of themes 
was listed separately to indicate the breadth of the course content.  

When a course was reported to cover one or more of the 38 SRS themes, data was then 
collected on approach, delivery and community engagement.  

 

2. Approach 

By ‘approach’ is meant the extent to which courses span content and theoretical 
perspectives across disciplines.  This criterion was assessed with the understanding that 
student engagement with SRS is best facilitated in degree programs offering a mix of 
discipline-specific, interdisciplinary and holistic SRS courses.  

 
3. Delivery and assessment 
A list of 20 teaching and assessment methods was picked from the ‘Sustainability 
pedagogies’ listed in the Higher Education Academy’s Future Fit Framework (Appendix II). 5 
When course descriptors mentioned the use of one or more of these student-centred and 
praxis oriented teaching methods, these were noted.  

                                                           
2  Adapted from Cotton and Winter, 2010, the list is included in Sterling, S (2012) The Future Fit Framework – 
An introductory guide to teaching and learning for sustainability in HE, The Higher Education Academy.   
3 The Staunch© 2007 audit tool was developed by Rodrigo Lozano at the Centre for Business Relationships, 
Accountability, Sustainability and Society (BRASS) at Cardiff University and first used to audit courses at Cardiff 
University in 2007For an overview of the Staunch© 2007 http://www.brass.cf.ac.uk/uploads/Staunch.pdf 
4 Blake, J., Jones, P., Kagawa, F. (2010) Sustainability in the University of Plymouth curricula, as perceived by 
heads of School Plymouth, Centre for Sustainable Futures 
http://uplace.org.uk:8080/dspace/bitstream/handle/10293/1118/Audit_Paper_web_updated_july.pdf?seque
nce=1 
5 Cotton, D.R.E. and Winter, J. (2010) ‘It’s not just bits of paper and light bulbs’: A review of sustainability 
pedagogies and their potential for use in Higher Education. In: Jones, P., Selby, D. and Sterling, S. (eds.) 
Sustainability Education: Perspectives and Practice Across Higher Education. London: Earthscan, cited on p.38 
Sterling, S. (2012) The Future Fit Framework – An introductory guide to teaching and learning for sustainability 
in HE, Higher Education Academy.   

http://www.brass.cf.ac.uk/uploads/Staunch.pdf
http://uplace.org.uk:8080/dspace/bitstream/handle/10293/1118/Audit_Paper_web_updated_july.pdf?sequence=1
http://uplace.org.uk:8080/dspace/bitstream/handle/10293/1118/Audit_Paper_web_updated_july.pdf?sequence=1


 
4. Engagement with local community 
When courses allow students to engage with local schools, organisations or businesses as 
part of their project work or placements, these were flagged up.    

 

 

Limitations  
It is important to note the limitations of this scoping exercise before discussing the findings.  

1. As mentioned before, the course descriptions on the DRPS vary in the extent of 
information offered. This has affected the findings in the following ways: 

a) Content and delivery and assessment:  The findings reflect only the SRS themes 
and pedagogies that could be inferred from the DRPS course description.  As for 
pedagogies, for 68 out of the 505 courses, more than one out of seven, it was not 
clear how the course was delivered.  

b) Approach:  It was not always clear whether course content was approached from 
a single or inter-disciplinary perspective.  

c) Engagement with the local community:  As for a), it is possible that project 
components in the course allowing for this kind of engagement were not 
mentioned in the course description.  The findings therefore reflect the minimum 
number of courses that qualified for this criterion.  

2. It was sometimes difficult to assess natural sciences and engineering courses on their 
SRS content:  Course content might not be directly related to environmental or human 
health while their practical applications are, for example in molecular biology and 
chemical engineering.  Specialist knowledge of the subject areas is required to make a 
more accurate judgment on this.  

3. The course descriptions do not reflect the quality of the teaching.  The pedagogies 
mentioned in the descriptor can give an indication of intention only.  No conclusion can 
be drawn on whether these pedagogies were successfully put into practice.  For 
example, when a course description makes mention of student-directed learning, it is not 
clear to what extent and in what way was this was carried out in the course. 

4. The findings do not sufficiently capture the opportunities available for individual students 
at the University to engage with SRS over the course of their degree program.  For this, 
it is necessary to consider program structures in terms of core and optional courses and 
to take account of possible clashing timetables and any pre-requisite course 
requirements.  

  



 

3. Findings 
 
This chapter outlines the main findings of the scoping exercise. 

 

Distribution across Colleges & Schools 
This scoping exercise identified 505 courses in CHSS and CSE offered in 2012-13 that 
cover one or more SRS-related themes:  Of approximately 2070 courses on offer (excluding 
dissertation courses) almost a quarter, 24 per cent, covers SRS content.  
 
Chart 1. shows both the number and percentage of SRS courses per School: 
 

 
 
The School of Social and Political Science, with 90 of their 149 undergraduate courses 
addressing SRS, offers both the largest number and the largest proportion of SRS courses, 
followed by the School of Geosciences.  For the Schools at the bottom of the list in Chart 1. 
there is scope to make SRS a higher priority in teaching.  Within Physics and Mathematics 
programs for example, engagement with SRS is currently only offered in education 
placement courses.  



 
As mentioned, this overview of provision on a School-level does not show the options 
available to individual students over the course of their degree programs.  For example, 
while the ECA offers 30 SRS courses, the degree program in Design does not include any.  
 
By College, more than two thirds of the SRS courses are offered in CHSS (Chart 2.):  Still, 
more than 30% of the 517 undergraduate courses offered in CSE addresses SRS, 
compared to 22% of 1562 courses in CHSS (Chart 3.).  
 

 

Distribution across levels of study 
Considering the years of study SRS 
courses are offered is relevant:  At 
Pre-honours level, students in most 
degree programs can choose at least 
some optional courses beyond their 
chosen subject.   

These courses can be first or second 
year course, picked from across 
different Schools.  Having arrived at 
Honours level, students are generally 
offered both mandatory courses and 
optional ones within their chosen 
subject and School.   

In Chart 4. you can see that almost 
three quarters of the SRS courses are 

offered at Honours level. But since students in general have more course options available 
once they arrive in Honours, this does not necessarily mean that Honours students engage 
more with SRS in practice.  This depends on provision in their School, the structure of their 
degree program and the degree of choice allowed within it.   
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As can be seen in Chart 5. and 6., provision of SRS at Pre- and Honours level is similar in 
both Colleges.  In CSE, at both levels almost a quarter of courses engage with SRS. Within 
CHSS, this is 15 and 20% of courses respectively. 

Chart 7. presents the provision of SRS courses at Pre-honours level and Honours level in 
the different Schools.  In general, as we have seen above, the weight of the SRS courses is 
at Honours level. In the School of Law and the Moray House School of Education, however, 
SRS courses are quite evenly distributed over the two levels. Schools like the School of 
Economics, Chemistry, Biology and Philosophy, Psychology and Language Sciences have a 
low provision of SRS courses in Pre-honours level, while the Business School and the 

School of Informatics offer none in Pre-honours.  

 

 

 



Breadth and focus of SRS content 
Chart 8. shows that in 
terms of breadth of SRS 
themes, almost two 
thirds of the SRS 
courses cover two to five 
different themes. A little 
less than one fifth of the 
courses engaged with 
only one of the themes.  

The course that spans 
the most ground is the 
Pre-honours course 
Sustainability, Society 
and Environment in the 
School of Geosciences, 

which covers no less than 18 themes.   

 
Chart 9. shows the percentage of courses that 
engage with one or more of the social, 
environmental, economic or crosscutting 
themes.  This graph shows that students have 
the least opportunity to engage with economic 
SRS themes.   

Chart 10. shows the coverage of the 38 SRS 
themes across SRS courses.  Aspects of 
politics and social policy are most extensively 
covered, in 198 of the 505 SRS courses.  

The economic themes consumerism, employment/unemployment, transport, natural 
resource and full cost accounting, corporate social responsibility and ethical trading and 
investment, are covered in the fewest number of courses and are at the bottom of the list.  
Engagement with sustainability is explicitly flagged up in 26 course descriptors, more than 
two thirds of which are in CSE. Environmental ethics (the moral questioning of the 
relationships between humans, animals and the environment), is found in only eight courses.  
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10. Number of courses covering specific SRS themes 

An interesting difference between the two Colleges is engagement with scholarly ethics 
(which entails exploring the social and environmental impact of a discipline in both research 
and professional practice): only 16 courses in CSE are reported to include scholarly ethics 
compared to 43 in CHSS.  

Approach 
In terms of their approach to SRS content, courses were grouped into the following three 
categories: 

1. Discipline-specific approach, for example a course like Freedom in Political Theory in 
SSPS. 

2. Inter- or multi-disciplinary approach 
combining different subject 
disciplines within either the natural 
sciences and engineering or 
humanities and social sciences, for 
example Engineering Geology 2 in 
the School of Engineering. 

3. Holistic approach, combining 
disciplines from across the two 



Colleges, for example Marine Science & Policies in the School of Geosciences.   
 

Chart 11 shows that 35% of the SRS courses take a discipline-specific approach to the 
subject matter.  Almost half of the SRS courses takes an inter- or multi-disciplinary approach 
and 17% a holistic approach.  

Chart 12. indicates how approaches compare between Schools.  It shows that ECA offers 
the biggest percentage of holistic SRS courses: more than 60%.   
This is followed by both the School of Geosciences and the School of Engineering, in which 
content crosses College boundaries in a little more than half of the SRS courses.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Delivery & assessment 
The following codes were allocated to each SRS course to express the type of course 
delivery and assessment methods.  A list of SRS pedagogies is provided in Appendix II.  

1. Not enough conclusive information available in course descriptor  
2. Conventional teaching 

• Course delivered through lectures and seminars and assessed through essays, 
individual exercises, presentations and/or exams. 

3. Some innovative teaching 
• Course includes delivery and assessment methods of category 2., but reported 

use of one or more SRS pedagogies, eg. 50% exam, 50% project work.  
4. Innovative teaching 

• Delivered mostly through the use of SRS pedagogies.    

1. Disciplinary approach 
2. Inter / multi-disciplinary approach 
3. Holistic approach 
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The DRPS course descriptors varied in 
the amount of detail offered on course 
delivery. As mentioned earlier, 13% of 
the SRS courses did not specify which 
teaching methods were used (category 
0).  

 
Chart 13. shows that half of the SRS 
courses uses conventional teaching 
methods. Almost a quarter includes 
some innovative teaching, and one out 
of seven is delivered using only SRS 
pedagogies.  

 
 
Chart 14 compares delivery 
and assessment methods of 
SRS courses between the 
two Colleges.  While in 
CHSS more than 60% of all 
the SRS courses are 
conventionally taught, in 
CSE this is a bit more than 
20%.  

In CSE, the majority (more 
than 60% of SRS courses) 
uses some innovative 
teaching. The percentage of 
courses that uses mostly innovative teaching is similar in CHSS and CSE: 14% and 15% 
respectively.  

Chart 15. compares the different types of delivery of SRS courses across all Schools.  Of the 
Schools that offer more than 10 SRS courses, Moray House School of Education offers the 
highest percentage of innovatively taught SRS courses:  exactly half of their SRS courses sit 
in category 3. This is followed by the School of Geosciences and the School of Engineering.  
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Courses that are both innovatively taught (category 3 delivery) and take a holistic approach 
(category 3 approach) can be seen as inspiring examples of good practice for SRS teaching.  
Ten SRS courses meet these two criteria: 
 
College School Course title SRS pedagogies used 

*PBL is problem-based learning 
1. CH

SS 
Edinburgh College of 
Art  

Park Design and 
Management  

Real-world case studies, PBL, Worldview and 
values research; group work, site visits 

2. CH
SS 

Edinburgh College of 
Art  

Design: landscape planning 
and assessment  

Real-world case studies, PBL, group work 

3. CH
SS 

Edinburgh College of 
Art  

Design: landscape 
reclamation  

Outdoor learning, PBL, Real-world case 
studies,  

4. CH
SS 

Moray House School 
of Education 

Global learning: citizenship 
and sustainability 

PBL, worldview and values research, real-
world case studies, group work 

5. CH
SS 

Business School Green and Sustainable 
Entrepreneurship  

Group work, PBL, role-plays and simulations, 
real-world case-studies 

6. CS
E 

School of Engineering Environmental Engineering 3 PBL, real-world case studies 

7. CS
E 

School of Engineering Environmental Engineering 
Design Project 4 

PBL, group work 

8. CS
E 

School of Engineering Sustainable Energy: 
Principles and Processes 3 

Real-world case studies 

9. CS
E 

School of 
Geosciences 

Earth Surface Processes PBL, real-world case studies, debates 
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E 

School of 
Geosciences 

Marine Systems and Policies 
(UG) 

Real-world case studies, group work, peer-
assessment  
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Chart 16 compares the use of different SRS pedagogies between the Colleges. CSE uses 
problem-based learning (PBL) a lot more in SRS courses than CHSS. PBL entails offering a 
problem-scenario for which students develop solutions as a stimulus for learning.  Group 
work is also more common in the CSE, as are contributions by guest speakers.  On the other 
hand, SRS courses in CHSS include more reflective accounts, stimulus activities, role-plays, 
personal development planning and peer- and self-assessment.  
 
The chart also makes clear that several SRS pedagogies are very uncommon: none of the 
SRS courses reports to make use of multidimensional assessment (assessment that 
considers not only academic achievements but also participation in and/or social impact of 
the task).  Worldview and values research (research projects that require students to explore 
the worldview and values of different stakeholders), is also not used, neither is futures 
visioning (a collective process through which students envision different possible future 
scenarios or future solutions to current problems, and plan how to achieve these).  Outdoor 
learning, debates, student-led learning and action research (research through active 
participation in and collaboration with groups outside the University) are rare too.  

Engagement with local community 
There are 38 SRS courses that allow for engagement in the local community as part of 
course work. 33 of these are in CHSS (in ECA, Moray House of Education and the School of 
Social and Political Sciences).  The five courses in this category in CSE are education 
placements.  A list of the community engagement courses is included in Appendix III.  



Summary findings 
To summarise, the scoping exercise identified 505 courses addressing SRS-related content 
in CHSS and CSE, a quarter of all undergraduate courses offered in the two Colleges in 
2012-13.  Provision of SRS courses varies greatly per School, ranging from 90 SRS courses 
in SSPS to one in the School of Mathematics.  More than three quarters of the SRS courses 
are offered at Honours level, with again significant variation between Schools.  

The majority of SRS courses engage with various SRS themes at the same time, with two 
thirds covering two to five SRS themes and 16% covering six themes or more.  More than 
half of the SRS courses engage with social themes, whereas environmental themes are 
covered in 19% of the courses, crosscutting themes in 13% and economic themes in 11%.  
Almost half of the SRS courses take an inter- or multi-disciplinary approach, while more than 
one third of the courses take a discipline-specific approach.  With 17%, holistic courses that 
combine perspectives from both the social sciences/humanities and science/engineering are 
relatively rare.  

Delivery and assessment of the SRS courses seems a key area for consideration: half of the 
courses is reported to be delivered using ‘conventional’ teaching strategies like essays and 
exams. Almost a quarter includes innovative teaching methods associated with ESD, while 
only 13% of courses uses these pedagogies throughout.  This might partly be due to a lack 
of relevant data for this scoping exercise, as 14% of the SRS course descriptions did not 
specify on course delivery.  As for specific teaching methods used, real-world case studies, 
problem-based learning and group work were common in SRS courses, while others like 
worldview and values research, student-led learning and multi-dimensional assessment 
were rare or not used.  Again, provision varied across Schools and Colleges.  

Finally, the scoping exercise identified 38 SRS courses (7%) that allow students to engage 
with local community projects or businesses.  
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