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Executive Summary 
This paper reports on a scoping exercise of the University of Edinburgh’s current provision of 
undergraduate courses that support the University’s commitment to Social Responsibility and 
Sustainability (SRS).  

The exercise examined course descriptors to identify where and how SRS is currently embedded 
in undergrad course curricula in the Colleges of Humanities and Social Sciences (CHSS) and 
Science and Engineering (CSE).  After considering some internal and external drivers for 
addressing SRS in teaching, this report gives an overview of the key findings and provides 
recommendations for next steps in enhancing this agenda.   

The scoping exercise was a direct response to the student manifesto ‘Learning for Change:  
Students’ Visions’.  This Manifesto sketches out learning experiences that better equip students for 
contributing to a more sustainable and socially just future during and after their time at University.1  
It was presented at the Conveners’ Forum in 2012, at which a scoping of the provision of courses 
at the University addressing SRS was suggested.  

The scoping exercise was undertaken at the Institute for Academic Development (IAD) as part of a 
student summer internship program Employ.ed on Campus run by the Careers Service.  As a 
collaboration between the IAD and the Sustainability Office, this project was supervised by Dr 
Miesbeth Knottenbelt (IAD) with additional guidance from Sustainability Advisor David Somervell 
and then Assistant Principal Dr Sue Rigby.  

The exercise develops ideas on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in Higher 
Education explored by Cotton (2012), Dawe et al. (2005), Sterling (2012), and other authors and 
builds on similar scopings carried out in the UK at the University of Cardiff, the University of 
Plymouth, the University of Brighton and the University of Leeds. 

Key findings 
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 use these pedagogies throughout.  

                                                           
1 The Manifesto is at: www.oured.ed.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/Learning-for-Change-EdinburghManifesto.pdf  

http://www.oured.ed.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/Learning-for-Change-EdinburghManifesto.pdf


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.  

 

Key recommendations 
The report outlines five proposals to further embed SRS in course curricula at the University: 

1. Extending the use of the findings 

The findings of the scoping exercise can be turned into a ‘SRS profile’ for each School, 
which can serve as a starting point for further work on this agenda at School-level.  The 
findings can also be used to inform students about the SRS courses the University offers, 
to support them in choosing a degree track that suits their interests and ambitions.  

2. Engaging students and staff  

Engagement with ESD among students and staff can be encouraged by promoting, sharing 
and rewarding good practice across Schools, by considering wishes and feedback from 
students and staff and by encouraging further research into ESD.  In addition, embedding 
elements of ‘sustainability literacy’ in the University’s Graduate Attributes framework would 
help steer this agenda.  

3. Supporting teaching staff 

Support for teaching staff could come principally from or via IAD, for example by providing 
teaching workshops and discipline-specific resources about ESD and by creating networks 
and mentoring schemes for teaching staff.  

4. Tracking progress 

The scoping exercise has sought to establish a baseline of the provision of SRS courses in 
CHSS and CSE at undergraduate level.  Progress on this agenda can now be reviewed 
and reported on a regular basis if desired, by establishing key indicators and by including 
reference to SRS in course information gathered by the Academic Registry.  

5. Taking this research further 

Further scoping can be done of courses in the College of Medicine and Veterinary Medicine 
and of Postgraduate courses in all Colleges.  Additional qualitative research can be carried 
out to examine provision of SRS courses in different degree programs: 

• to verify and expand on the data gathered in this scoping exercise 
• to identify existing expertise, experience and interest in SRS among teaching staff 

as well as the need for additional resources and support. 
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