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Aims for today

 Share with you the interest and demand 
from students to include sustainability in their 
learning;

 Explain what this demand actually looks 
like;

 Demonstrate how sustainability can 
embedded;

 And say why this matters for students, our 
universities, and wider society. 



What do students want?

•say their university should actively incorporate and promote 
sustainable development91%

•say sustainable development is something they would like to 
learn more about81%

•would like to see sustainable development incorporated and 
promoted through all courses70%

•would accept a salary 15% lower than average to work in a 
company with a good social and environmental record61%

•rate their university as 'very good' in relation to the action it takes to 
limit the negative impact it has on the environment and society17% 

International survey incl. 3,247 respondents, 2017-18, more information here. Results similar 
to the UK survey incl. c50,000 respondents over last 8 years, more information here. 

https://sustainability.unioncloud.org/our-research/our-research-reports/student-perceptions-of-sustainability-in-higher-education-international-survey
https://sustainability.nus.org.uk/our-research/our-research/skills-and-sustainable-development


When we’re talking about sustainability, 
what do we mean…?



If we’re going to achieve the SDGs, what sort of 
graduates do we need?



Education for sustainable development vs. 
education about sustainable development 

Education for sustainable development 
is the process of equipping students with the 

knowledge and understanding, skills
and attributes needed to work and live in a 
way that safeguards environmental, social 

and economic wellbeing, both in the present 
and for future generations. 

Higher Education Academy & Quality 
Assurance Agency guidance on ESD (2014)

Knowledge

Skills

Attributes

“Education for Sustainable Development helps the citizens of 
the world to learn their way to a more sustainable future.”

UN Decade of ESD 2005-2014



Working to embed these 11 outcomes 
through all parts of student learning



To what extent are students experiencing 
teaching and learning on sustainability skills in 
higher education?



Making sustainability relevant to the 
discipline and meaningful for students

#SustainabilityAtoZ



Formal 
Curriculum

Informal 
Curriculum 

Subliminal 
Curriculum

Embedding sustainability through all parts 
of the student learning experience



Our range of programmes, 
campaigns, training, and support 

Procurement 
and supply 

chain

Behaviour
change

Education for 
Sustainable 

Development

Health and 
wellbeing

Campaigns

International

Union 
support



Changing our institutions: 
Responsible Futures

A whole-institution approach to 
embedding sustainability throughout 
student learning

A good practice framework and 
supported change programme

A partnership approach between the 
students’ union and the university

An accreditation mark, audited by 
students



Working collaboratively with staff: 
Global Goals Teach-In #SDGTeachIn

• An annual international campaign 
for academics to pledge to include 
the Global Goals in their teaching, 
learning, and assessment.

• Save the date: 18-22 Feb 2019



Changing the experience for individual 
students: Dissertations for Good

“Dissertations for Good has given real meaning 
to my University studies.”



Meet Adela Simonova:
“It started with free icecream…”

Adela, from Czech Republic, 
studied LLB Law at the 
University of Bristol from 2014-
2017, now studying LLM 
Environment and Climate 
Change Law at the University 
of Edinburgh. 

Student Switch 
Off Ambassador 

in halls

Bristol SU 
sustainability 
ambassador

Recycling 
volunteer at 
Freshers’ Fair

Bristol Big Give 
student staff 

member

Green 
Curriculum 
team lead

Co-ran ‘A Student’s 
Guide to Sustainability’ 

event, showcasing 
student-led research

Founded the first-ever 
student-led SU 

sustainability committee 
and elected ‘Sustainability 

Chair’ for Bristol SU







Thank you!

To keep in touch:

www.nus.org.uk/sustainability 
@NUS_Sustainable

Quinn Runkle
quinn.runkle@nus.org.uk
@quinn_runkle



Future opportunities to work with 
NUS, please contact 

quinn.runkle@nus.org.uk 
if interested in learning more! 

Quinn Runkle, Education for 
Sustainable Development 
Programme Manager, 
Department for Sustainability



Learn more about our 
research at: 

https://sustainability.unionclo
ud.org/our-research/our-
research 



Research on student understanding 
of and interest in the SDGs

• In the UK: 67% hadn't heard of the 
SDGs prior to answering a survey 
about them, but 61% say they 
would like to learn more about 
the SDGs.

• 81% agree that the government 
should actively lead and support 
achievement of the SDGs.

• Goal 13, climate action, is seen as 
the most important goal, and 
climate change is reported as being 
the most important issue facing the 
world today.

Tracking questions included in NUS TOTUM omnibus survey, more SDGs 
added monthly 

https://sustainability.nus.org.uk/our-research/our-research-
reports/student-opinion-sustainable-development-goals



International student research 

Build on the international data for 2018-19 and learn 
about students in your country by collaborating on 
international student sustainability research!

Currently in: 
• English
• German
• French
• Japanese
• Greek

• Danish
• Hungarian 

(coming)
• Spanish 

(coming)

We need help with: 

Translation into other languages
Promotion of the survey



A few of our campaigns… 



SDG Teach-In

An annual international campaign for academics to pledge to include 
the SDGs in their teaching, learning, and assessment.

#SDGTeachIn

18th – 22nd February 2019



Divestment campaign 

Emissions Impossible has three key asks to drive the just transition from fossil 
fuels to renewables.

1. Divest-Invest: we want every penny of fossil fuel investments moved into 
socially-responsible renewables

2. No New Dirty Investments: we want commitments from our institutions 
to never invest in fossil fuels

3. Go 100% Renewable: we want all universities and colleges to source 
100% of electricity from socially responsible renewable sources



More information on our 
Responsible Futures 
programme on the following 
slides and available on: 

www.nus.org.uk/rf 



The Responsible Futures programme 
cycle

Partnership working 
through toolkit 

(typically  1-3 years 
in the first cycle)

Ongoing support 
(2x annual support 
days, monthly calls, 

annual bespoke 
visit)

Cohort working 
(active jiscmail, 
resource bank, 
peer-to-peer 

support)

Student-led audit

Accreditation (valid 
for two years) and 
awards ceremony

Partnership 
joins 

Responsible 
Futures



The framework supports a range of 
levels of interventions 

Top-down

Middle-out

Bottom-up

Changes in policy & strategy 

Requirements for ESD in 
(re)validation processes

Introducing new 
graduate attributes 

Supporting staff innovation 
(e.g. sustainability fellows, 

teaching and learning funds)

Professional 
development 

opportunities for 
staff

Fostering stronger 
working 

relationships 
between the SU & 

institution 

Engaging students 
and staff in 
collaborative 
discussions

Students 
campaigning for 

change on their own 
course

Course reps 
championing ESD 
through student-
staff committees



Accredited & ‘working towards’ partnerships 
Representing 500,000+ students in FE and HE


