Principle of Sustainability Education	
Julia Myatt, Academic Director of Sustainability Education
Created June 2024; reviewed June 2025. 

Introduction
We are committed to ensuring that all students receive a comprehensive education in sustainability. Our ambition is to integrate sustainability principles, both within and alongside the curriculum, to ensure our students are well-equipped to tackle global challenges for the future. Education for Sustainability (EfS) is an approach to teaching and learning that highlights the principles and practices of sustainability. The focus of Education for Sustainability is the development of the skills, knowledge and motivation to engage with sustainability, the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and to understand the interconnections between the three pillars of sustainability: environmental, social and economic systems. 

There are eight core competencies for EfS supported by UNESCO (2017), often achieved through pedagogical tools such as scenario planning, problem-based teamwork, case studies, reflective practice, formal debate and role play (see the Education Excellence Newsletter 3 for a table of the competencies). The primary distinction with EfS, however, lies in the requirement to embed sustainability as the central theme, alongside emphasizing the interconnections among competencies. This could be by integrating critical issues such as climate change, biodiversity, sustainable consumption and production, energy, and resource utilization, in addition to the consideration of justice and equity, into the curriculum in a holistic way. 

As one of our Graduate Attributes, the ability for students to be able to demonstrate the skills and knowledge to be sustainability-focused is a core competency, one increasingly sought by employers. It is therefore essential that all staff are aware of how their own teaching can support this and to enable students to understand the role of their discipline and others in developing a more sustainable future for all. 


Principles 

The over-arching principles, together with the role-holders responsible are provided below, together with some examples. Staff can also join the Sustainability Education Community of Practice to access more examples, expand their knowledge and work with like-minded colleagues in this space. 

Strategies towards the embedding of sustainability in teaching, learning and assessment at the University of Birmingham should:
1. Aid all students in understanding the significance of sustainability, specifically in relation to their discipline, enabling them to become climate conscious citizens of the future.  
2. Provide students with further opportunities to develop the skills necessary to tackle the multifaceted and interconnected challenges of the environmental, social and economic pillars of sustainability.  
3. Empower students to engage in action-oriented and participatory learning, reflect on their responsibilities and act as a voice for sustainability within their wider community.  


	Principles
	Birmingham Standard (and Responsible Lead)
	Examples of Enhanced Practice

	1. Aid all students in understanding the significance of sustainability, specifically in relation to their discipline, enabling them to become climate conscious citizens of the future.  


	Head of School/Head of Education
	· The QAA is in the process of updating all subject benchmarking statements to include Education for Sustainable Development, which should be reviewed. In the School of Pharmacy staff are using the updated General Pharmaceutical Council (GPhC) standards to begin embedding sustainability into their curriculum, using a framework which maps sustainability onto the GPhC learning outcomes. 
· A school-wide introduction might take place via a tutorial programme, as part of a core module, or as an initial induction session at the start of an academic year. It can include specifically directing students to relevant centrally-managed training courses (e.g. our Biodiversity literacy course) and carrying out complementary activities. 
· Use the common language of the SDGs to highlight how/where students are engaging with different aspects of sustainability e.g. providing information within modules. For example 28822 LI Animal Biology: Principles and Mechanisms and 37115 LI Microbiology: Medicine, Environment and Industry are  discipline-specific modules, but they flag the relevant SDGs and use specific-case studies to highlight the wider sustainability relevance of their topics. 

	
	
1.1.  The embedding of sustainability, the sustainability education core competencies and the SDGs should be considered, and regularly reviewed, at School and programme levels to ensure consistency in the approach of academic staff, and in the messaging to students regarding its value and relevance. 

1.2.  Ensure all students are able to engage with an introduction to sustainability as part of their studies including: 
a. its potential role in enhancing learning and supporting the development of their graduate attributes.
b. what sustainability is, how individuals are able to engage with sustainability, and the relevance of their chosen discipline for supporting a more sustainable future for all.  
	· 

	
	Module Lead/Lecturer
	

	
	
1.3.  Embed sustainability topics within existing modules across disciplines. Encourage faculty to incorporate the SDGs, climate-related content, case studies, and practical examples into their teaching materials and assessment topics. By doing so, students will recognize the relevance of sustainability in their field of study.
	



	Principles
	Birmingham Standard (and Responsible Lead)
	Examples of Enhanced Practice

	


2. Provide students with opportunities to develop the skills necessary to tackle the multifaceted and interconnected challenges of the environmental, social and economic pillars of sustainability.
  


	Head of School/Head of Education
	· The development of college-level modules shared by multiple programmes (e.g. 38933 LI/LH Sustainable Development: Climate, Culture, Society and Policy in the College of Arts and Law). 
· Ensure students are aware of opportunities such as the Year in Environmental Sustainability or online courses such as the Professional Skills Academy ‘One Planet, One Future: Biodiversity, Climate Change and Sustainability’ course, by highlighting through the tutorial system or in relevant module spaces. 
· Embed guest lecturer sessions as part of modules to demonstrate the relevance of a discipline beyond the usual boundaries, or a joint seminar on climate change could involve science, economics, and sociology faculties, fostering holistic understanding and problem-solving e.g. The module 37527 LC One Planet Thinking in GEES has additional sessions taught by staff in the Business School, Engineering and Professional Services staff engaged in sustainability. 
Enhanced practice would provide students with the opportunity to develop the skills needed to operate in this space e.g. systems thinking, integrated problem-solving and collaboration. This could be achieved through team-based project work/assessments in combination with skills workshops. Examples include modules such as those described above in addition to 31633 LI Sustainable Process Engineering in Chemical Engineering, where students undertake a group project using Lifecycle Assessment or 35351 LM Professional Integrity and the Reflective Practitioner in the Business School which uses improvised role play to engage students with a real-life scenario. 


	
	

2.1. Foster cross-disciplinary collaboration at the design and implementation stage of programmes and modules (e.g. through annual review processes). Encourage academic staff to collaborate with colleagues to develop joint projects or workshops related to sustainability. This could be within the same School/department or between different Schools/departments and even colleges. This approach allows students to explore sustainability issues from multiple angles and appreciate its interconnectedness across disciplines. 

2.2. Support and promote wider opportunities for students to engage with sustainability outside of their degree programme to enable students to develop knowledge of other disciplinary perspectives around sustainability. 
	· 

	
	Module Lead/Lecturer
	

	
	2.3. Where sustainability is embedded into taught content, staff should ensure that the three pillars of sustainability are considered and acknowledged. 

2.4. Promote core competencies for sustainability education such as systems-thinking, collaborative approaches in teaching (see Education Excellence newsletter 3) using methods such as debate, role play, reflective practice and teamwork. Encourage students to explore complex sustainability challenges through interconnected lenses e.g. a case-study could analyse food systems, considering environmental impact, social equity, and economic viability simultaneously. This cultivates critical thinking and holistic problem-solving skills.
	



	Principles
	Birmingham Standard (and Responsible Lead)
	Examples of Enhanced Practice

	

3. Empower students to engage in action-oriented and participatory learning, reflect on their responsibilities and act as a voice for sustainability within their wider community.  


	Head of School/Head of Education
	· Promote and support students to have a voice in department/school and college-level sustainability committees e.g. through representation on committees (e.g. seen in CoSS College Sustainability committee) or by engaging with relevant student societies e.g. BioSoc in the School of Biosciences held a hedgehog-themed cake sale for students and staff to raise money for the Birmingham and Black Country Wildlife Trust. 
· Actively promote and celebrate the sustainability champions network with both students and staff to facilitate whole-community engagement. Demonstrate a commitment to supporting initiatives such as Green Week and relevant UoB Xtra activities.  
· Facilitate engagement with external organisations e.g. 22728 LM Transforming Development for Sustainability students in the School of Government go on a day-trip to the Centre for Alternative Technology. 

· Work with local communities and external organisations to provide real-world opportunities e.g. through group-based projects, case studies, placements and internships (e.g. the Birmingham Project has embedded the Education for Sustainability Competencies).  

· Offer workshops/sessions on ethical decision-making and responsible leadership. This will expose students to complex sustainability dilemmas, considering societal norms, cultural context, and ethical frameworks. These skills empower them to advocate for positive change. E.g. 31699 LI Responsible Business: Theory and Practice in the Birmingham Business School explores the growing movement towards responsible business transformation and 38929 LI Climate and Environmental Ethics in the School of Philosophy, Theology and Religion engages student with a series of political and ethical questions around climate change.

	
	

3.1. Establish platforms for student voices within the UoB community and encourage engagement with university sustainability practices and opportunities. 

3.2. Develop opportunities for students to engage in participatory learning and engage with external organisations to work on real-world problems.

 
	· 

	
	Module Lead/Lecturer
	

	
	3.3. Be aware of and disseminate information about University-wide initiatives that students can engage with and highlight how/where they align with module content. 

3.4. Allow students opportunities to express their perspectives, influence policies, and drive sustainable practices beyond campus boundaries.
	



These principles are provided as part of the University of Birmingham Teaching and Learning Handbook which details the Birmingham standards (minimum expectations) and leads responsible for ensuring they are met. The Handbook also contains examples of enhanced practice and links to key sources of further advice and inspiration.  
