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Quality Assurance Agency
The independent body entrusted with monitoring and 
advising on standards and quality in UK higher education. 
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/

Advance HE 
Advance HE is a member-led, sector-owned charity that 
works with institutions and higher education across the 
world to improve higher education for staff, students and 
society.
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/

https://www.qaa.ac.uk/
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/


Purpose of the Guidance

• To assist staff in UK higher education institutes 
seeking to incorporate Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) within their curricula

• To support students from any academic discipline to 
acquire the knowledge, understanding and skills 
necessary to develop values and take actions to 
transition society towards sustainable futures

• To support academic and professional service 
colleagues at all levels, and at all stages in their ESD 
journey



Content of the Guidance

• Section 1:  Introducing Education for Sustainable 
Development 

• Section 2:  Getting Started with Education for 
Sustainable Development 

• Section 3:  Teaching, Learning and Assessment 
for ESD 

• Section 4:  Annotated references and resources 



Section 1 – Introducing Education 
for Sustainable Development 

• What Is Education for Sustainable 
Development? 

• The role of higher education in 
creating a sustainable future 

• UN Sustainable Development Goals 
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Introducing Education for Sustainable Development

• Sustainable development - an aspirational ongoing process of 
addressing social, environmental and economic concerns to create 
a better world.

• Education for sustainable development - the process of 
creating curriculum and subject-relevant content to support and 
enact sustainable development.

• ESD is education about and for a sustainable future, through the 
development of relevant skills, knowledge and competencies. 



A Starting Definition of 
ESD“’’ U‘ESD empowers learners to take informed 

decisions and responsible actions for 
environmental integrity, economic viability and a 
just society, for present and future generations, 

while respecting cultural diversity.

It is about lifelong learning, and is an integral part 
of quality education.

ESD is holistic and transformational education 
which addresses learning content and outcomes, 

pedagogy and the learning environment.

It achieves its purpose by transforming society.’

UNESCO (2019) https://en.unesco.org/themes/education-
sustainable-development/what-is-esd

NESCO, 2019 

https://en.unesco.org/themes/education-sustainable-development/what-is-esd




How Can it Be Used? 

The guidance recognises that there are many 
ways in which this may be achieved.

It offers suggestions to inspire, inform and 
enable ESD to be designed into and across 
curricula as part of a whole-institution 
approach. 

It can be used as both a course design 
reference point and as an advocacy aid for 
those supporting ESD agendas in their 
organisation.



Section 2 – Getting Started with 
Education for Sustainable 
Development 

• ESD as curriculum framing 

• ESD intersections across curricula 

• Consulting key players 
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Applies ESD in practice, discussing how to position ESD strategically and operationally across curricula. It 
offers guidance and identifies ways of involving key players, beginning with students and continuing through 
employers, enterprise organisations, academics, professional service teams, governance and communities.

The guidance prioritises engagement with students, in particular collaboration and co-creation
of learning, as well as identifying activities that are already happening in their communities.

Emphasises the importance of strategic institution-level commitment and support when looking to progress 
ESD.  It discusses how ESD can reinforce and frame other institutional objectives such as internationalisation 
and developing global perspectives; promoting employability and enterprise, working with communities, and 
progressing equality, diversity and inclusion. 

Explores how ESD can be used to motivate staff and students to go beyond a focus on their own 
discipline/subject area is discussed as a means of promoting interdisciplinary working that could help 
innovative ideas to emerge.

Section 2. Getting Started with ESD
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Intersections with other priority areas 



ESD is best achieved when

1. ESD objectives, targets and KPIs are part of the institution’s 
strategic priorities and subsequent strategies and policies.

2. The framing of ESD within the curriculum is included in the 
validation of new courses and ongoing review of existing courses.

3. ESD is central to the staff and student induction process, as 
well as staff appraisal and/or promotion criteria.

4. ESD is articulated within quality assurance and enhancement 
processes.

5. Staff development to enable ESD is fully supported at an 
institutional level.



Section 3 – Teaching, Learning and 
Assessment for Education for 
Sustainable Development 

• Key competencies for sustainability

• Course and module learning outcomes

• Assessment for, of and as learning



Section 3 focuses on teaching, learning and 
assessment approaches for ESD. 

It introduces the key competencies for 
sustainability, course and module learning 
outcomes for ESD and guidance about 
developing learning environments to support 
ESD. 

This section can be used alongside the Quality 
Code’s Advice and Guidance on course design 
and development, to help academics in a 
practical and applied way. 
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/quality-code

https://www.qaa.ac.uk/quality-code


Key competencies for sustainability

Learning outcomes are presented aligned with 
the following key competencies for SD.

• systems thinking 
• anticipatory thinking 
• normative competency 
• strategic thinking  
• collaborative competency 
• critical thinking 
• self-awareness 
• integrated problem-solving competency 
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Teaching, Learning and Assessment for  ESD

UNESCO key competencies
for sustainability 
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Teaching, Learning and Assessment for ESD
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Teaching, Learning and Assessment for  ESD
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From competencies to learning outcomes
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Examples of practices

Examples from practice: Knowledge Exchange for Sustainability 
Education
Established in 2008, the University of the West of England’s (UWE) Knowledge Exchange for 
Sustainability Education (KESE) group is a cross-university staff team that works to progress 
education for sustainable development through curriculum mapping, staff development, student 
engagement and celebration. The group comprises of a representative from each academic 
department, the sustainability team and the SU. Its core purpose is to provide a means for 
discussion of ESD within the University. It shares examples of good practice across the institution 
and supports staff who are seeking to include ESD within their modules and programmes. Led by 
the Associate Professor for ESD, KESE takes responsibility for the annual ESD report and sets the 
agenda for the annual ESD Action Plan. KESE regularly reports on its activities to UWE’s 
Sustainability Board. 
KESE is the recipient of an Advance HE CATE Award.



Section 4 – Annotated references 
and resources 

• International and UK policy and 
strategy frameworks

• Open education resources
• Perspectives on ESD and higher 

education experience
• ESD curriculum design tools, 

frameworks and models



The revised guidance is available to 
download:

Advance HE Members

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/teaching-
and-learning/education-sustainable-
development-higher-education

QAA Members

https://membershipresources.qaa.ac.uk

A  free Executive Summary is available on 
each website.

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/teaching-and-learning/education-sustainable-development-higher-education
https://membershipresources.qaa.ac.uk/
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ESD  and UWE. 
How are we using the Guidance?

2007 Institutional Review of Sustainability in the Modular Scheme

2008 Cross university Knowledge Exchange for Sustainability Education (KESE) 
group established to promote and enhance ESD in the formal and informal 
curriculum

2011 Annual Institution wide  Sustainability and Education Conference Established

2012 Annual ESD review meeting cycle with individual HoDs instigated

2012 ESD incorporated into the Academic Development Programme for new staff

2014 QAA–HEA Education for Sustainable Development Guidance launched

2014 UWE Certification to ISO 14001:2004 EMS including teaching and learning

2015 Internal and external verification that all taught programmes address 
sustainability in the context appropriate to the individual discipline



Education for Sustainable Development Guidance

ESD  and UWE. 
How are we using the Guidance?

2016 NUS–SOS Responsible Futures accreditation

2017 Appointment of Associate Professor in Education for Sustainable Development

2018 KESE Group wins UWE’s first Advance HE Award for Collaborative Approach to 
Teaching Excellence (CATE) 

2019 Two UWE members appointed to   Advance HE – QAA Education for 
Sustainable Development Guidance Advisory Group, UWE co-chair group

2020 Strategy 2030 launched

2021 Launch of QAA –Advance HE Education for Sustainable Development 
Guidance (ESDG) 

2021 UWE Learning and Teaching Committee recommends incorporation of  ESDG 
in all programmes and  inclusion of new ESDG within the Quality Management 
system.



of ESD

“

UNESCO, 2019

ESDG Advisory Group 

Meg Baker, Students Organising for Sustainability
Dr Patrick Baughan, Advance HE
Associate Professor Georgina Gough, University of the 
West of England, Bristol
Dr Catherine Hack, Advance HE
Professor Carolyn Hayles, Cardiff Metropolitan University
Professor Peter Higgins, University of Edinburgh
Professor Simon Kemp (Co-chair), University of Southampton
Professor Jim Longhurst (Co-chair), University of the West of 
England, Bristol
Professor Petra Molthan-Hill, Nottingham Trent University
Dr Kate Mori (convenor), Quality Assurance Agency for Higher 
Education
Professor Liz Price, Manchester Metropolitan University
Professor Chris Preist, University of Bristol
Professor Zoe Robinson, Keele University
Dr Alex Ryan, University of Gloucestershire
Quinn Runkle, Students Organising for Sustainability
Professor Clare Saunders, University of Exeter
Associate Professor Paul Warwick, University of Plymouth
Dr Rehema White, University of St Andrews
Dr Emma Wilcox, Society for the Environment



of ESD

Supporting the role of 
universities in leading individual 
and societal transformation 
through education for sustainable 
development

Discover Sustainability
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s43621-021-
00058-3

Recently a sub group of the ESD 
Advisory Group has published an 
open access  paper in Discover 
Sustainability exploring some of 
the implications of the ESD 
Guidance.

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s43621-021-00058-3


of ESD

“

UNESCO, 2019

Other Output

Simon Kemp & Jim Longhurst (2021) Climate, 
Environment and Sustainability: the Importance of 
Universities in Addressing the Climate Crisis.   
https://www.qaa.ac.uk//en/news-events/blog/climate-
environment-and-sustainability-the-importance-of-
universities-in-addressing-the-climate-crisis

QAA, Advance HE and UK ESD Advisory Group (2021) 
Accelerating Education for the SDGs: New Higher 
Education Sector Guidance on Education for Sustainable 
Development. 
In Accelerating Education for the SDGs in Universities. 
Sustainable Development Solutions Network. 
https://blogs.upm.es/education4sdg/2021/07/27/accelerat
ing-education-for-the-sdgs-new-higher-education-sector-
guidance-on-education-for-sustainable-development/

https://www.qaa.ac.uk/en/news-events/blog/climate-environment-and-sustainability-the-importance-of-universities-in-addressing-the-climate-crisis
https://blogs.upm.es/education4sdg/2021/07/27/accelerating-education-for-the-sdgs-new-higher-education-sector-guidance-on-education-for-sustainable-development/


Thank You

Professor James Longhurst  
Co-chair ESD Advisory Group

University of the West of England, 
Frenchay Campus, Bristol,  BS16 1QY, UK

Email James.Longhurst@uwe.ac.uk

Public profile http://people.uwe.ac.uk/Pages/person.aspx?accountname=CAMPUS\j-longhurst

Sustainability at UWE 
https://www.uwe.ac.uk/about/values-vision-strategy/sustainability

UWE website https://www.uwe.ac.uk/

mailto:James.Longhurst@uwe.ac.uk
http://people.uwe.ac.uk/Pages/person.aspx?accountname=CAMPUS/j-longhurst
https://www.uwe.ac.uk/about/values-vision-strategy/sustainability
https://www.uwe.ac.uk/

