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Background

Many organisations are now beginning to realise the benefits of addressing their environmental and sustainability responsibilities and are responding to governmental and customer demands for more sustainable business practices.  Organisations across the public, private and voluntary sectors are therefore now looking for graduates who can help them adapt their policies and practices to meet these sustainability objectives, making sustainability literacy a growing area of employability skills.  

Skills-based learning for sustainability, has traditionally taken place through Continuing Professional Development education rather than through mainstream higher education curricula and despite an increasing emphasis on employability in higher education and a growing awareness of the contribution to a sustainable society that higher education can make through the skills and knowledge of its graduates, there is a current paucity of courses clearly linking employability and sustainability within the higher education curricula.  Although there are many examples of sustainability-related modules as part of specific degree programmes there is a growing requirement to provide opportunities for sustainability education to students from all discipline backgrounds. As all businesses and organisations are required to address environmental and sustainability issues, curriculum developments focused around generic business practices are applicable to all students and have the potential to engage even non-environmentally-minded students.  

This project has sought to develop an online educational resource package to aid tutors involved in similar curriculum developments.  The online materials are based on an existing ‘face-to-face’ module taught at Keele University, taught and in close collaboration with environmental professionals in local industries and organisations in order to ensure the relevance of the syllabus to the real working environment.  The online resource package provides a suggested course outline and associated teaching materials covering the environmental responsibilities of businesses and organisations; the benefits of (and barriers to) implementing environmental and sustainability practices and policies within an organisation; an understanding of basic sustainability concepts such as life cycle analysis; and a basic training in environmental auditing.  This suggested curriculum outline and the associated activities provide opportunities for students to develop the skills and awareness to drive positive environmental improvements in their (future) workplaces, increases students’ awareness of employment opportunities in environmental/sustainability management within organisations and provides opportunities to link sustainability developments across the curriculum and campus through using the university as a case study and practice ground to extend students’ understanding and skills in this area.

Project activities

There have been several different stages and phases to this project, as follows:

· September-December 2008: 
Development and delivery of ‘Face-to-face’ Greening Business module

· January 2009:


Evaluation of taught module

· January 2009-Fenruary 2010:
Development and evaluation (continual) of online resource 

· November 2008 onwards:
Dissemination of project activities

Development and delivery of ‘face-to-face’ Greening Business module

The taught module at Keele University on which the online resource is based ran for the first time between October and December 2008 and focused on the motivations and strategies for improving companies’ sustainability practices.  The course was developed in consultation with local companies and environmental organisations, helping to retain a genuine emphasis on business considerations applicable to a broad range of work places.   The course finished in mid-December with a poster presentation session of small research projects carried out by students investigating the University’s environmental/sustainability practices.  Experiences running this module have informed the production of the online resource package.

Evaluation of the taught module

The taught module was evaluated through the University QAA procedures, a project specific questionnaire and focus group, in addition to discussion with other staff and contributors involved in the development of the module.

The ‘Greening Business’ curriculum developments proved popular, particularly for students on Geography/environment-related and business-related courses, providing an alternative and complementary angle to their chosen degree routes.  Out of the forty or so students choosing to take this module, the greatest proportion of students (over 50%) were studying a business/finance/management-related programme, showing a positive interest in these students in how environmental issues relate to business;  perceived fit with their chosen degree route and because it sounded interesting or enjoyable and related to current issues.  Students from both GEES- and business/management-related backgrounds chose the module because of perceived relevance to their degree route showing that there is a real market for developing courses in this subject area across the University curriculum hence the need for an online resource to support similar educational developments.  87% of students thought that the module could be important in some way to their future careers ‘as sustainability and environmental concerns can only increase’ (American and English literature student).  In addition to improving their employment chances one student believed that the module would allow them to make their career ‘more sustainable and environmentally friendly’.  Eighty percent of students believed that there should be some sort of sustainability-related courses available to all university students.  This highlights that there is clearly a demand from students for applied sustainability teaching across the higher education curricula; a demand which is rarely being met.

Almost 40% of students said that this module had changed their own environmental behaviour.  The majority of students who claimed that their behaviour had not changed or were unsure whether their behaviour had changed as a result of this module either stated that they already felt that they were doing as much as they could or made reference elsewhere to having gained a greater awareness of sustainability issues.  This clearly shows the wider societal and environmental benefit of curriculum developments in this area.

Development of online resource

A website of resources aimed at helping tutors develop their own ‘greening business’ related courses has been developed through this project and is available at www.esci.keele.ac.uk/greeningbusiness.  This resource is publicly accessible and resources are free to use for educational purposes.  The online resource includes a suggested curriculum outline, suggested project areas and resources for students to carry out a substantial independent research project and links to further useful resources.  The outlined curriculum covers eight ‘sessions’:  (1) Motivations for greening a business; (2) carbon, climate and business; (3) Life cycle analysis and carbon footprinting; (4) Environmental management systems and environmental auditing; (5) Utilities management (Energy and water); (6) Resource efficiency/waste management; (7) Transport; and (8) Purchasing.  Each of these eight sessions have a detailed session outline and teaching resources, suggested activities and a question bank of question related to the suggested material.  

Continual development and evaluation of online resource
In contrast to a hard copy book for instance, an online resource can, and should be, continually modified and adapted in light of feedback.  It is intended that this resource will be substantially added to over time as new resources are developed and adapted for online purposes and in light of further feedback from users and contributors.  Evaluation of these online resources is ongoing and is particularly encouraged from external users.  Further feedback will be received once these resources have become more widely publicized through the dissemination strategy.  

Dissemination of project activities
The dissemination activities relating to the Greening Business project are ongoing.  Two articles are have been published (see below), and the curriculum developments and resources have been presented at international and national educational conferences (see below).  Internal dissemination at Keele has taken place through the formal poster presentation session attended by members of the senior management and estates teams, and has led to further teaching developments in this area at Keele, including a Continuing Professional Development course aimed at ‘upskilling’ unemployed graduates.  The development of a Hub for Sustainability at Keele University provides further dissemination opportunities, as curriculum developments forms an important part of the Hub’s activities and integrates with all other sustainability developments at the university.  Further dissemination of the project will be carried out through the national and international Education for Sustainable Development networks.  The web address for the online resources has been included in the written publications relating to this project and the related oral and poster presentations.  Examples of the resource were disseminated at the Graduate as Global Citizens conference at Bournemouth University in September 2009 which provided valuable feedback for further development of the online resource.
Project outputs

There have been significant outputs from this project:

· A publicly accessible online resource package to support the delivery and development of a ‘greening business’-related curriculum (www.esci.keele.ac.uk/greeningbusiness )

· Two publications (see below for details)

· Three conference presentations (and one pending)

Publications

Robinson, Z.P. (2009) Linking employability and sustainability skills through a module on ‘Greening Business’.  Planet, 22, 20-26.

Robinson, Z.P. (2009) Greening Business.  In: Stibbe, A. (ed.) The Handbook of Sustainability Literacy.  Green books, 130-136

Oral/poster presentations/workshops

Robinson, Z.P. An innovative approach to undergraduate climate change education: Sustainability in the workplace.  European Geophysical Union, Vienna, April 2009 (oral presentation)

Robinson, Z.P. Greening Business: Employability Skills for a Sustainable Future.  GEES Annual conference, Manchester, June 2009 (poster presentation)
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