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Outline

Three sustainability emergencies 

Sustainability, and the FE/HE curriculum of the future?

Sustainability (and other challenges) for FE and HE

What am I doing here?





Rachel Carson
1907 - 1964

Silent Spring 1962

‘Science is part of the reality of living; it is the what, 
the how, and why of everything in our experience.’



Three (yes three) sustainability emergencies



1. Global heating (and climate chaos) 



James Watt (1736-1819) - Steam engine
James Young (1811-1883) - Distilling paraffin from coal and oil shales
Deep-mined coal
Deep-sea oil exploitation

Is Scotland to blame? 
Many of the inventions that exploited coal and 
other fossil fuels came from Scotland



2. Not the Sixth Great Extinction – but the ‘First Great Extermination’
(George Monbiot, 2019) 



Climate chaos and biodiversity destruction are intimately 
connected - the future sustainability of our planet depends on 
protecting and restoring carbon sinks – we need ‘nature-rich 
climate solutions’ …



3. ‘Fake News’ and the collapse of the ‘information ecosystem’ 
… what and who can you trust?



So how did we get into this mess?
Maybe … 
We are ‘disconnected’ from the natural world
We don’t see the consequences of our actions
We don’t apply critical reasoning to the information we receive
We have simply given up believing we can act to bring about change 



‘Shifting baseline syndrome’ 

‘We transform the world – but we don’t remember it’.
(Daniel Pauly, 1995)



‘Wicked’ problems …

… are difficult or impossible to solve because of incomplete, 
contradictory, and changing requirements that are often difficult to 
recognise. 
… Because of complex interdependencies, the effort to solve one 
aspect of a wicked problem may reveal or create other problems.

… are difficult or impossible to solve because of 
incomplete, contradictory, and changing 
requirements that are often difficult to recognise.

… Because of complex interdependencies, the 
effort to solve one aspect of a wicked problem 
may reveal or create other problems.



What are the sustainability (and other 
challenges) for FE and HE?



What are 
colleges and 
universities 
good at and 
not so good 

at?

Academic 
disciplines

Development 
for 

professions

Research 
and 

Knowledge 
Exchange

Policy 
engagement

Connecting 
to society -
students & 

staff

Responding 
to change

Inter-
disciplinarity



What will be the key issues for a school 
(or college or university) of the future?

Literacy 
Numeracy
Health & wellbeing

Sustainability

Climate chaos

Biodiversity 
extermination

Other ‘wicked’ issues

Academic subjects

Social change
Political change

Information Technology
Artificial Intelligence

Social Media / Fake News
Mental Health

Feel free to suggest your own …



The three curricula that all schools 
(and the rest of us) teach

• Explicit - what the school or organisation claims will 
be taught

• Implicit - what is conveyed to learners as a result of 
the characteristics of the learning environment 

• Null - what is not taught is as important as what is 
taught. (‘Ignorance is not a neutral void’)

Eliot Eisner (1985)



Sustainability, and the FE/HE curriculum of 
the future?



Some Propositions

• The education systems of the world will 
have to adapt to prepare us to deal with 
complexity, uncertainty and change.

• Learners will need to be prepared in terms 
of knowledge and skills, critical awareness, 
attitudes, personal and social qualities, and 
above all, the capacity to continue to 
learn.



We need to help students (and staff)
• Understand how we are all dependent on planetary systems –

a part of rather than apart from the environment.
• Develop respect for self, others (current and future 

generations; other species) and the environment
• Be confident in critique – of everything!
• Learn how to deal with complexity and change
… and to do so with realism and optimism

• Learn how to contribute to our own development
• Endeavour to pass on a lasting positive legacy to future 

generations



In science, being wrong 
is only just second-best 
to being right …

(after Thomas Huxley 1825-1895) 

We also need to understand the power and 
beauty of the scientific paradigm … and of 
course its limitations



We need graduates to 
help find ‘solutions’ to 
technical issues for a 
sustainable future. 
But that is not all …



Pillars and Lintels of Interdisciplinary Learning (with acknowledgement to Colin Graham)

Foundations … literacy and numeracy,
knowledge and skills in and across subjects

Subject Disciplines

Interdisciplinary Learning 
… in, about and through the world 



Maybe we need a curriculum for 
the potato and the mobile phone

https://tctechcrunch2011.files.wordpress.com/2017/09/3q3a0859.jpg?w=1279&h=727&crop=1


There are many ‘wicked issues’ that 
are not sustainability issues, but no 
‘wicked’ or sustainability issues that 
are not people issues



We need a values and action-oriented approach, so maybe the 
Scottish Government definition of Learning for Sustainability 
will do the job …

… a whole school approach that enables the school 
and its wider community to build the values, 
attitudes, knowledge, skills and confidence
needed to develop practices and take decisions 
which are compatible with a sustainable and more 
equitable future. 

Integrates … ‘Education for Sustainable Development’, ‘Global 
Citizenship’ and ‘Outdoor Learning’

Scottish Government - Learning for Sustainability Report (2012)
Scottish Government - Vision 2030+ Report (2016)





So maybe we should help learners to connect to, and to care for 
the planet and its communities (human and other) and even its 

biogeochemical systems (the ones that sustain life!)

Complexity
Connection

Consequences
(of Actions)

Citizenship
(Active)

Care



Higgins, 2009, 2019 

Connection, Consequence and an ethic of Care 



The acid test … 
Would these young people want to study at our FE/HE 
institutions?
Are those already here happy that we are preparing them for 
the not-even-future world?



Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, 
committed citizens can change the world. 
Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.

The goal of education is to form the citizen. The 
citizen is a person who, if need be, can re-found his 
civilisation.

Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy (1888-1973)

Margaret Mead (1901-1978)
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•Massification and standardisation in higher education

•Traditional learning and teaching approaches
–Predominance of ‘sage on the stage’ approach

•Traditional methods of assessment
–Academic essays, little ‘real world’ learning, time poor

•

Barriers to transforming the curriculum?



Need to accelerate introduction of  
innovation in the curriculum – but how?



•Broad picture of  
the world
•What are the  
current impacts of  
our life and actions?
•Connect the dots

• Long-term view
• Both-and Logic
•Interconnected

ness
• Cyclical flow

• Who am I?
• What is my purpose,

mission?
• What is the difference I  

want to make?
• Oneness with Nature  

and all existence
Spiritual  

Intelligence
Systems  

Intelligence

EcoliteracyEmotional  
Intelligence

Collaborative  
Innovative  

Action

Frame learning in terms of developing in all students  
a ‘Sustainability Mindset’: People, Profit, Planet  
Develop different types of intelligence/knowing

• How am I  
contributing?

• What are my  
values and how  
do I manifest  
them?

LEAP!2014 All rights reserved



Use the UN Sustainable Development Goals to introduce
real-world, experiential learning in to the classroom

Universities can help to achieve the SDGs’ achieved by  
developing a Sustainability Mindset in our students.



Three open source platforms to enable
educators to develop the sustainability mindset

Sulitest

Aim2Flourish

WikiRate



Alec Wersun  
a.wersun@gcu.ac.uk

EAUC Scotland Conference  
November 2019

mailto:a.wersun@gcu.ac.uk




“Sustainability Literacy is the  
knowledge, skills, and  
mindsets that help compel  
an individual to become  
deeply committed to  
building a sustainable  
future and allow him or her  
to make informed and  
effective decisions to this
end.”





Sulitest Matrix





User and Story Metrics to end 2018



Executive Summary

405 professors around the world
7,036 community members
74 countries in our global community
226 schools with members
1,424 published Global Goals innovation stories
77 institutions have used the AIM2Flourish assignment
78 professors with published stories



AIM2Flourish Global
Members

 74
Countries

 41 US
States

 226
Schools



WikiRate's Mission is to spur  
corporations to be transparent  
and responsive by making data  

about their social and  
environmental impacts useful and  

available to all.
Gives business and management  

students an opportunity to do  
research and critically analyse how  

companies report on the triple  
bottom line: use for module and  

dissertation assessment ?

WikiRate



WikiRate: a multi-stakeholder community



• Dedicated support team in Berlin
• Offer webinars, skype meetings and similar…
• Assist with whole WikiRate project set-up

– lining up metrics that module wants to research
– and sustainability / CR reports of companies
– provide online user tutorials for faculty/students

• Provide Business School identity on WikiRate pages

Support from WikiRate and Global Compact



PRME
Pilot
Projects



• GCU/GSBS Example: SCoRE Module…

• Student learning: SDG’s/Metrics/Reporting
• Contribute to public data for further research
• Provides a basis to develop critical thinking
• Report on Pilots presented at PRME July
2017 Global Forum…..

Project Outcomes



•Broad picture of  
the world
•What are the  
current impacts of  
our life and actions?
•Connect the dots

• Long-term view
• Both-and Logic
•Interconnected

ness
• Cyclical flow

• Who am I?
• What is my purpose,

mission?
• What is the difference I  

want to make?
• Oneness with Nature  

and all existence
Spiritual  

Intelligence
Systems  

Intelligence

EcoliteracyEmotional  
Intelligence

Collaborative  
Innovative  

Action

LETS DISCUSS!
How does your teaching contribute to
development of a ‘Sustainability Mindset’?

• How am I  
contributing?

• What are my  
values and how  
do I manifest  
them?

LEAP!2014 All rights reserved



Alec Wersun Contact Details:

Email: a.wersun@gcu.ac.uk 

Telephone: 0141 3313414

Join me in transforming the curriculum!

mailto:a.wersun@gcu.ac.uk
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