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Exploring staff and student perceptions of Education for Sustainable Development and its role in a history degree: policy-driven implementation, or accidental embedding?

1 Introduction

Across the higher education sector, academics are facing the thorny problem of how to integrate Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) (also known as Education for Sustainability (EfS), but generally ESD for the purposes of this literature review) along with other current ‘key themes’ in pedagogical discourse, into curriculum content and teaching and learning practice (Fahey, 2018; Vargas et al., 2019; Soysal and Baltaru, 2021).  University quality enhancement departments are responding to guidance from the QAA and Advance HE (2021), and universities may be responding in their strategy ambitions to the incentive that ‘being sustainable’ impacts university rankings (Salvioni et al., 2017; Atici, et al., 2020).
In my role in the quality enhancement department of a U.K. university with a reputation for leading the way in Education for Sustainability, I am frequently involved in providing support to academic staff related to curriculum and assessment design, particularly with respect to a new ‘curriculum transformation project’.  I am aware in discussions with programme and module leads that the concept of ‘sustainability’ still requires clear definition, being variously interpreted as ‘manageability’, somehow related to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN SDGs), or something to do with climate change and recycling (Lock et al., 2024; Mensah, 2019; Kuhlman and Farrington, 2010). 
My own interest in History, as the subject of my first degree, has led me to ask questions about how History lecturers and course leaders might engage with ESD, and how ESD/EfS might be incorporated into a History degree.  Preliminary discussions with History lecturers at the university have led to the uncovering of learning outcomes and assessments not only compatible with the principles of ESD, but demonstrably linked with the UNESCO key competencies for ESD as articulated in the UNESCO Learning Objectives (2017) and QAA/Advance HE ESD Guidance (2021).  However, the degree of intentionality in the embedding of these principles in the design of modules and programmes is open to question.

1.1 Aims of the project
This research aims, therefore, to investigate the perceptions of both staff and students regarding the integration of ESD within a History degree programme at a U.K. university. Specifically, it seeks to determine the extent to which ESD has been incorporated, or perceived to have been incorporated, into the degree programme, and whether the incorporation of ESD is a result of strategy and policy drivers, or if it has been embedded incidentally through other trends in higher education pedagogy, including trends in the teaching of History.

1.2 Objectives

1. To explore academics’ understandings of ESD within the context of a History degree at a U.K. university.
2. To investigate students’ expectations regarding the integration of sustainability themes in a History degree programme.
3. To assess the current extent to which ESD is embedded within the curriculum of an undergraduate History degree at a U.K. university.
4. To analyse the perceptions of both academics and students on the necessity of explicit ESD for positively impacting student outcomes.

1.3 Research questions:

1. What are academics’ understandings of ESD on a History degree?
2. What are students’ expectations of how their degree programme will engage with sustainability themes?
3. To what extent are the broad principles of ESD and pedagogies associated with ESD already embedded within the curriculum of a History degree programme at a U.K. university?
4. What are the perceptions of academics and students on how explicit ESD needs to be in order to impact student outcomes?



2 Critical Literature Review
  2.1 Introduction

Much of the well-cited literature on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) or Education for Sustainability (EfS) is concerned with the progress that has been made at national or institutional level towards the implementation of sustainability measures or the embedding of ESD in the curriculum (see for example, Dawe et al., 2005; Lozano and Rodrigo, 2009; Chalkely and Sterling, 2011; Tilbury, 2011).  

A scoping search for literature relevant to this study using a variety of search terms (‘sustainability’/’sustainable development’/’education for sustainable development’/’education for sustainability’, ‘perceptions’/’perspectives’/’what academics think’/’what students think’, ‘higher education’) using library and search engines yielded an array of case studies, generally within a single university, or within a subject area within a single university.  In large part, the literature related to student perceptions of sustainable development and ESD within single institutions or disciplinary areas (Sharma and Kelly, 2014; Navarro et al., 2019; Piroșcǎ et al., 2020; Damico et al., 2022).  There were a small number of studies at a national or broader level (Aleixo et al., 2021; Cachero et al., 2023; Ovais, 2023; Leal et al., 2024; Abowardah et al., 2024).  Only one study was located that dealt specifically with student perceptions of sustainable development and sustainability at a U.K. higher education institution (Kagawa, 2007).  Literature related to academics’ perceptions was scarcer and more challenging to locate than that related to student perceptions, with only a small number of especially relevant peer-reviewed studies (Reid and Petocz, 2006; Cotton et al., 2007; Christie et al., 2014).  Post-Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) (2005-2014) literature was rare, with a small number of studies concerning academics in specific fields of study (Sinakou et al., 2018; Goller and Rieckmann, 2022).

Academic journals with a focus on sustainability (the International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education, Sustainability and the Journal of Cleaner Production) produced a surprisingly small number of articles relevant to the Arts and Humanities.  A database search revealed some literature in this area (Hensley, 2020; Karkina et al., 2021; Parry Thompson, 2023).  More helpful in locating studies related to History and other Arts and Humanities disciplines, however, were the bibliographies of a number of UNESCO and QAA/Advance HE publications (UNESCO, 2017; Advance HE, 2023).  That said, only two articles were discovered through the Advance HE systematic literature review (Advance HE, 2023) specifically concerned with ESD and History (Jones, 2020; Blodgett and Feld, 2021).  Likewise, it was a search of Advance HE publications that uncovered the most relevant literature to a general understanding of the teaching and assessment of History in higher education (Booth and Nicholls, 2005; Chambers, 2008), and the relationship of History and other Arts and Humanities disciplines to ESD (Brooks and Ryan, 2006; Ross and Tipping, 2009).  Specifically, it was the literature published by the now closed Higher Education Academy (HEA, now Advance HE) Subject Centre for History, Classics and Archaeology (HCA) that proved most relevant.  The closure of the HEA Subject Centres in 2011 can be seen as a pivotal moment in the history of the drive towards embedding ESD in higher education curricula, and one cause of the demise in work in this area and a subsequent gap in the literature in this field (Chalkley and Sterling, 2011).

In addition to library and online searches, some of the literature was discovered through subscription to mailing lists, specifically that of Environmental Action for Universities and Colleges (EAUC) and Sustainable Higher Education Developers (SHED-SHARE).

The first section of the literature review will set the scene, with a brief background of the literature related to the incorporation of ESD in curricula and assessment in higher education.  This will be followed by a look at the existing literature related to the perceptions of both academics and students of ESD.  This will help to provide background and focus for Research Questions 1, 2 and 4.  The final sections will examine the literature on approaches to learning, teaching and assessment in History degree programmes, and more particularly at literature connecting History to ESD, in order to set the scene for Research Question 3.  The final section of the review will place this study in the context of the role it has to play in filling a gap in the research. 

2.2 the incorporation of ESD in higher education 
In the U.K., the integration of ESD in higher education has been described as having ‘huge momentum during the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development’ (Kagawa, 2007 p.317), with the integration of sustainability in universities’ strategies, the signing of declarations and commitments to ESD, and efforts at introducing new course offerings and ‘university greening’ initiatives (Wals, 2013, p.2; Ramos et al., 2015).  A study from the University of the West of England in 2017 attempted to take a general overview of the position of ESD in the U.K. at that time (Fiselier et al., 2017).  It concluded that higher education institutions (HEIs) were taking a variety of approaches, from including ESD in high-level strategy, staff continuous professional development (CPD), extracurricular activities, graduate attributes, and teaching approaches.  While some institutions took the top-down approach of requiring the inclusion of ESD in courses, others relied more on the integration of ESD into their institutional identity in order to effect change.  Fiselier et al., (2017) conclude that in all cases where HEIs had successfully integrated ESD in the curriculum, the Advance HE/QAA Education for Sustainable Development Guidance had been highly significant.
This vital document was published jointly by the HEA and the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA), first in 2014 (HEA and QAA, 2014), and then as a considerably revised iteration in 2021 (Advance HE and QAA, 2021).  The 2014 Guidance provides a clear definition of ESD, including an emphasis on the interdependence of environmental integrity, social justice and economic prosperity.  It stresses the importance of equipping students with skills and attributes as well as knowledge about sustainable development (HEA and QAA, 2014).  The 2021 Guidance goes further by adopting and providing a clear articulation of the eight UNESCO ‘key competencies for sustainability’, previously published in UNESCO Learning Objectives (UNESCO, 2017), providing a degree of focus for how ESD might be integrated into learning and teaching and written into quality processes.  The Guidance, has been praised as being exceptional in the international arena, where quality assurance has been judged to be elsewhere less than forthcoming in its potential to effectively influence change towards the integration of ESD in higher education (Janssens, 2022).  A widely-cited assessment of the global position on the integration of sustainability in higher education (Tilbury, 2011) declared that achievements had been inconsistent to date and that there was still much to be done towards integrating sustainability in higher education internationally.  The Advance HE/QAA Education for Sustainable Development Guidance, particularly since its revision following the end of the DESD, can be seen, therefore, as crucial to the incorporation of ESD in U.K. higher education.
One final point to note here is that ESD has increasingly been connected to transformative pedagogical approaches (Armstrong, 2011; Mulà et al., 2011; Ryan and Tilbury, 2013).  Shephard (2008) proposed the importance of seeking affective learning outcomes as ‘the essence of education for sustainability’ (Shephard, 2008, p.88).  Whilst acknowledging that affective learning outcomes have been associated with indoctrination, Shephard points out the importance within certain disciplines, such as health sciences and education, of the requirement for students to develop habits and behaviours necessary for their future professional lives (ibid.).  This idea of the transformative nature of EfS was taken up by Sípos et al. (2008) with their organisation of sustainability learning objectives by head, hands and heart, or ‘cognitive, psychomotor and affective domains’ (ibid., p.77), with the affective domain characterised as ‘the translation of passion and values into behaviour’ (p.68).  This will be important in considering the ways in which ESD is perceived by academics and students, and the ways in which it potentially connects to worldviews and the teaching and learning of History.

2.4 Academics’ perceptions of ESD
As noted previously, it appears that literature relating to academics’ perceptions of ESD is scarce.  This section does not limit its discussion, therefore, to the U.K. context, but includes work done worldwide.  Furthermore, a number studies have been included based on relevance, rather than on considerations of academic rigour and quality.
An early study looking at the ways in which academics perceive sustainability in the context of their teaching was conducted as part of an industry/university forum at Macquarie University (Australia) in the lead-up to the 2002 Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development (Reid and Petocz, 2006).  The study claims to have taken phenomenography as its approach, using interviews with 14 lecturers on a range of postgraduate courses, in order to explore experiences and understandings and the ways in which meaning was ascribed to the concept of sustainable development.  
Phenomenography has the potential advantage of providing rich and nuanced data, and a comprehensive view of the variations in experience and understanding, compared to data gathered through surveys.  However, while phenomenography may include observations and other methods of gathering rich, descriptive data, the Macquarie study appears to have relied entirely on the interviews.  Moreover, further limits of the study are considerable: voluntary participation was sought from early-career academics, so the sample is likely susceptible to self-selection bias and limited generalisability.  Indeed, the authors state that their reason for targeting early-career academics was that they were looking for an interested group who might want to continue with an action research project as well as with their own research in the area of sustainable development in higher education.  Thus, academics with more negative or neutral perceptions, or with limited understanding of sustainable development, were inevitably disproportionately underrepresented or absent from the sample.  Given these limitations, it is startling that one of the most significant conclusions of the study was that for several participants, understandings of the language of sustainability, sustainable development, or ESD was very ill-defined, with notions of ‘keeping things going’ and the importance of recycling paper at the forefront of the thinking of a number of academics (ibid.).
In addition, while there were a number of lecturers from arts, humanities and social sciences disciplines, whose experiences and understandings may be relevant to this research, no historians were interviewed.  And while the authors state that the value of their research lies in its inclusion of academics from across a wide range of disciplines, rather than from the disciplines more commonly associated with sustainability and environmental education, they draw no conclusions regarding differing experiences and understandings depending on discipline area (ibid.).  
In the U.K. context, a much-cited, institution-wide study looking at academics’ perceptions of ESD across disciplines is that of Cotton et al. (2007).  The study explores the views of academics at the University of Plymouth, with the authors claiming that it can be used as an ‘instrumental case study’ – providing insights that can be adapted and interpreted to inform developments in ESD at other HEIs, but at the same time warning that it has limited generalisability.  Of value to the present study is the emergence in Cotton et al. (2007)’s research of the concept of ‘balance’ in the way in which academics understand and describe sustainability: the notion of human-nature interactions – a theme that I will return to in a discussion of the place of sustainability and ESD in the discipline of history.
Following on from the Plymouth study, a major survey was conducted involving academics from across disciplines and institutions in Australia, taking a much broader sample (Christie et al., 2015).  Using the term Education for Sustainability (EfS) throughout, this study aims to continue the cross-disciplinary exploration of the Plymouth one.  Its main finding is that academics show general support for integrating EfS in higher education.  Variations in understandings of EfS were highlighted, ranging from those focused on the triple bottom line (environmental, social, and economic considerations) to those seeing sustainability as a vague or even politically hijacked concept.  However, the extent of support and its perceived relevance varied across disciplines: creative disciplines were more supportive, while academics in the STEM subjects showed relatively less enthusiasm.  The authors suggest that this is related to the different epistemological worldviews of academics in these disciplines.
In summary, the authors posit that academics in scientific fields often have a positivist, or Cartesian, worldview, focusing on clear, quantifiable solutions and theories that can be tested empirically, such as quantum physics. As a result, some scientists perceive sustainability as a more abstract and interdisciplinary concept, and therefore less tangible or less relevant to their discipline.  They may view sustainability as ‘ill-defined’ or ‘subjective’ (ibid., 2015, p.678), and this understanding then contributes towards resistance to the integration of EfS into scientific curricula.  By contrast, it is argued, academics in creative disciplines, who often embrace a postpositivist or constructivist epistemology, are more likely to support EfS, where the prevailing worldview allows more openness to subjective and context-based interpretations of knowledge and interdisciplinary collaboration.  
This idea – that scientists are less in favour of EfS because of their positivist epistemological standpoints, while academics in creative disciplines are more in favour because of a postpositivist constructivist stance – appears purely speculative, as any reference to worldviews was absent in the survey and the data gathered.  The generalisation is fascinating, nonetheless, and suggests the importance of the inclusion of questions about epistemology and values in further research in this area.
Christie et al. (2015) go on to report several barriers to the adoption of EfS in university curricula. These include overloaded curricula, the perception that sustainability is not relevant to specific disciplines, and a lack of institutional support.  Additional insights are that there is no consensus on a single definition of sustainability.  These findings are in almost complete alignment with the findings of other major reports on the barriers to embedding ESD in higher education curricula (Dawe et al., 2005; Lozano, 2006; Cebrián et al., 2015).  
One particular limitation of the Australian study for this research is that its focus is on the difference between scientists and those in ‘creative disciplines’ (Christie et al., 2015, p. 663), a category defined as including Media and Communications, Fine Arts and Architecture – since it is only the scientists and the creatives whose views stand out as being at the extremes.  One free text response from a History lecturer is quoted, but the discipline does not receive any further specific discussion.  
Christie et al. (2015) conclude by setting up the context for the present study:
Future research should delve deeper into the nuances of the differences between disciplines.  By meeting academics within their disciplinary worldviews, the importance and application of EfS to their teaching and learning can be further developed.
(Christie et al., 2015)
As noted previously, even at the international level, there is a paucity of research into such disciplinary differences with regard to the attitudes towards, perceptions of, and profiles of academic staff.  A number of studies exist, looking, for example, at marketing lecturers (Kemper et al., 2020), engineers (Lazzarini and Pérez-Foguet, 2008), and, most significantly, teacher educators (Sinakou et al., 2018; Corres et al., 2020; Goller and Rieckmann, 2022).  The field is wide open, however, for further research into the stance of academics towards ESD in all subject groups.
One further study to note for its methodological approach is that of Shephard and Furnari (2013).  The researchers employed Q-Methodology, a research technique used to study people’s subjectivity, involving the ranking and sorting of a series of statements (Sandling, 2024).  Forty-three academic staff from ‘as wide a range of viewpoints, discipline and experience as possible’ (Shephard and Furnari ,2013, p.1580) were interviewed face-to-face and required to sort 50 cards with statements on a range of pedagogical matters, including attitudes towards sustainability and its incorporation in higher education and the discipline in question, but also on more general values and views regarding the role of the educator and the role of the discipline in preparing students for the workplace and as world citizens.  The results were presented as five paragraph statements, one ‘All-group description’ (ibid., p.1581) and four further separate descriptions representing a categorisation of the participants according to a thematic analysis of their responses.  The results are fascinating for their readability, with a simple paragraph statement format, allowing academics to speak (in a sense) in their own voices regarding their attitudes towards and perceptions of EfS.  It is interesting to note that Shephard has carried this desire to voice the experiences and interactions of higher education practitioners with EfS in his unique publication, The Sustainability Tales: How University Teachers Could Make the World Better (Shephard, 2024), taking inspiration from Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, and imagining a dialogue between a number of fictional academics from diverse fields and from all over the world, including a learning technologist, an international researcher, a social scientist, a biologist, a lawyer and a lecturer in performing arts, amongst others.  The research paper is as readable as the fictional work.  Its conclusions suggest widespread support for the principles underlining EfS:
We all regard university education as a transformative experience that develops professionals who are also contributing members of society and we all think that academic staff in higher education have a unique role to fulfil in preparing educated citizens who can find solutions to the pressing problems of the day.
(Shephard and Furnari, 2013, p.1581)


2.5 Student perceptions of ESD
In contrast to the research around academics’ perceptions of ESD and sustainable development, when it comes to the literature on students and ESD, there is a plethora of studies exploring attitudes, knowledge and behaviour within particular institutions, in particular learning contexts, on specific courses, and from around the world.  Disciplines that have received attention include Engineering and Construction (Azapagic et al., 2005; Cowling et al., 2007; Tan et al., 2017), Business and Management (Sharma and Kelly, 2014; Gatti et al., 2019; Jebsen et al., 2023), Chemistry (Burmeister and Eilks, 2013), Languages (Kuusalu et al., 2023), Human Nutrition and Dietetics (Navarro et al., 2019), and Teacher Education (Summers et al., 2006; Stir, 2006; Anderson et al., 2013; Cebrián and Junyent, 2015).  Other studies have looked at learning contexts, such as lifelong learning (Mlađenović, 2023) and postgraduate taught programmes (Melles, 2019), or at particular pedagogical approaches (Kagawa et al., 2006; Birdman et al., 2022).  A number of more general studies focus on national or regional contexts (Al-Naqbi and Alshannag, 2018; Afroz and Ilham, 2020; Balakrishnan et al., 2020; Aleixo et al., 2021; Cachero et al., 2023; Abowardah et al., 2024).  
It remains, however, that regarding the arts and humanities generally, and History in particular, there is a dearth of relevant research.  As if to emphasise this lack of interest in the experiences of students in the arts and humanities, one large-scale European study (Leal et al., 2024), took a sample of 716 students from across Europe and Turkey and grouped its results by three disciplinary areas, namely, Social Sciences, Engineering and Technology and ‘Other Sciences’.  The ‘Other Sciences’ included ‘Medical and health sciences, Natural sciences, Agricultural sciences and Humanities’ (ibid., p.9), thus making it impossible to glean useful data from the findings regarding the experiences of humanities students.
A useful benchmark to gain a picture of the student view of sustainability and ESD at a U.K. HEI is Kagawa’s 2007 study of student perceptions at the University of Plymouth, a university with a reputation as an innovator in higher education for sustainability with its Centre for Sustainable Futures and the Sustainable Earth Institute (University of Plymouth, 2024), and the work and reputation of Emeritus Professor of Sustainability Education, Stephen Sterling.  Kagawa’s paper complements Cotton et al. (2007)’s analysis of the views of academics at Plymouth.  
It is important at the outset to recognise the uniqueness of Plymouth’s position, particularly unusual for the time, in emphasising,
…a pedagogy predicated on sustainability principles; providing continuous professional development programmes for sustainability; building student action research and work placements with local and regional sustainability organizations.
(Kagawa, 2007, p.4) 
In addition, there will inevitably be students who had chosen Plymouth for their higher education experience because of its sustainability credentials.  However, the Plymouth study may still stand as a benchmark with wider generalisability, since HEIs now compete for positions in the People and Planet and Times Higher Education Impact rankings (Bautista-Puig et al., 2022; Lukács and Papp-Váry, 2024) and include sustainability and ESD in university strategy priorities (Martin et al., 2014; Longhurst et al., 2014; Howarth et al., 2019).
In line with previous studies to that point (Summers et al., 2004; Azapagic et al., 2005; Stir, 2006), Kagawa found that students at Plymouth saw sustainability in the light of environmental concerns over and above social and economic impacts.  In addition, there was a similar vagueness in their understanding commensurate with the findings of the other studies cited.  While students took an overall positive stance towards sustainability, at the same time, they failed to engage with the affective learning aspects of sustainability (Kagawa, 2007, p.19).
Moving forwards in time to the end of the DESD, it is important to consider the role of grass-roots student-led movements towards the incorporation of sustainable development and sustainability skills in their learning.  The National Union of Students (NUS) Students’ Green Fund, for example, consisted of £5.2 million given to the NUS by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), which was distributed between twenty-five students’ unions to fund two-year sustainability projects (NUS, 2015).  These projects provided students with a variety of informal learning opportunities for sustainable development and included such outputs as a reuse and recycle café, research into adapted bikes for disabled students, a bring-and-buy shop, an ECOFund, and pick-your-own raised vegetable beds (ibid.). Drayson and Taylor (2015) report that where students’ unions were unsuccessful in obtaining funding, they nevertheless increased their sustainability efforts in order to match work done at other universities.  A further example of the grass-roots student support for sustainability is the charity Students Organising for Sustainability (SOS), set up in October 2019 (SOS, n.d.).  SOS runs various campaigns and initiatives, such as the Green Impact programme (Green Impact, n.d.), and advocates for policy changes.
Moreover, Drayson and Taylor (2015) report on the findings of a major NUS longitudinal study (2010-2014) conducted on behalf of the HEA by means of a national online survey.  The study aimed to gain an understanding of attitudes towards the acquisition of sustainable development skills through requiring participating students to state their level of agreement with statements about the incorporation of sustainability in their teaching.  Of relevance to this study are the findings within the report that 50% of students were in agreement that they would be in favour of a requirement for course tutors to provide teaching and learning on sustainable development.  The report connects ESD to employability in the context of a move towards a ‘green economy’, and an expectation among graduates that they will be involved in sustainable development work in some way in their future careers.  The authors of the report go on to state that while such factors as reputation and teaching will continue to influence student choice of university, support for the development of ‘sustainability literacy’ is also an important factor influencing that choice (Drayson and Taylor, 2015, p.634).  While compelling, this conclusion appears unsupported, and there is an absence of data on the role of sustainability credentials as a factor influencing student choice of HEI.
A recent systematic review of the literature regarding students’ perceptions of sustainability and sustainable development (Concina and Frate, 2023) would seem to refute the theory that the end of the DESD heralded the end of research in this area.  On the contrary, Concina and Frate (2023), focusing on worldwide peer-reviewed articles published between 2014 and 2023, report an increase in research on the topic, particularly between 2021 and 2023.  Significantly, all the studies in their review of twenty papers used quantitative methods, primarily correlational designs with close-ended questionnaires, and most of these focused on the environmental dimension of sustainability.  They recommend combining quantitative and qualitative methods in future research in order to capture more nuanced attitudes, as well as the inclusion of the economic and social dimensions of sustainability, recommendations that chime with the aims of this project.

2.6 Approaches to learning, teaching and assessment in History degree programmes
What stands out in a search for literature on the teaching and assessment of History degree programmes is the absence of peer-reviewed scholarship.  A small number of papers are available via the Advance HE website, including Historical Insights papers - published by the HEA Subject Centre for History, Classics and Archaeology (HCA) – dealing with very specific issues, such as the teaching of the Holocaust (Hawkins, 2014), Oral History (Smith, 2010), Public History (Beals, nd) or research skills (Freeman, 2010).  But for a researcher outside the field of teaching History in higher education, progress and innovation in pedagogical practice is difficult to locate, and may be hidden in unpublished conference papers.  
A major opinion piece on the teaching of History in higher education (Booth and Nicholls, 2005) was published almost two decades ago drawing together the views of the HCA Subject Centre and nine historians who were National Teaching Fellows.  It sought to promote connections across History teaching, from primary and secondary, through to higher education degree programmes and History PGCEs in the U.K.  While celebrating successes in teaching innovation and the student experience through the use of more varied methodologies and assessments, with a focus on skills development and clear learning outcomes, the piece laments the lack of dialogue between university lecturers and school teachers, and the paucity of debate and scholarship in pedagogy among academics in the discipline.  The call for a single body to ensure a more holistic approach to the teaching of History, an online resource for History teachers at all stages, and annual conferences drawing together school, further education and higher education professionals, was ambitious, and it is not clear whether progress has been made in this area nineteen years on.  It appears that an independent Subject Centre for History was established in 2010 (Richardson, 2010) and was active in promoting the scholarship of teaching and learning in History, with plans for an annual conference, a resource-sharing website, and networks of teachers in discreet topic areas.  However, closure of the Subject Centres a year later, with a restructuring of the HEA, seems to have halted these plans (Richardson et al., 2011).
A 2008 study commissioned by the HCA Study Centre into methods of teaching and assessing ‘Contemporary History’ (Chambers, 2008) takes as a research approach a study of university and college websites, in order to identify potential innovative approaches (then followed up with a questionnaire survey to obtain additional data).  A similar approach may be necessary in order to gain a reliable overview of pedagogy and assessment in the teaching of History in U.K. HEIs.  This is beyond the scope of this study, but a scoping search of HEI websites where History degrees are offered reveals a wide variety of approaches, including: 
· Oral History at Durham, Newcastle, York and Glasgow, including group work and assessment through portfolio, interviews and transcriptions (Newcastle, 2024), research design, ethics approval and reflections (Glasgow, 2024), and documentary film-making (Plymouth, 2024);
· Material Culture at Glasgow, King’s College London, and the University of Kent introducing world history through objects, and including assessment through ‘object commentary’ (Glasgow, 2024);
· Video games and History at Queen Mary University of London and Cardiff University, including assessment through a group project pitch (Cardiff, 2024);
· Heritage and Public History at the University of Gloucestershire and the University of Plymouth, including work placements.
It is clear that there is a need for deeper investigation in the area of teaching, learning and assessment in the discipline of History, including a look at the role of ESD.

2.7 ESD in History degree programmes
When it comes to an examination of the role of ESD in the discipline of History, of most relevance is the 2006 Final Report on Education for Sustainable Development of the HEA Subject Centres for History, Classics and Archaeology (HCA) and Sociology, Anthropology and Politics (C-SAP) (Brooks and Ryan, 2006).  The report built on the HEA consultation (Dawe et al., 2005), which highlighted a significant gap in the incorporation of ESD in the Social Sciences and History and aimed to explore understandings of ESD within the disciplines covered by the two Subject Centres, as well as highlighting examples of good practice and relevant resources.  The research involved a networking element, in which a web search moved from programme to modular level in order to identify potential participants (in addition to analysis of data from an earlier survey).  Six History lecturers took part in the study, either through attending a discussion day or through a semi-structured telephone interview.
A key finding of the report was that the ESD focus on human-environmental interactions was in line with a tradition in the HCA disciplines to deal with notions like ‘progress’ and ‘nature’.  It is common, for example, in History degree programmes to look at life in the medieval period from the perspective of the balance of population and resources, and in more broader contexts at the ‘power dynamics in past human-environment interactions’ (Brooks and Ryan, 2006, p6).  In light of this, the ‘discovery of relevant but implicit modular content’ (ibid., p4), as opposed to more explicit content was not unexpected, and the report goes on to conclude that ‘Our academics do not want the implicit to be made crudely explicit…’ (ibid., p17).  This ties in well with the finding of the Australian study into the perceptions of academics across disciplines (Christie et al., 2014), suggesting that epistemological foundations in distinct fields affect the ways in which ESD is understood and taught.  Brooks and Ryan (2006) suggest that historians are ‘less susceptible to theory’ than social scientists (ibid., p4).  It is a highly significant finding for the context of this research, which seeks to understand the views of a more targeted sample of participants on whether ESD is deliberately incorporated into taught History programmes or more accidentally and implicitly present.
With regard to History specifically, and to ESD explicit content, the 2006 study details areas of good practice, with significant ‘Environmental History’ offerings across the U.K. (Brooks and Ryan, 2006, pp.6-7).  In addition, there were several individuals with research expertise in sustainability in particular countries or eras, and one ‘Centre for World Environmental History’ (ibid., p.7) at the University of Sussex, which still operates today (Sussex, nd).  The report goes on to consider areas for future development of sustainability themes involving historical studies in interdisciplinary contexts, considering heritage, architecture, engineering, urban studies and planning.
It is noteworthy that this study involves the most significant participation of History lecturers in higher education that I have come across, yet with only six participants, looking specifically at perceptions of and incorporation of ESD in curricula.  Besides the low number, a limitation of the study is that academics were targeted for involvement because of their pre-existing research and course leadership in relevant areas.  And a further obvious limitation to generalisability is the dated nature of the research.  There has been very little research, if any, to contribute to an understanding of the attitudes of historians to ESD since it was published almost two decades ago.
As noted previously, a mining of the references from the Advance HE systematic literature review yielded only two recent studies related to ESD and History (Jones, 2020; Blodgett and Feld, 2021).  The first of these takes up the theme of the place of historical studies as a ‘conservation and heritage management tool’ (Jones, 2020, p.58) in the broader context of institutional priorities, while the second, from a less theoretical standpoint, examines a case study of an interdisciplinary course in sustainable food systems, where a scientist and historian came together to co-teach an undergraduate module at an American college (Blodgett and Feld, 2021).  One further HEA publication from 2009 (Ross and Tipping, 2009) provides an exemplar, purportedly directed at students rather than at staff, of the expectations of an interdisciplinary course in Environmental Histories, with potential learning outcomes, the types of sources likely to be relevant, assessment guidelines, and the skills suggested as necessary for studying ‘historical sciences’.  However, these examples are far too limited to demonstrate that the discipline of History is moving towards engagement with ESD as predicted by the 2006 report, and would rather suggest otherwise.
The widely cited ‘Future Fit Framework’ (Sterling, 2012) provides guidance on embedding sustainability in curricula, with a section dealing with individual discipline areas.  Under the heading ‘History’ (ibid., p. 47) it links to only one resource – a model syllabus developed through the University of Warwick entitled, ‘Past Actions, Present Woes, Future Potential: Rethinking History in the Light of Anthropogenic Climate Change’ (Rescue!History, 2010).  In addition, the Framework suggests some potential questions that historians wishing to integrate ESD into their teaching and learning might ask themselves:
· What is the historical causation for climate change? How should we seek to describe and analyse it?
· Does current knowledge of environmental change mean that we ought to be writing about the past differently from the way we have been doing so to date? How does this knowledge change our understanding of the ‘philosophy of history’ and hence our teaching and studying it?
· Is the study of history of any practical use given the scale of the challenge before us?
(Sterling, 2012).

Given the widespread reliance on the Framework to guide curriculum developers in higher education concerned with the integration of ESD, it is interesting to ponder the influence of the linked resource and questions, but impossible to discover any directly measurable outcomes.

Answers to questions about the potential for integrating ESD in higher education History programmes may be found by looking to ‘lone wolves’, such as the social philosopher Roman Krznaric.  In his book History for Tomorrow: Inspiration from the Past for the Future of Humanity (Krznaric 2024), he takes the stance that lessons can be learned from world history that go beyond the precautionary principle, looking at alternative forms of democracy, models of circular economies, conflict resolution, and even precedents for dealing with disruptive technologies.  He sees ‘history as a message of hope’ (ibid., p.50).  Similarly, Kehnel (2024) in The Green Ages uncovers examples of sustainable practices from across Europe in the Middle Ages and argues that the period offers possible solutions to the problems of the modern world.  It may be that History course leaders in the U.K. are taking inspiration from such authors in the design of their programmes with the ESD agenda of their university in mind, but information and research in this area is sadly lacking.

2.8 Summary: the gap in the literature
An initial observation from this survey of the literature on the perceptions of ESD amongst educators and students is that there do not appear to have been any studies seeking to connect staff and student views and to triangulate the data.  This is a gap that will be addressed by this study.  In addition, three further gaps have been identified: a dearth of peer-reviewed scholarship in the area; a tendency in the scholarship that does exist to rely on speculation and assertion; and an absence of studies that go beyond surveys, interviews and a superficial review of validated course content.  
Firstly, with regard to the nature of the prominent and widely cited literature on ESD specifically in the U.K. context, much of it consists of commissioned reports (Dawe et al., 2005; Brooks and Ryan, 2006; Chambers, 2008), or undertakes, in fact, to report and to urge action (Lozano, 2006; Tilbury, 2011), rather than to investigate and to generate unique insights based on original data.  A number of articles have also been included which represent opinion pieces rather than peer-reviewed journal articles (Booth and Nicholls, 2005; Jones, 2020).  In addition, it cannot go unmentioned that there is a glaring chronological gap, since the DESD (2005-2014), and the HEA’s sponsorship of the Subject Centres (2003-2012) created the impetus for research for a brief period, that was then followed by a slump that appears to have endured for the last decade – albeit with the caveat of a recent increase in interest in the student perspective.
Secondly, I have noted that some of the literature theorises about the reasons for the engagement of academics with ESD in different ways (Brooks and Ryan, 2006; Christie et al., 2015), but that this theorising is largely based on speculation rather than on inference from gathered data.  Interesting points have been raised about potential connections between ESD, epistemology and disciplinary traditions (Christie et al., 2015), and this has suggested the need for further exploration of fundamental approaches to research, academia, and pedagogy.  In particular, it has been claimed that historians may in general be very familiar with notions of progress, nature and human-environment interactions (Brooks and Ryan, 2006), and there is scope to explore the veracity of this claim through this research.
Thirdly, much of the published literature relies on surveys and interviews (Reid and Petocz, 2006; Cotton et al., 2006; Christie et al., 2015).  There does not appear to have been a study incorporating observational research, looking at connections between views and attitudes towards ESD, the curriculum and assessment design, and what actually happens in the classroom.  While a number of studies have sought out participants by surveying module topics (Chambers, 2008), there does not appear to have been a study including a survey of all modules on a taught programme seeking to gain insights into the overall compatibility of a degree programme with ESD, the UNESCO key competences for ESD, and ESD pedagogies or learning outcomes.  And of those studies that involve surveys and interviews, there has not been an ethnographic element.
Christie et al. (2015) conclude their paper with a statement that leaves the door wide open for this research:
Future research should delve deeper into the nuances of the differences between disciplines.  By meeting academics within their disciplinary worldviews, the importance and application of EfS to their teaching and learning can be further developed.  
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