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Since the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (UN DESD) (2005-2014), there has been pressure on universities to demonstrate engagement with sustainability both from a quality enhancement direction and from a commercialisation perspective (Fahey, 2018).  Guidance from the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) in the form of a joint publication with Advance HE (Advance HE and QAA, 2021), along with revised Subject Benchmark Statements (QAA, n.d.) call for Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) to be embedded in curriculum content and approaches to learning, teaching and assessment.  At the same time, there is considerable pressure through university league table rankings to prove institutional sustainability credentials (Atici et al., 2020; Bautista-Puig et al., 2022).
While the pressure to embed ESD falls evenly across disciplines, there remains a disciplinary bias.  The subjects most commonly associated with sustainability in the literature – Geography, Environmental Science, Engineering, Architecture, Biological Sciences – are those with an obvious connection to environmental systems or the design of sustainable solutions (Advance HE and QAA, 2021; Vogel et al., 2023).  For disciplines in the arts, humanities and social sciences, the relationship is less self-evident, and the perception that sustainability is not relevant to all subject areas has been identified as a significant barrier to engagement (2005; Cotton et al., 2007; Dawe et al., Christie et al., 2015).
History is a case in point.  As a graduate of a History degree, I can reflect that my own undergraduate experience, while intellectually formative, offered no explicit connection to sustainability and no obvious vocational direction.  The degree cultivated habits of mind – critical thinking, comfort with ambiguity, the weighing of contested evidence – but these were never framed as having relevance to the pressing global challenges that ESD seeks to address.  This experience is not unusual: History, along with other arts and humanities disciplines, has tended to be perceived as peripheral to the sustainability agenda (Brooks and Ryan, 2006; Christie et al., 2015).  Yet, as this study will argue, there are compelling reasons to believe that the epistemology of History is fundamentally aligned with the intellectual demands of sustainability – and that the apparent distance between the two may be more a failure of framing than of substance.
This research aims to investigate the perceptions of History lecturers at four U.K. universities concerning ESD and its role withing a History degree programme.  Working as a Curriculum Development Specialist at a university with a strong reputation for sustainability education, I support course teams across disciplines in identifying and articulating connections to ESD.  This study is motivated by a professional conviction that such connections exist for all disciplines, including History, and by the need to understand how best to support academics in recognising and making use of them.  The literature review that follows will begin by examining the epistemology of History and its alignment with sustainability thinking, before situating this within the broader discourse on the purpose of higher education and the policy frameworks driving ESD.  Subsequent sections will review existing research on academics’ perceptions of ESD, the evolving pedagogy of History in higher education, and the limited literature connecting History to ESD directly.  The methodology, research methods, findings and conclusions of the study will then be presented.
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In a recent publication on the teaching of History in higher education, Dickinson (2025) searches for an ‘epistemology of History’ (p.17) and arrives at a strong conclusion: History as a discipline is defined not by methodological coherence but by its embrace of complexity and indeterminacy.  Because History is methodologically messy and lacks agreed-upon standards, Dickinson argues that educators should abandon the pursuit of epistemological coherence in favour of an ‘ethical definition’ (ibid. p12) that views past actors as fully human within a holistic context.  The result is a discipline that predisposes its students ‘to accept and understand complexity and indeterminacy’ (ibid. p.183).  Students of History learn to navigate ambiguity, weigh contested evidence, hold multiple perspectives in tension, and resist the temptation of singular causal explanations.  These are not incidental by-products of a History degree; they are its core intellectual offering.
This matters because the challenges articulated by the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) – poverty, inequality, climate change, environmental degradation, peace and justice (UNESCO, 2017) – are not susceptible to neat technical fixes.  They are characterised by precisely the kind of complexity, contested values and entangled causation that historians are trained to interrogate.  There is, therefore, a compelling case to be made that History is an inherently sustainability-oriented discipline – not because it teaches students about sustainability, but because it teaches them to think in the ways that sustainability challenges demand.
There is recognition within higher education of the value of historical engagement with sustainability issues.  The Centre for World Environmental History at the University of Sussex, established to examine past human-environment interactions, exemplifies institutional recognition that historical inquiry has a distinctive contribution to make to environmental and sustainability scholarship.  Moreover, the 2006 report on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) for the Higher Education Academy (HEA) Subject Centres for History, Classics and Archaeology (HCA) and Sociology, Anthropology and Politics (C-SAP) (Brooks and Ryan, 2006) found a significant number of Environmental History courses across the U.K., alongside individuals with research expertise in sustainability.  While dated, this report is interesting for its finding that academics in these disciplines understood the new expectations of ESD through the lens of a pre-existing focus on notions such as progress, nature, and power dynamics in past human-environment interactions – suggesting that historians had already been engaging with sustainability-related questions long before the language of ESD entered the quality assurance framework.
A highly significant finding of the Brooks and Ryan (2006) report is that ‘Our academics do not want the implicit to be made crudely explicit…’ (p.17).  This tension – between the organic alignment of History with sustainability thinking and the policy-driven demand for explicit ESD embedding – lies at the heart of this research.  If History already cultivates the habits of mind that ESD seeks to develop, what is the role of deliberate, labelled ESD provision within a History degree programme?  And how do historians themselves perceive this question?
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The alignment between History’s epistemology and the demands of sustainability can be situated within a broader discourse about the purpose of higher education.  Barnett’s (2004) influential concept of ‘supercomplexity’ (p.71) argues that universities must prepare graduates not simply with knowledge or skills, but with the capacity to navigate a world of radical uncertainty where multiple frameworks of understanding compete and conflict.  Dall’Alba and Barnacle (2007) extend this argument, proposing a shift from the epistemological to the ontological purpose of higher education, drawing on Barnett’s ‘knowing, acting and being’ (p.679) framework.  The aim, in this view, is a transformative education producing individuals with the openness and vision to confront global and societal challenges.
The knowing, acting and being framework has achieved a strong association in recent years with ESD (Shephard, 2008; Sípos et al., 2008; Advance HE/QAA, 2021), which emphasises transformative learning, critical thinking, and the challenging of existing worldviews and norms.  ESD calls for individuals to take informed decisions and responsible actions for environmental integrity, economic viability and just societies for present and future generations (Cortese and Hatton, 2010; Zhou, 2024).  Sípos et al. (2008) organise sustainability learning objectives as relating to head, heart and hands, or ‘cognitive, psychomotor and affective domains’ (p.77), while Shephard (2008) proposes that affective learning outcomes – necessitating the transformation of the individual – form ‘the essence of education for sustainability’ (p.88).
What is notable about this discourse is how closely it echoes what Dickinson (2025) identifies as already happening within History.  The discipline’s emphasis on independent thinking, breadth and depth of inquiry, intellectual rigour, flexibility, open-mindedness, and engagement with diverse perspectives maps directly onto the competencies that ESD seeks to cultivate.  The question is whether this alignment is recognised, and whether it matters to historians that it be made visible.
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Since the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (UN DESD) (2005-2014), there has been increasing pressure on U.K. universities to demonstrate engagement with sustainability.  The Advance HE/QAA Education for Sustainable Development Guidance (Advance HE and QAA, 2021), first published in 2014 and substantially revised in 2021, has been particularly influential.  The Guidance articulates the UNESCO eight ‘key competencies for sustainability’ (UNESCO, 2017) in the higher education context, emphasises the interdependence of environmental integrity, social justice and economic prosperity, and suggests ways in which ESD might be included in learning, teaching, and quality processes.  Internationally, it has been praised for its potential to influence change through quality assurance and enhancement processes (Janssens et al., 2022).
Of particular relevance to this study is the revised QAA Subject Benchmark Statement for History (QAA, 2022), which makes explicit reference to sustainability as it relates to the discipline.  The Statement identifies three areas of connection: disciplinary content, particularly Environmental History; engagement with heritage and conservation; and teaching methods that focus on examining change, causation and multi-perspectivity.  Ultimately, the Statement concludes that a History degree prepares graduates for complex current and future sustainability challenges requiring critical mindsets, flexibility, and multi-disciplinary approaches.  This is, in essence, a quality assurance validation of the argument advanced by Dickinson (2025) – that the epistemology of History is fundamentally aligned with the intellectual demands of sustainability.
Yet the question remains: has this policy recognition translated into practice?  The evidence from the literature is limited and somewhat discouraging.  Research into the perceptions of historians regarding ESD remains strikingly scarce, and the isolated examples of dedicated modules or projects that exist – an interdisciplinary food systems module (Blodgett and Feld, 2021), a pilot study integrating historical content into ICT for Sustainability (Brooks et al., 2024) – are far too limited to suggest systematic disciplinary engagement with ESD.  This study aims to address that gap.
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Studies regarding the ways in which higher education practitioners perceive ESD have been relatively few.  An early study at Macquarie University (Australia) took a phenomenographic approach through interviews with 14 lecturers (Reid and Petocz, 2006).  Sampling targeted early-career academics with an interest in sustainability-related action research, limiting the generalisability of the results.  Given the self-selection bias of the Macquarie study, it is surprising, therefore, that several participants nevertheless report difficulties with understanding the language of sustainability and sustainable development, with varying notions, including ‘keeping things going’, and the importance of recycling paper being mentioned.  While a number of lecturers from arts, humanities and social sciences were interviewed for the study, with experiences and understanding that may have relevance to this research, no historians took part.  A further serious limitation of the Macquarie study is that, 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 most commonly associated with sustainability and environmental education, they draw no conclusions regarding differing experiences and understandings dependent on discipline area.
Closer to home, a much-cited U.K. study was undertaken at the University of Plymouth, claiming to provide insights adaptable to other HEIs (Cotton et al., 2007).  One insight of value to the present study was the emergence of the concept of ‘balance’ in academics’ understandings and descriptions of sustainability: the association of sustainability with human-nature interactions.  This human-nature interconnectedness will be referred to again in connection with the discipline of History.
A later survey conducted in Australia called on academics from across disciplines and institutions country-wide (Christie et al., 2015), aiming to explore the cross-disciplinary angle.  The main finding was that academics show general support for the integration of Education for Sustainability (EfS) (the term overwhelmingly preferred in Australia) in higher education, though with variations in understandings of sustainability concepts.  A further finding is in strong alignment with several others looking at the barriers to embedding ESD in curricula (Dawe et al., 2005; Lozano, 2006; Cebrián et al., 2015).  That is, that overloaded curricula, a lack of institutional support, and the perception that sustainability is not relevant to all disciplines are very common themes.
Significantly, academics in creative disciplines showed more support, and perceived more relevance of EfS, than those from Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM).  The authors conclude that the reasons for this lie in the worldviews of academics, claiming that the positivist, Cartesian epistemologies of scientists are less compatible with the somewhat ‘fuzzy’ concepts of sustainability education, while creatives, in embracing a postpositivist constructivist stance are more likely to also embrace EfS.  However, since reference to worldviews appears to have been absent in the survey and the data gathered, this conclusion would appear to be purely speculative.  It is, nevertheless, a fascinating one, and suggests the value of including questions about epistemologies and values in further research in this area.
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)
With regard to disciplinary differences, there is an overall paucity of research into the attitudes towards, and perceptions of sustainability education.  Kemper et al. (2020) investigated marketing lecturers’ attitudes, and Lazzarini and Pérez-Foguet (2008) looked at engineers, while there have been a number of studies into teacher educators (Sinakou et al., 2018; Corres et al., 2020; Goller and Rieckmann, 2022).  However, the field for further research into the stance of academics from all subject groups towards ESD is certainly wide open.
One further study to note for its methodological approach is that of Shephard and Furnari (2013), who employed Q-Methodology, a research technique used to study participants’ subjectivity, involving the ranking and sorting of a series of statements (Sandling, n.d.).  The results of their study are fascinating for their readability, being presented as five narratives, allowing participants to speak in their own voices regarding their attitudes towards and perceptions of EfS.  The conclusions suggested widespread support for the principles underlying 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)
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With regard to the teaching and assessment of History in higher education, there does not appear to have been a wealth of peer-reviewed scholarship and debate (Booth and Nicholls, 2005).  This scarcity is itself relevant: it suggests that the discipline’s pedagogical evolution has been under-examined in formal research terms, reinforcing the case for the present study.
What scholarship does exist points to significant change.  Booth (2008), focusing on the evolution of teaching on undergraduate History degree programmes in the U.K. context, documents an increased focus from the end of the twentieth century on cultural history, meaning, identity, representation, literature and linguistics, accompanied by greater use of group work, projects, portfolios and presentations in assessment. For Booth, this represents a move away from ‘large-scale narratives of growth and progress’ and a ‘rethinking of historical epistemologies and methodologies’ (ibid.).  The shift is significant for this study because it suggests that the pedagogical trajectory of History in higher education has, over several decades, been moving towards precisely the kind of complex, multi-perspectival, constructivist approaches that ESD advocates – a movement that predates and is largely independent of the ESD policy framework discussed in section 2.4 above.
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As established at the outset of this review, there is a compelling alignment between the epistemology of History and the intellectual demands of sustainability, an alignment recognised in both the QAA Subject Benchmark Statement for History (QAA, 2022) and the 2006 HEA Subject Centre report (Brooks and Ryan, 2006).  However, the extent to which this alignment has translated into deliberate, sustained engagement with ESD within History degree programmes remains an open question – and the evidence is thin.
The Brooks and Ryan (2006) report, though significant in its findings, is limited both by its age and by its sample: only six historians participated, and these were selected because of their pre-existing research expertise and relevant course or module leadership.  It cannot, therefore, be taken as representative of the discipline more broadly.  The more recent examples identified through the Advance HE systematic literature review (Vogel et al., 2023) – Jones (2020), who positions History in the broad context of institutional priorities as a ‘conservation and heritage management tool’ (p.58), and the interdisciplinary and pilot studies noted in section 2.3 above – remain isolated cases rather than evidence of a disciplinary trend.
Despite the apparent lack of an embedded approach to ESD within university History programmes, it is possible to observe a move in the sustainability direction in the broader context of historical studies outside of higher education.  For example, the social philosopher Roman Krznaric, in History for Tomorrow: Inspiration from the Past for the Future of Humanity (Krznaric, 2024), posits that the precautionary principle is only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the lessons that can be learnt from the past.  In viewing history as a source of hope, Krznaric uncovers alternative, more viable models of democracy, the circular economy and conflict resolution, as well as precedents for disruptive technologies and ways of handling them.  Similarly, in The Green Ages, Kehnel (2024) finds sustainable practices across the European medieval period, and argues that the problems of the modern world can be addressed by looking to the past.  Whether such authors are inspiring the design of History degree programmes in the U.K. remains to be discovered – and is precisely the kind of question this research is positioned to explore.
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The primary observation from this review of the literature on academics’ perceptions of ESD is that what is missing is a cross-institutional mono-disciplinary study.  This research will address this gap.  Additionally, three further omissions have been identified: a general scarcity of peer-reviewed scholarship; a tendency towards speculation and assertion; and a neglect of approaches that differ from standard surveys, interviews and reviews of validated course content.
Firstly, prominent U.K.-specific literature generally consists of commissioned reports (see, for example, Dawe et al., 2005; Brooks and Ryan, 2006; Tilbury, 2011; Fiselier et al., 2017; Zhou, 2024).  Moreover, a number of opinion-pieces urge action, as opposed to generating insights based on empirical research data (see, for example, Mair and Druckman, 2022; Ryan and Tilbury, 2013).  In addition, the chronological gap in publication since the end of the DESD (2005-2015) and the closure of the HEA Subject Centres (Chalkley and Sterling, 2011) is notable.
Secondly, while fascinating theories have been raised about possible connections between disciplinary epistemologies and approaches to ESD, these have been based more on speculation than on findings.  Connections between historians’ traditional focus on progress, nature and human-environment interactions and their attitudes towards ESD require exploration through rigorously designed research instruments.
Thirdly, there has been an overreliance on surveys and interviews, to the neglect of observational research, or mixed methods approaches, with the exception of Shephard and Furnari’s (2013) Q-methodological approach.  This study, therefore, aims to provide empirical data on the attitudes of academics working at multiple institutions towards ESD and its connection to History, taking inspiration from Shephard and Furnari, and using Q-Methodology to capture nuanced subjectivity.
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3.1.1 RESEARCH AIMS
 
This research aims to investigate the perceptions of History lecturers regarding the integration of ESD within History degree programmes at four universities. Specifically, it seeks to determine both attitudes towards ESD and its compatibility with the discipline, and the extent to which ESD has been incorporated, or is perceived to have been incorporated, into the programmes on offer. Moreover, the research addresses the question of 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 teaching and learning, including trends in the teaching of History.
In brief, this research aims to investigate the perceptions of History lecturers at four U.K. universities concerning the broad role of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and its compatibility with the discipline.
 
3.1.2. RESEARCH QUESTION
 
In seeking to investigate the subjective worldviews and opinions of participants in the study, the following research question has been posed:
How do History lecturers at four United Kingdom (U.K.) universities perceive Education for Sustainable Development and its role within a History degree programme?
 
3.1.3 OBJECTIVES
 
The research is approached with the following objectives:
1.        To explore the perceptions of History lecturers at four U.K. universities regarding Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and its compatibility with the discipline, through a Q-Methodological approach using a Q-sort activity followed by semi-structured interviews.
2.        To explore the perceptions of History lecturers on how explicit ESD needs to be in order to impact student outcomes, through a Q-Methodological approach using a Q-sort activity followed by semi-structured interviews.

3.1.4 POSITIONALITY
 
To situate this study in its context, my own positionality is crucial.  Ontologically, I hold a broadly relativist position: I understand individual realities as constructed through personal experience, context, and interpretation rather than as reflections of a single objective truth.  This is consistent with the social constructivist paradigm adopted for this study (see section 3.2.1).  However, my position is not one of unconstrained relativism.   I also hold the view that subjective experience, while individually constructed can – under the right conditions – be rendered observable and amenable to systematic comparison.  This epistemological conviction is what drew me to Q Methodology, originally conceived by William Stepehenson (1935) as a means of studying subjectivity empirically.  My philosophical stance, therefore, is that while there is no single reality to be uncovered in how historians perceive ESD, the structure of their perspectives can be made visible through a carefully designed instrument – and that the patterns which emerge carry a form of validity that goes beyond anecdote or assertion.
I work as a Curriculum Development Specialist at a university with a strong institutional reputation for sustainability education, where my role involves providing resources and guidance for course teams undergoing revalidation.  A significant part of this work involves support for academics in identifying and articulating the connections between their disciplines and ESD.  I approach this research, therefore, with a professional conviction that there is a meaningful connection between ESD and all disciplines – including those, like History, where that connection may not be immediately obvious to practitioners.  This conviction is itself a potential source of bias, and it will be important throughout the research process to ‘make the familiar strange’ (Delamont and Atkinson, 2021, p.9), remaining open to the possibility that participants may not share this view, and that the data may challenge rather than confirm my assumptions.  It is hoped that the particular research approach and methods chosen – and in particular the systematic, empirical character of Q Methodology – will bring a necessary element of objectivity to a study conducted by a researcher who is not a disinterested observer.
 
3.1.5 IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE
 
This research has direct implications for professional practice.  The effectiveness of any support to academics around embedding ESD depends on a clear understanding of how academics within specific disciplines perceive it – whether they see ESD as relevant, whether they recognise existing connections, and whether they experience policy-driven ESD requirements as congruent with or disruptive to their disciplinary values and pedagogical traditions.  The findings of this study are intended to inform the design of resources and development of opportunities for History course teams, and may also offer transferable insights into how ESD support can be tailored to the epistemological and pedagogical character of other disciplines.
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3.2.1 SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVISM AND THE STUDY OF SUBJECTIVITY
 
In approaching this research from an interpretivist-constructivist stance, I am seeking to explore meanings and realities as they are constructed by individuals from personal, lived experiences (Punch and Oancea, 2014; Creswell and Poth, 2023).  The acknowledgement that meanings and realities defy simple categorisation, and are multiple, informs the social constructivist approach of seeking out a ‘complexity of views’ (Creswell and Poth, 2023, p.23).  While literature on the engagement and perceptions of historians regarding ESD has been sparse, it is the purpose of this study to explore those perceptions in full.  The social constructivist paradigm, therefore, achieves ‘compatibility and integrity’ (Punch and Oancea, 2014, p.18) between the research question and the methodological approach.
 
 
3.2.2 Q METHODOLOGY: THE SCIENTIFIC STUDY OF SUBJECTIVITY
 
Q Methodology involves the sorting and ranking of a fixed number of statements that are supposed to represent the full range of possible subjective viewpoints on the topic being researched.  Conceived by Stephenson as an ‘objective (unbiased, empirically verifiable and repeatable) method for the study of subjectivity’ (Robbins and Krueger, 2000, p.637), there is widespread agreement that Q Methodology represents the scientific study of subjectivity (Brown, 1993; Watts, 2009; Davis, 2011; Coogan and Herrington, 2011; Bashatah, 2016).  In summarising this position, Watts (2009) argues that Q Methodology locates ‘bodies-of-knowledge’ (p.43), rendering their structure observable and representing the ‘objective part of the subjective world’ (p.43).
Stenner (2022) explicitly connects Q Methodology to constructivism in a discussion of the potential for an objective study of subjectivity: rather than relying on pre-existing frameworks, Q Methodology is about understanding how people actively create their own understanding of the world.  Similarly, Ramlo and Newman (2011), argue that the act of arranging statements in the Q sort process allows each participant to construct their own reality.  For Bashatah (2016), predefined operational definitions are not imposed on the statements in the Q set (the statements to be sorted).  Rather, statements are interpreted based on the participants’ own frames of reference.
Shaw (2023) coins the phrase ‘qualiquantilogical’ (p.4) to describe the way in which Q Methodology uniquely blends rich qualitative data with rigorous statistical analysis.  Likewise, Walker et al. (2018) refer to the combination of the ‘rigor of statistical analysis with qualitative constructivist meaning making’ (p.452) in pointing out the way in which Q Methodology can relate to different epistemologies, though chiefly constructivism through its unique interplay of qualitative and quantitative elements.  A connection is made, therefore, to both qualitative and quantitative methods when discussing Q Methodology, and it is frequently classified as a combination of both (Brown, 1993; Coogan and Herrington, 2011; Bashatah, 2016; Walker et al., 2018; Shaw, 2023).
 
3.2.3 Q METHODOLOGY: A WHOLE METHODOLOGY
 
The concept of operant subjectivity – subjectivity that can be communicated or expressed operantly – lies at the heart of Q Methodology, and it is this concept that gives it its crucial distinctiveness from more traditional approaches to gathering data, such as questionnaires and surveys (Stephenson, 1953; van Exel and de Graaf, 2005).  The notion of operant subjectivity underpins the consensus in the literature that Q Methodology is a whole methodology with its own distinct way of exploring human perspectives (Capdevila and Lazard, 2008), encompassing a broad theoretical framework, as opposed to representing a method or tool (Davis, 2011; Brown. 1993; Capdevila and Lazard, 2008; Bashatah, 2016; Ramlo, 2023).
The distinctive core of Q Methodology being the scientific study of subjectivity (Bashatah, 2016), it allows a democratised approach, with a shift in the researcher-researched power dynamic (Robbins and Krueger, 2000), that brings forwards marginalised voices (Capdevila and Lazard, 2008).  Harris et al. (2019) and Watts and Stenner (2012) emphasise the discovery and theory building role of Q Methodology, which is linked to the idea of uncovering distinct viewpoints and the abductive approach of forming explanations (Davis, 2011).  
An abductive approach, therefore, involves approaching the data with an awareness of existing theoretical explanations while remaining open to new or unexpected patterns that may demand novel interpretation (Tavory and Timmermans, 2014).  In this study, the literature has uncovered a number of theories: i) that there is a fundamental compatibility between ESD and History, in areas such as the focus inherent to both on criticality and systems thinking; ii) further areas of compatibility include Environmental History, culture and heritage, and approaches to teaching and learning connected to these, such as Oral and Public History.  An abductive approach was therefore applied to this study, keeping these theories in mind, but expecting the generation of new understandings representative of the shared viewpoints of the participants.
 
The remainder of this section explains how the tools and techniques of Q methodology were applied in the context of this study into the perceptions of historians in higher education regarding ESD.
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3.3.1 DEFINING THE CONCOURSE: HARNESSING EMERGENT TECHNOLOGY
 
The first step in preparation for a Q Methodological study, according to van Exel and de Graaf (2005) in their excellent overview of the process, is known as ‘Definition of the concourse’ (p.4).  The concourse is as comprehensive as possible a series of statements (Capdevila and Lazard, 2008) relating to the research question(s) and representing the potential opinions, thoughts and feelings of the research participants.  The concourse should include anything that could be said or thought about the ‘domain of subjectivity’ (Robbins and Krueger, 2000, p.638).  A sample of these statements is then selected to become the Q-set: those statements that will be used in the sorting stage when data is collected from participants.  Suitable material to mine for concourse statements include scholarly articles, interviews, focus groups and popular media (Brown, 1993; Coogan and Herrington, 2011; Shaw, 2023; Espartinez, 2024).  
However, there have been criticisms of the typical approach to concourse definition.  Watts and Stenner (2012), for example, call Stephenson’s descriptions of the process as ‘rather vague’ (p.57).  Stephenson describes, for example, the extraction of 100 statements from a single article as ‘a straightforward matter’ (Stephenson, 1987, p.531, in Watts and Stenner, 2012, p.57) without further elaboration of his process.  Watts and Stenner (2012) suggest that, on the contrary, definition of the concourse may be the most time-consuming element of the research process requiring considerable care.  Other authors on Q Methodology similarly view development of the concourse as a crucial step in determining the validity and reliability of the research (Harris et al., 2019; Shaw, 2023; Ramlo, 2023).
Ramlo (2023) describes the content of the concourse as potentially infinite, and other studies include accounts of concourse development with up to 400 items (Robbins and Krueger 2000).  While Capdevila and Lazard (2008), on the other hand, introduce the idea of ‘finite diversity’ (p.73), this does suggest the importance of establishing a thoroughly comprehensive concourse covering all potential perspectives, including the marginalised.  A number of researchers mention using practical approaches to gathering statements, including using inspirational books, articles and interviews (Stenner, 2022), popular media, such as newspapers and magazines (van Exel and de Graaf 2005), and requests for comments via email or in focus groups (Coogan and Herrington, 2011).
Time constraints led me to explore the idea of using generative artificial intelligence (AI) to develop the concourse for this study.  Recent papers suggest a legitimate role for generative AI in research beyond using it for writing literature reviews.  Potential applications include research design, data collection and data analysis (Kingsley, 2023; Berg, 2023; Salman et al., 2025).  For example, Berg (2023) envisions ‘a lengthy dialogue’ (p.7) with Large Language Models (LLMs) which, with careful input, interactions and thoughtful navigation of the LLM’s responses, can lead to revised arguments and the exploration of nuanced alternatives.  The key is ‘taking advantage of the LLM’s vast informational resources and analytical capabilities’ (ibid. p.8).  
I therefore chose to employ a combination of Google Gemini and NotebookLM to assist in generating the concourse.  The two tools were used in deliberately different ways.  Google Gemini, operating as an open large language model with access to Google Search, was prompted to generate statements reflecting the range of possible opinions on the research topic through its ‘Deep Research’ function.  NotebookLM, by contrast, was configured to operate on a closed corpus: the specific sources used in the literature review on approaches to teaching History in higher education and on historians’ engagement with ESD.  This distinction is methodologically significant.  Because NotebookLM’s outputs were grounded in a defined body of literature that had already been critically appraised as part of the review process, the statements it generated reflected opinions and perspectives encountered in the scholarly conversation surrounding the research question, rather than drawing on uncontrolled or unverifiable training data.  The use of two tools operating under different conditions – one open, one constrained – was intended to maximise the comprehensiveness of the concourse by capturing both perspectives represented in the existing literature and broader viewpoints that might not have been articulated in the sources reviewed.  An account of the process, including the prompts and process used and the nature of the outputs, can be found in Appendix 1.  Appendix 2 includes the concourse statements generated by Google Gemini ‘Deep Research’, Google Gemini ‘Canvas’ and NotebookLM.

 
3.3.2 DEVELOPING THE Q-SET
 
The next step towards data collection involves reducing the number of statements in the concourse into a manageable number, which will be known as the Q-set and used by participants in the Q-sort (van Exel and de Graaf, 2005; Watts and Stenner, 2012).  The typical number of statements used in a Q-set is noted to range from 40-50, but can be anything from 10 to 100 (van Exel and de Graaf, 2005).

The Q-set to be used for the sort was therefore developed from the concourse through a process of critical selection and editing.  The primary criteria applied were coverage and non-redundancy.  Coverage required that the selected statements should span the domain of subjectivity (Watts and Stenner, 2012) – that is, the full range of potential viewpoints on the research topic, including perspectives on the purpose of higher education, the role of History as a discipline, the nature and relevance of ESD, and the connections (or perceived disconnections) between History and sustainability.  Non-redundancy required that each statement in the Q-set should express a meaningfully distinct viewpoint: where the concourse contained multiple statements with overlapping meaning, a single version was selected or edited to most clearly articulate the underlying subjective position.
 
In practice, this involved reading carefully through each of the statements generated by Google Gemini and NotebookLM, deleting those where I considered there to be substantial overlap in meaning, and retaining or editing a version that I considered to most clearly express a subjective viewpoint amenable to sorting.  A number of statements were also removed where I judged them not to be closely enough connected to the core themes of the study.  Throughout this process, I was mindful that the Q-set needed to be comprehensive enough to allow participants to express a wide range of possible positions, while remaining manageable in size for the sorting activity.
 
It should be acknowledged that this process was conducted under significant time pressure, as I was aiming to submit the Q-set alongside the ethics application in order to give the panel – who would be unfamiliar with Q Methodology – visibility of the research instrument.  As a consequence, while coverage and non-redundancy were applied as guiding principles, I did not at this stage systematically verify the balance of the Q-set – that is, whether positive and negative positions on each theme were equally represented – nor was there an opportunity to pilot the instrument with a test group to assess the sortability of individual statements.  The absence of a pilot study is a limitation that will be addressed in the discussion of findings.  The finalised Q-set is included in Appendix 3.
 
3.3.3 DETERMINING THE Q-SORT MODE
  
Q-sorting requires participants to rank the Q-set statements on a bell-shaped grid (see Figures 2 and 3), with a set number of statements in each column – more towards the middle, representing a neutral stance, and fewer at the extremes, representing strong agreement or disagreement.  It is considered easier for participants to sort in this way than to perform a straight ranking (Woods, 2011).  The critical reflection necessary in order to make a decision about placing each statement in a column represents what Woods (2011) refers to as a ‘forced sort’ (p.324).  Statements are often sorted into three piles, representing neutral, agree, and disagree (van Exel and de Graaf, 2005) before they are placed on the grid.  The whole process represents something significantly different from ticking boxes to show strength of agreement on a Likert scale, for example: participants have to make thoughtful decisions about which statements resonate most strongly with them, so revealing the underlying structure of their subjectivity.  Lundberg et al. (2020) sees the advantage of Q Methodology lying in the way in which participants are not required to produce language themselves to express their subjective viewpoints.  Rather, the interaction with the research instrument empowers participants to construct meaning (Shaw, 2023), and the Q-set provides support and expression where knowledge is tacit (Woods, 2011).
 
While there is a general consensus in the literature that Q-sorting is most commonly conducted in face-to-face settings with the researcher (Watts and Stenner, 2012; Walker et al., 2018), there is precedent for remote sorting, for example by post (van Exel and de Graaf, 2005) or online (Bashatah, 2016; Davis, 2011).  Since this research is time-constrained, and being mindful of the physical resources necessary for face-to-face sorting, I attempted, and successfully produced, an interactive online tool that would allow remote sorting.  I used the Google Gemini ‘Canvas’ tool for this and was pleased with the result.  A number of prompts were required in order to achieve a tool that allows for two-stage sorting – first into agree, disagree, and neutral ‘piles’, and then onto a grid.  The tool and more details of how it was created can be found in Appendix 4.
 
3.3.4 POST-SORT DATA COLLECTION: WRITTEN REFLECTIONS AND INTERVIEWS
 
In addition to the Q-sort itself, I built in two further mechanisms for data collection.  First, at the end of the online sorting activity, participants were asked to provide brief written reasons for the two statements they placed at each extreme of the distribution (+4 and -4).  This captured participants’ immediate rationale for their strongest agreements and disagreements while the sorting decisions were still fresh, and provided qualitative context that to support the interpretation of the factor arrays.
 
Second, participants were given the option at the end of the Q-sort to indicate their willingness to take part in a follow-up semi-structured interview.  The purpose of the interviews was to explore the reasoning behind participants’ sorting decisions in greater depth.  In particular, the interviews invited participants to expand on their reasons for placing statements at the extremes of the distribution, and to reflect on the placement of statements in other positions – including, crucially, the neutral column.  As Watts and Stennner (2012) observe, a statement placed at the zero point of the distribution may reflect genuine indifference, but it may equally reflect conflicted or ambivalent feelings where competing considerations cancel one another out.  The interviews provided an opportunity to distinguish between possibilities, adding interpretive richness to the quantitative patterns identified through the factor analysis. 
 
 
 
3.3.5 PARTICIPANT SAMPLE SELECTION
 
One key distinction between Q Methodology and a purely quantitative study is that Q Methodology can be used for small-scale research to obtain ‘profound findings’ (Bashatah, 2016, p.39).  The richness of the findings, and the capturing of a diversity of perspectives from within a defined group of participants relevant to the research, is the primary goal (Bashatah, 2016; Walker et al., 2018) – as opposed to generalisable findings from a large random sample.  The number of participants must be adequate to establish comparable factors (van Exel and de Graaf, 2005), though Q Methodology fundamentally aims to understand subjectivity holistically at the level of the individual (Woods, 2011).
The sampling strategy for this study was purposive.  The target population was defined as lecturers currently teaching on History degree programmes at U.K. universities: individuals whose professional practice and disciplinary identity positions them to hold informed and substantive views on the research topic.  Four institutions were selected within a relatively small geographical area, including the institution where I study and the institution where I work, alongside two institutions where I have previously worked.  The geographical clustering represents a practical constraint, but does not compromise the purposive logic of the design, since the defining criterion for inclusion is disciplinary – active engagement in the teaching of History at degree level – rather than institutional.
The decision to include four institutions, rather than conducting a single-site study, was taken for two reasons.  First, Q Methodology aims to capture a range of subjective viewpoints that exist within a defined population, and limiting the study to a single institution would risk conflating institutional culture with disciplinary perspective.  Historians working at a university with a strong sustainability profile, for example, may have had quite different experiences of ESD from those at institutions where sustainability is less prominent in institutional strategy.  Including four institutions increases the likelihood that the Q-sort will surface viewpoints shaped by different institutional contexts, while keeping the study focused on a single discipline.  Second, a cross-institutional design strengthens the potential transferability of the findings.  While Q Methodology does not claim generalisability in the statistical sense, findings that emerge consistently across multiple institutional settings carry greater weight than those drawn from a single context – and are more likely to be of practical value in informing approaches to staff development and curriculum support beyond the institutions studied.
Potential participants were identified from staff listings.  Two of the four universities publish departmental staff lists that are publicly accessible via their institutional websites.  For the remaining two institutions, full staff lists were obtained through a former colleague and through my doctoral tutor respectively.  All History lecturers identified on these lists were contacted directly with an invitation to participate, rather than a selection being made based on criteria such as seniority or length of experience.  This decision was taken because the numbers of History lecturers at each institution were relatively small, and contacting the full population maximised the opportunity to capture the widest possible range of subjective viewpoints – a priority consistent with the aims of Q Methodology (Watts and Stenner, 2012).
It should be noted that this approach to recruitment represents a deliberate departure from snowball or network-based sampling.  Rather than relying on introductions from personal contacts or former colleagues – an approach that carries a risk of gatekeeper bias, whereby the researcher’s existing networks may unconsciously filter the range of perspectives accessed – participants were approached systematically from institutional listings.  
 
[bookmark: _Toc229750442] 3.4 DATA ANALYSIS AND PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS
 Q Methodology does not seek to correlate variables across people.  Rather, it correlates people across a set of variables (the statements in the Q set).  A number of factors are developed, representing distinct patterns of how participants perceive the topic of the research (Stenner, 2022), with ‘factor loadings’ (van Exel and de Graaf, 2005, p.8) indicating the strength of each participant’s match to each factor.  Those with the highest loadings are the defining variants for each factor (ibid.).  Brown (1993) described the ‘composite Q-sort’ (p.118), also known as a factor array (McKeown and Thomas, 2011; Chaaban et al., 2023):  a model representing the overall perspective of the group, or an ordering of the statements by a hypothetical respondent loading in perfect alignment with a particular factor (van Exel and de Graaf, 2005).
In addition to defining factors, Q-sort analysis looks to identify both distinguishing and consensus statements (Coogan and Herrington, 2011; Ramlo, 2012).  The distinguishing statements – those ranked very differently by a factor compared to other factors, are those which define the uniqueness of a viewpoint.  Consensus statements, on the other hand, are ranked similarly by all factors.  In analysing the findings of this research, I sought both distinguishing and consensus statements in order to identify both distinct groups and an overall perspective of historians regarding ESD.
There are a number of online tools that can be used to assist with data analysis in a Q Methodological study (Lutfallah and Buchanan, n.d.; Q-Assessor, n.d.; Schmolck, 2014; Banasick, 2019).  Having investigated these, I chose to use Ken-Q Analysis (Banasick, 2019), since it operates as a client-side web application, ensuring participant data is processed locally within the browser and not uploaded to external servers.  In addition, Ken-Q Analysis replicates the standard algorithms of the traditional PQMethod software (Schmolck, 2014), ensuring consistency with established Q methodological rigour.
 

3.4.1 PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS
 
Although the results of a Q Methodological study can be presented numerically and in tabular format (Woods, 2011; Lundberg et al. 2020; Espartinez 2024), one of the distinguishing aspects of Q Methodology, according to Woods (2011), is the ‘production of a set of verbal accounts that summarise distinct viewpoints and that are readily accessible to a wide audience’ (p.333).  Shephard and Furnari (2013) do this masterfully in their study of the views of HE lecturers regarding Education for Sustainability, in which four factors are represented by first-person position statements.  The exceptional readability of their results and the potential to reach a wide audience (Woods, 2011) has led me to adopt this approach for the presentation of the findings of this research.
The narrative profiles were constructed systematically from the factor arrays produced by Ken-Q Analysis.  Each statement in the Q-set receives a score within the factor array corresponding to its position on the sorting grid (e.g. +4 to -4 on the distribution used in this study).  It is these scores that provide the raw material for the written profiles.  Watts and Stenner (2012) provide detailed guidance on the process of interpreting factor arrays and translating them into narrative accounts.  The approach involves working systematically through the factor array, beginning with the statements at the extremes of the distribution and moving towards the centre.  The procedure adopted in this study was as follows:
· Statements that score +4 in the factor array – those representing the strongest agreement within the viewpoint – formed the opening sentences of the narrative profile, establishing the core priorities and commitments of the perspective.  
· Statements scoring +3 and +2 provided supporting detail, elaborating on what the viewpoint values and how it understands the relationship between History and ESD.  
· Statements at 0 may be noted where their neutrality is itself significant, but will not necessarily feature in the narrative.  
· Statements scoring -1 and -2 introduced areas of relative disagreement or de-prioritisation, while statements at -3 and -4 – the strongest disagreements – typically appeared towards the close of the profile, articulating what the viewpoint firmly rejects.
Crucially, the profiles draw explicit attention to distinguishing statements: those where a factor’s score is statistically significantly different (p<0.05) from all the other factors.  Ken-Q Analysis identifies these automatically during the analysis.  Distinguishing statements are the statements that make each viewpoint unique – they are what differentiates one perspective from another – and are therefore of particular interpretive importance (Watts and Stenner, 2012).  In the written profiles, distinguishing statements are presented in bold text so that the reader can immediately identify the claims and positions that are specific to each factor.  Consensus statements – those scored similarly across all factors, indicating areas of shared ground among participants – are discussed in a separate section following the individual profiles.
To illustrate, a statement such as ‘History teaches students to think critically about contested evidence’, if scored at +4 on Factor 1 and identified as a distinguishing statement, might appear in the opening of the Factor 1 profile as follows:
I believe fundamentally that what a History degree offers students is the ablity to think critically about contested evidence.  This is central to my understanding of the discipline and its value.
The bold text signals to the reader that the emphasis on contested evidence is a distinguishing feature of this particular viewpoint – one not shared to the same degree by participants loading on other factors.  This approach follows the model established by Shephard and Furnari (2013) and is consistent with the guidance offered by Watts and Stenner (2012) on the construction of factor interpretations, which they term ‘crib sheets’ (ibid., p.51) as a structured method for working through each factor array and building the narrative account.
 
[bookmark: _Toc229750443]4. FINDINGS
[bookmark: _Toc229750444]4.1 PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT AND RESPONSE
Invitations to participate in the Q-sort were sent by email to all History lecturers identified on staff listings at the four participating institutions (64 in total).  Two follow-up reminders were sent at intervals of approximately two weeks.  Of the total number contacted, five lecturers completed the Q-sort, representing a response rate that, while low in conventional survey terms, is not inconsistent with the expectations of a Q methodological study, where the aim is to capture the range of subjective viewpoints within a defined group rather than to achieve a statistically representative sample (Watts and Stenner, 2012; van Exel and de Graaf, 2005).  Of the five participants, two indicated willingness to take part in a follow-up semi-structured interview.
The low response rate is acknowledged as a limitation and will be discussed further in the conclusion.  It may, however, be a finding in its own right: the difficulty of engaging historians with research explicitly framed around ESD may itself reflect something about how the discipline perceives its relationship to the sustainability agenda.  This is a question that sits at the heart of this study.
 
[bookmark: _Toc229750445]4.2 FACTOR EXTRACTION
The five completed Q-sorts were analysed using Ken-Q Analysis (Banasick, 2019).  An initial principal components analysis was conducted, producing eigenvalues of 2.25, 1.01, 0.76, 0.58 and 0.40 for the five unrotated factors.  Two factors met the conventional threshold of an eigenvalue greater than 1.00, and the scree plot (Figure 2) confirmed a clear inflection point after the second factor.  Together, the two retained factors accounted for 65% of the study variance: Factor 1 accounted for 45% (eigenvalue 2.25) and Factor 2 for 20% (eigenvalue 1.01).
Following varimax rotation, examination of the factor loadings confirmed a clear two-factor solution.  Four participants (P1, P2, P3 and P5) loaded significantly onto Factor 1, with loadings ranging from 0.63 to 0.77.  One participant (P4) loaded significantly onto Factor 2, with a loading of 0.84.  P1’s negative loading on Factor 2 (-0.52) is also of note, suggesting that this participant’s viewpoint is not merely different from but actively opposed to the perspective represented by Factor 2.  Together, the two factors accounted for 65% of the study variance: Factor 1 accounted for 45% (eigenvalue 2.25) and Factor 2 for 20% (eigenvalue 1.01).
While Factor 2 is defined by a single participant, it is retained as a distinct viewpoint.  Within Q methodology, it is legitimate to retain a single-participant factor where it is clearly differentiated from other factors and represents an interpretively coherent perspective (Watts and Stenner, 2012). As the narrative profiles in sections 4.3 and 4.4 will demonstrate, Factor 2 presents a distinct and internally consistent viewpoint that contrasts meaningfully with Factor 1, and its retention therefore serves the aims of the study.
The composite Q-sorts (factor arrays) for each factor were generated by Ken-Q Analysis and are presented in Figures 2 and 3.  These factor arrays – representing the idealised Q-sort for each viewpoint – form the basis for the narrative profiles constructed in sections 4.3 and 4.4.
[bookmark: _Toc229750446]4.3 FACTOR 1: ‘HISTORY IS ALREADY A SUSTAINABILITY DISCIPLINE – WE JUST HAVEN’T NAMED IT’
This factor is defined by four participants (P1, P2, P3 and P5)
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[bookmark: _Toc229750650]Figure 2: COMPOSITE Q-SORT (FACTOR ARRAY) FOR FACTOR 1: ‘HISTORY IS ALREADY A SUSTAINABILITY DISCIPLINE’

4.3.1 FACTOR 1 NARRATIVE PROFILE
I believe strongly that historical research on environmental change can inform current sustainability debates, and that developing ‘sustainability literacy’ in our students means furnishing them with the critical and analytical skills that a History degree already provides.  I do not see my primary professional duty as being to teach the past on its own terms, isolated from the present – and I am not worried about the political implications of teaching sustainability.  These are not anxieties I carry into the classroom.
What I do value is History’s capacity to engage with sustainability in ways that are distinctive to the discipline.  The concept of sustainability is, in my view, ambiguous or ‘fuzzy’, and this is actually a strength – it allows for the kind of interpretive openness that historians are comfortable with.  Rather than seeing this ambiguity as a problem to be resolved, I see it as methodologically familiar territory.  A superficial ‘bolt-on’ approach to sustainability would be worse than doing nothing at all; instead, I believe that integrating sustainability can be achieved covertly or informally, embedded within existing teaching without the need for explicit labelling. History provides unique insights into the long-term relationship between humans and their environment, and a deep historical understanding of the roots of the climate crisis is itself a form of sustainability education.  We must empower our students to use their historical knowledge to engage with the present.
The discipline of History has a clear moral and civic responsibility, and sustainability themes when they arise, should arise organically from the content rather than being imposed.  It is important to teach sustainability without promoting a particular agenda.  These are things I feel positively about, but they sit alongside a degree of neutrality on several practical questions: whether sustainability should be optional or mandatory content, whether the ESD mandate provides opportunities for interdisciplinary work, and whether sustainability education specifically prepares students for future careers are questions I feel relatively indifferent about – or perhaps conflicted.
I do not believe that sustainability should be integrated systematically across all History, and I disagree that there are sufficient resources for embedding ESD in our courses.  I am also unconvinced that ESD is fundamentally an ideological agenda, though I mildly reject the suggestion that it is part of a wider educational change agenda.  I do not see good presentism as a valid pedagogical approach, and I am not persuaded that there is significant student demand for sustainability content.
I firmly reject the idea that ESD’s activist, future-oriented ethos creates an immediate tension with the study of the past.  I do not believe that the ESD mandate contravenes the professional ideal of studying History, nor that I cannot teach about History without compromising my disciplinary integrity.  My view is that the anxiety about sustainability threatening History is overstated – the discipline is already doing this work, whether or not it is recognised as such.

4.3.2 QUALITATIVE DATA: POST-SORT REFLECTIONS AND INTERVIEWS
Post-sort written reflections were provided by P1, P2 and P5.  Follow-up interviews were conducted with P1 and P2.  P3 did not provide post-sort reflections or participate in an interview.
The qualitative data strongly reinforces the core character of Factor 1 while revealing important nuances beneath the shared viewpoint.
The rejection of teaching the past ‘on its own terms’ was felt with particular force.  P2 explained that the statement suggested, 
treating history as an island that doesn’t have any relevance to anything in the world around it,
adding that 
you would hope that the lessons of the past might inform at least your thinking about the present, and hopefully your thinking about the future.
P1 was more emphatic, describing the idea as ‘absolute nonsense’, arguing that understanding the past is how we learn to navigate the present: 
Sustainability is really how we live as humans to be viable on earth and that is best to be learned in addition to new innovation from past societies.
P1 pointed specifically to China’s five thousand years of civilisational continuity as demonstrating how societies can 
be resilient by trying to navigate innovation and tradition.
The commitment to organic, discipline-led integration – rather than top-down imposition emerged as a defining theme across all three participants who provided qualitative data.  P5’s post-sort reflection was particularly forceful:
Our existing approach to historical research does fundamentally teach literacy in a number of areas that complement and include sustainability.  More work needs to be done to convince historians of the possibilities and naturalness of integrating these approaches with their own practice.  
P5 warned that: 
there needs to be care that this doesn’t feel like another top-down initiative that’s being imposed upon historians, which assumes that we are somehow antiquated and unprepared to integrate this quite meaningfully into what we already do. 
P1 expressed a related frustration with institutional approaches: 
it’s now the fashionable word. And we have its sustainability and we disregard any natural organic application of that and we disregard what organically has already been done in the past.
The emphasis on naturalness and organicism across these reflections powerfully reinforces the factor array’s placement of ‘Sustainability themes must arise organically from the content’ at +1 and the strong rejection of imposed agendas.
 
P2’s interview, while more measured in tone than that of P1, introduced a crucial practical insight.  P2 acknowledged seeing the importance of incorporating sustainability but admitted: 
I don’t always see how to do it.  
This was paired, however, with a recognition that structured reflection often reveals engagement that practitioners do not recognise: 
sometimes that sort of step back and think about pedagogy, material, oh, when we do that, we’re doing that.
P2 also noted a common tendency 
to think that some of this is all about environment, when it’s not, it’s really not, 
pointing to the breadth of the SDGs and the relevance of community engagement to historical practice.  On the question of whether sustainability should be integrated across all modules – placed at the neutral point in the factor array – P2 explained: 
it’s easier for some than for others…all might be more than we can sensibly expect, because it might be shoehorning it in in some areas, but it’s not none, or one or two either.
 
The qualitative data also complicated the Factor 1 narrative in one important respect.  P1, discussing the neutral placement of the statement that the core skills of a historian are ‘already highly compatible’ with ESD’s call for critical and systems thinking, agreed with the principle but challenged the assumption underlying it.: 
I disagree more with the assumption compared with what I see in practice.  
Drawing on a recent doctoral supervision, P1 described a capable student whose conception of ‘rigorous source analysis’ extended no further than establishing provenance and dates: 
if you really have the understanding of complex core skills, yes, but I see too many PhDs in history where they simply said, oh, on the 20th May they did that, on the 21st of May they did that.  That’s not rigorous source analysis.  
This suggests that the alignment between History’s epistemology and sustainability thinking – central to the Factor 1 viewpoint – depends on History programmes actually cultivating the depth of critical analysis the discipline claims, which is not always the case in practice.
 
Finally, P5’s post-sort reflections addressed the question of resources and consistency directly.  While strongly disagreeing that sufficient resources exist, P5 was equally resistant to mandated consistency: 
Professional historians and educators should be able to decide, based on their expertise and knowledge, how best to teach the subject…a range of possible advice and ideas are better than a single mandated approach and way to do this.  The latter isn’t going to work, nor is it going to convince historians to engage with this.’  
This reinforces the core tension within Factor 1: a genuine belief in History’s alignment with sustainability, combined with a deep resistance to the mechanisms by which institutions and policymakers might seek to make that alignment visible.

[bookmark: _Toc229750447]4.4 FACTOR 2: ‘HISTORY MUST ACTIVELY CHANGE TO ENGAGE WITH SUSTAINABILITY – AND WE NEED SUPPORT TO DO IT’
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[bookmark: _Toc229750651]Figure 3: COMPOSITE Q-SORT (FACTOR ARRAY) FOR FACTOR 2: ‘HISTORY MUST ACTVELY CHANGE TO ENGAGE WITH SUSTAINABILITY

This factor is defined by one participant (P4).  No post-sort written reflections or interview data are available for this participant, so this profile is constructed solely from the factor array.  While it represents a single viewpoint, it is retained as a distinct factor because it presents an interpretively coherent perspective that contrasts meaningfully with Factor 1 (see section 4.2).
I share with Factor 1 the conviction that historical research on environmental change can inform current sustainability debates.  But my view of what this requires in practice is fundamentally different.  I believe that good presentism – using the concerns of the present to motivate historical inquiry – is a legitimate and important pedagogical approach.  Sustainability should be integrated across all History, not confined to Environmental History or left to emerge incidentally.  This represents an opportunity to innovate in how we design and deliver our programmes.
However, I am clear-eyed about the barriers.  I need more training to teach sustainability effectively – this is not something I currently feel confident about.  There are not sufficient resources for embedding ESD in our courses, and I reject the suggestion that this is simply a matter of re-articulating what we already teach.  Sustainability does not fit naturally within current approaches to teaching History – it requires genuine change, not relabelling.  The discipline has a moral duty to address sustainability, and the core skills of a historian – rigorous source analysis, critical thinking - are certainly relevant, but they are not in themselves sufficient.
I am neutral on several questions that Factor 1 feels strongly about.  The concept of sustainability being ‘fuzzy’ is not something I see as particularly productive or problematic – it is simply the case.  I have no strong feelings about whether ESD’s activist ethos creates tension with the study of the past, or whether the ESD mandate contravenes professional ideals.  These are not the battles that concern me.  What concerns me is practical: how do we actually make this work when the syllabus is already full, the resources are inadequate, and the training is lacking?
I reject the idea that sustainability can be achieved covertly or informally.  If we are serious about integrating sustainability into History, it needs to be deliberate, visible, and resourced.  The path of least resistance – a simple mapping exercise or a quiet reframing of existing content – is not, in my view, adequate.  I also reject the idea that simply remaining relevant in the twenty-first century is sufficient motivation; the case for sustainability in History should be made on intellectual and ethical grounds, not defensive ones.
 
[bookmark: _Toc229750448]4.5 CONSENSUS STATEMENTS
Despite the significant differences between the two factors, a number of consensus statements indicate areas of shared ground.  Both factors agreed strongly that historical research on environmental change can inform current sustainability debates (+4 for both factors), and both agreed that a superficial ‘bolt-on’ approach to sustainability is worse than doing nothing (+3 for Factor 1, +2 for Factor 2).  Both factors also valued the core skills of a historian – rigorous source analysis and critical thinking – as relevant to sustainability (+2 for both).
These points of agreement suggest that, regardless of how historians believe sustainability should be integrated into their teaching – organically or deliberately, covertly or visibly – there is a shared conviction that History has something distinctive and valuable to contribute to sustainability scholarship, and that token gestures are counterproductive.
 
[bookmark: _Toc229750449]5. DISCUSSION
[bookmark: _Toc229750450]5.1 HISTORY’S EPISTEMOLOGICAL ALIGNMENT WITH SUSTAINABILITY: CONFIRMED BUT CONTESTED
The most striking finding of this study is the strength of agreement – across both factors – that historical research on environmental change can inform current sustainability debates.  This lends empirical support to the argument advanced by Dickinson (2025) that History, as a discipline defined by its embrace of complexity, indeterminacy, and multiple perspectives, is fundamentally aligned with the intellectual demands of sustainability.  The Factor 1 viewpoint, in particular, articulates this alignment with considerable confidence: History already cultivates the habits of mind – critical thinking, comfort with ambiguity, the weighing of contested evidence – that ESD seeks to develop.  This maps directly only Barnett’s (2004) concept of ‘supercomplexity’ (p.71) and suggests that, for the majority of participants in this study, the connection between History and sustainability is not theoretical but experiential, grounded in their everyday practice as educators.
However, P1’s interview data introduces an important qualification.  While fully endorsing the principle that the core skills of a historian are compatible with sustainability thinking, P1 challenged the assumption that these skills are consistently cultivated in practice, pointing to doctoral-level work that demonstrated a narrowly procedural understanding of source analysis rather than the genuinely critical approach the discipline claims.  This echoes a tension implicit in the literature: the QAA Subject Benchmark Statement for History (QAA, 2022) asserts that a History degree prepares graduates for complex sustainability challenges, but whether this preparation is realised depends on how History is actually taught, not merely on what the discipline aspires to.  Booth’s (2008) documentation of shifting pedagogical approaches – towards cultural history, identity, and more diverse forms of assessment – suggests the trajectory is positive, but P1’s observation is a reminder that the gap between disciplinary aspiration and pedagogical reality may be wider than the literature acknowledges.
 
[bookmark: _Toc229750451]5.2 ORGANIC EMBEDDING VERSUS DELIBERATE INTEGRATION: THE CENTRAL TENSION
The sharpest divergence between the two factors lies in how sustainability should be integrated into History teaching, and it is this divergence that speaks most directly to the research question: is ESD in History a matter of policy-driven implementation, or accidental embedding?
Factor 1 is unequivocally on the side of organic, discipline-led integration.  The strong agreement that sustainability themes should arise from the content, combines with the firm rejection of imposed agendas and activist framings, positioning this viewpoint squarely within the tradition identified by Brooks and Ryan (2006), whose participants insisted that they ‘do not want the implicit to be made crudely explicit’ (p.17).  Twenty years on, this sentiment appears to have lost none of its force.  P5’s post-sort reflection – warning against 
another top-down initiative that’s being imposed upon historians, which assumes that we are somehow antiquated and unprepared to integrate this quite meaningfully into what we already do
could serve almost as an updated articulation of the Brooks and Ryan finding.  The Factor 1 position is not anti-sustainability; it is anti-imposition.  The distinction is important, and has significant implications for how institutions approach ESD support – a point to which this discussion will return.
Factor 2 takes a fundamentally different view.  For this participant, sustainability does not fit naturally within current approaches to History teaching and cannot be achieved covertly or informally.  It requires deliberate integration across the whole discipline, supported by training and resources that are currently lacking.  This viewpoint aligns more closely with the policy direction advocated by the QAA/Advance HE Guidance (Advance HE and QAA, 2021).  Where Factor 1 sees History as already doing sustainability work under a different name, Factor 2 sees a discipline that has not yet risen to the challenge.
The tension between these two positions is not unique to this study.  Christie et al. (2015) speculated that disciplinary epistemologies shape academics’ receptiveness to ESD, proposing that positivist Cartesian worldviews are less compatible with the ‘fuzzy’ concepts of sustainability education.  The present study offers a different angle on this: within a single discipline, the disagreement is not about whether sustainability is relevant, but about whether existing practice is already sufficient or whether fundamental change is needed.  This is an epistemological question of a different kind – not about the compatibility of History with sustainability, but about whether History is already living up to its own epistemological ideals.
 
[bookmark: _Toc229750452]5.3 THE ‘FUZZINESS’ OF SUSTAINABILITY: OBSTACLE OR ASSET?
Factor 1’s strongest agreement that the ambiguous or ‘fuzzy’ concept of sustainability allows for productive critical discussion represents a notable finding when read against the existing literature.  Christie et al. (2015) used the term ‘fuzzy’ to suggest that it explains why scientists struggle to engage with sustainability concepts.  For Factor 1, however, this fuzziness is precisely what makes sustainability intellectually congenial to historians – it invites the kind of interpretive openness and tolerance of ambiguity that Dickinson (2025) identifies as central to History’s epistemology.  P1 endorsed this in principle, while noting that the concept becomes ‘even more fuzzy’ when operationalised by institutions, suggesting a distinction between sustainability as an intellectual space for inquiry, and sustainability as an institutional compliance exercise.  Factor 2, by contrast, placed this statement at the neutral point, suggesting that the ambiguity of sustainability is neither productive nor problematic – simply a fact to be managed.  This divergence may reflect different orientations towards the concept: one philosophical and disciplinary, the other practical and institutional.
 
[bookmark: _Toc229750453]5.4 BARRIERS TO ENGAGEMENT: RESOURCES, TRAINING AND INSTITUTIONAL FRAMING
Both factors agreed that there are insufficient resources for embedding ESD – a finding consistent with the barriers identified across the broader literature (Dawe et al., 2005; Cotton et al., 2007; Cebrián et al., 2015, Christie et al., 2015).  However, the nature of the barrier is perceived differently.  For Factor 1, the problem is not a lack of engagement with sustainability but a lack of recognition that existing practice already constitutes it: P2’s observation that structured reflection often reveals ‘when we do that, we’re doing that’ suggests that the barrier is partly one of framing and language rather than substance.  P5’s insistence that practical guidance should take the form of ‘a range of possible advice and ideas’ rather than ‘a single mandated approach’ reinforces this – the resource need, for Factor 1, is for support that helps historians articulate connections they are already making, not for training that teaches them something new.
For Factor 2, the barrier is more fundamental.  This participant identified a clear need for training, placed sustainability outside the scope of what current teaching approaches can accommodate, and rejected the idea that covert or informal integration is adequate.  This aligns more closely with the findings of Fiselier et al. (2017) – that successful ESD embedding requires deliberate institutional strategies, staff development, and dedicated approaches to teaching and learning.
The low response rate in this study – five participants from the full population of History lecturers contacted across four institutions – may itself be evidence of a broader barrier.  The difficulty of engaging historians with research explicitly framed around ESD echoes the finding from Christie et al. (2015) that the perception of sustainability as irrelevant to one’s discipline is a significant obstacle to engagement.  It is possible that many of those who did not respond saw little connection between their professional practice and the topic of the study – precisely the kind of perception this research set out to explore.
 
[bookmark: _Toc229750454]5.5 IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE
The findings of this study have direct implications for how institutions approach ESD support for History and, potentially, other arts and humanities disciplines.
The Factor 1 viewpoint suggests that the most effective approach is not to introduce sustainability as something new, but to create structured opportunities for historians to recognise and articulate the sustainability dimensions of what they already do.  P2’s description of a departmental ‘away day’ workshop using the SDGs – where the experience was valuable for some but was met with indifference by others – illustrates both the potential and the limits of this approach.  The implication is that support should be discipline-sensitive, intellectually rigorous, and framed in terms that historians will find congruent with their own professional identity and values.  P5’s warning against approaches that feel ‘imposed’ or that assume historians are ‘antiquated and unprepared’ is a direct challenge to generic, institution-wide ESD training models.
Factor 2, however, suggests that for some academics, this organic approach is not enough.  Where a historian does not feel confident teaching sustainability, does not see it as fitting naturally within their current practice, and actively wants training and resources, a more structured intervention is needed – and its absence is a barrier.  The practical challenge for institutions is to offer both: support that helps the already-engaged to recognise and articulate their practice, alongside training that equips the willing-but-uncertain to develop new approaches.
 
[bookmark: _Toc229750455]6.    CONCLUSION
This study investigated how History lecturers at four U.K. universities perceive ESD and its role within a History degree.  Two viewpoints emerged.  Factor 1, shared by four participants, sees History as already aligned with sustainability through its epistemological traditions and argues that sustainability themes should arise organically from the discipline rather than being imposed.  Factor 2, defined by a single participant, argues that current practice is insufficient and that deliberate integration, supported by training and resources, is required.
The research question asked whether ESD in History is policy-driven or accidentally embedded. Neither framing proves adequate.  Factor 1 describes something more purposeful than accidental but firmly resists the machinery of policy-driven implementation.  Factor 2 suggests that deliberate change is needed.  The most productive framing may be one of recognition: making visible and valued what is already present, while creating conditions for those who wish to go further.  The practical implication is that ESD support should be discipline-sensitive and collegial, framed in the language of the discipline rather than of institutional compliance.
Several significant limitations must be acknowledged.  First, five participants is a very small sample.  While Q methodology can yield meaningful findings from small numbers – and has even been used for in-depth study of a single participant (Ramlo, 2023) – the range of viewpoints captured is inevitably constrained.  The low response rate may itself reflect a self-selection bias, with those less interested in sustainability seeing the study as irrelevant to their practice.  Factor 2, resting on a single participant, cannot be confirmed as a shared perspective without replication. 
Second, the Q-set was not piloted, and P1’s candid observation that many statements were not placed where they would have preferred highlights the need for refinement, though the tension inherent in a forced-sort methodology is by design rather than by flaw (Watts and Stenner, 2012).  A more substantive limitation of the Q-set design is the absence of systematically constructed opposing statements – that is, a positive and negative formulation for each theme – which would have strengthened the balance of the instrument and ensured that participants could express the full range of positions on each issue.  This is a design principle that should be applied in any future iteration of the study.
Despite these limitations, the study makes a modest contribution by providing empirical evidence – however preliminary – for Dickinson’s (2025) argument that History’s epistemology is aligned with sustainability thinking, and by demonstrating that epistemological questions operate within a discipline, not only between them (Christie et al., 2015).  Replication with a larger and more geographically diverse sample, extension to other arts and humanities disciplines, and a refined Q-sort incorporating balanced opposing statements would test whether these findings represent broader patterns within the discipline and beyond.
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[bookmark: _Toc229750457]Appendix 1: Creating the Concourse
Step 1:
I gave the Google Gemini ‘Deep Research’ tool the following prompt:

I'd like to create a series of statements to express all the potential perspectives that History lecturers at UK universities might have of Education for Sustainability. Can you do this?

The output is included below.

Step 2:
A follow-up prompt requested Google Gemini to extract statements from its own ‘Deep Research’ report that would be suitable for concourse statements for a Q Methodological study on the perspectives of higher education History lecturers on Education for Sustainable Development. The output is included in Appendix 2.

Step 3:
A ‘notebook’ was created in NotebookLM, another Google product, where pdfs of the sources used in the literature review were uploaded. A prompt was then entered in the chat requesting a concourse of statements derived from the sources for use in a Q Methodological study on the perspectives of higher education History lecturers on Education for Sustainable Development. The ‘notebook’ can be viewed here: https://notebooklm.google.com/notebook/cef4ec7d-148d-4cb4-b328-ef28f18ed5fa?authuser=1 

Step 4:
A first iteration of the online Q-sort tool, created with the Google Gemini ‘Canvas’ tool, contained 34 statements. 

Step 5:
Statements from all 3 sources (Gemini’s ‘Deep Research’ report, the NotebookLM chat, and the Gemini ‘Canvas’ tool) were listed together to create the concourse.
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[bookmark: _Toc229750460]Section 1: The Mandate for Education for Sustainability in UK Higher Education
The drive to embed Education for Sustainability (ESD) within UK higher education is not a peripheral movement but a centrally promoted, strategic priority. Spearheaded by key sector bodies such as the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) and Advance HE, ESD is presented as an essential component of a modern university education, deeply integrated into the frameworks that govern academic quality and institutional strategy. Understanding this top-down mandate is critical to appreciating the context in which History lecturers must formulate their professional and pedagogical responses.
[bookmark: _Toc229750461]1.1 Defining Education for Sustainability: A Holistic, Transformative Agenda
The conceptual foundation for ESD in the UK is the 2014 guidance, updated in 2021, jointly published by the QAA and Advance HE. This document defines ESD as "the process of equipping students with the knowledge and understanding, skills and attributes needed to work and live in a way that safeguards environmental, social and economic wellbeing, both in the present and for future generations". This definition immediately establishes a broad, tripartite framework, often referred to as the "three pillars" of sustainability, which encompasses but is not limited to environmental concerns.

The guidance explicitly seeks to move the discourse "beyond being solely about environmental issues, focusing instead on interconnections and interdependencies between economic, social and environmental factors". This holistic approach is designed to make ESD relevant to all academic disciplines, from the sciences to the humanities. It is framed as part of a wider "educational change agenda" grounded in principles of transformative learning and critical pedagogy. The ultimate goal is to empower learners to "look critically at how the world is and to envision how it might be," and subsequently to "create and pursue visions of a better world". This language is inherently activist and future-oriented, positioning ESD not as a neutral mode of content delivery, but as a process with a clear normative objective: to equip students to take action and help transition society towards a more sustainable future. This forward-looking, interventionist ethos creates an immediate and foundational tension with the traditional ethos of the historical profession, which is retrospective by nature and prizes detached analysis over activism.

This agenda is reinforced by its strategic positioning within institutional priorities. Universities are encouraged to connect ESD with other key objectives such as employability, enterprise, inclusive curricula, and internationalisation. The imperative is further strengthened by significant student demand; surveys consistently show that a high percentage of students wish to see sustainable development incorporated throughout their courses. Consequently, ESD is increasingly embedded within the sector's quality assurance mechanisms and institutional strategic plans, backed by a significant body of guidance, frameworks, and practice guides from the QAA and Advance HE. This transforms the debate for academics from a purely philosophical one into a professional and pragmatic one, as non-engagement represents a potential deviation from national and institutional expectations.
[bookmark: _Toc229750462]1.2 The Competency Framework: A New Didactic Architecture
At the heart of the QAA and Advance HE guidance is a pedagogical architecture built around UNESCO's key competencies for sustainability. These competencies are designed to be cross-disciplinary and provide a common language for curriculum design. They are specified as:
· Systems thinking
· Anticipatory thinking (or future thinking)
· Normative competency
· Strategic thinking
· Collaborative competency
· Critical thinking
· Self-awareness
· Integrated problem-solving 

The guidance explicitly positions academics as "central to implementation," stating that their approaches to curriculum design, teaching, and assessment are the primary vehicles through which learners will acquire these key competencies. This places a direct responsibility on all teaching staff, irrespective of their discipline, to engage with this framework and reflect on how their own knowledge and skills can contribute to its delivery.

[bookmark: _Toc229750463]Section 2: The Disciplinary Identity of History in the UK Academy
To comprehend the range of responses from historians to the ESD mandate, it is essential first to establish the disciplinary identity of History as it is formally understood within the UK academy. This identity is not arbitrary; it is codified in the QAA's own Subject Benchmark Statement for History, which provides the professional and intellectual framework against which the "foreign" concepts of ESD are implicitly and explicitly judged.
[bookmark: _Toc229750464]2.1 The QAA Subject Benchmark Statement: Defining the Discipline
The Subject Benchmark Statement serves as a crucial reference point, defining the "coherence and identity" of the discipline and setting out the standards expected of graduates. While it is designed to allow for flexibility in curriculum design and explicitly rejects the notion of a "national curriculum," it establishes the core principles and methodologies that are fundamental to a history degree in the UK.

The nature of historical inquiry is defined as the "extensive and intensive study of the past," with a focus on examining change and continuity. A central pedagogical aim is to foster an appreciation for the "complexity and diversity of situations, events, and mentalities in the past". A cornerstone of the discipline is "respect for historical context" and the imperative to understand the "otherness" of the past—how people in different eras existed, acted, and thought within a context fundamentally different from our own. The discipline’s core methodologies are built upon the "robust, rigorous analysis of historical evidence," with a particular emphasis on the critical interpretation of primary sources. Pedagogically, this is delivered through a combination of lectures, small-group seminars that encourage discussion and debate, and a significant reliance on independent study, reading, and research.

The 2022 revision of the History Benchmark Statement is particularly noteworthy. The chair of the advisory group stated that "particular attention" was given to themes of Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI), employability, and, crucially, "education for sustainable development". However, while this phrase is included at a high level, the main body of the statement continues to overwhelmingly detail and prioritise the traditional historical methods of source analysis, argumentation, and contextualisation. This creates a significant ambiguity: is the inclusion of ESD a mandate for a fundamental shift in the discipline's methodology, or is it a pragmatic, top-level acknowledgement of a sector-wide trend? This ambiguity allows for a wide spectrum of interpretation and response from within the discipline.
[bookmark: _Toc229750465]2.2 The Specter of Presentism: The Historian's Cardinal Sin
A defining feature of the professional identity of modern historians is a deep-seated suspicion of "presentism." The term is pejoratively defined as the anachronistic imposition of modern perspectives, values, and concerns onto the past. It is often deployed as a "slur" or "term of abuse" to critique work that is perceived as biased or distorted by contemporary preoccupations. This allergy to presentism is a direct legacy of the nineteenth-century professionalisation of history, which was founded on the positivist ideal of objectivity and the conviction that the past should be studied "for its own sake and not in order to advance other agendas". Within this tradition, anachronism is often regarded as the "most heinous sin of the historian".

This traditional view has been subject to debate. Some scholars now distinguish between a "bad" presentism that distorts the past and a "good" or unavoidable presentism that uses the concerns of the present to motivate historical inquiry and aims not just for knowledge but for justice. This creates a fundamental tension between the "historicist," who seeks to understand the world as it was, and the "presentist," who seeks to use the past to change the world as it is. This fault line runs directly through the debate over ESD.

The QAA's dual role as the steward of both the History Benchmark Statement, with its implicit critique of presentism, and the ESD Guidance, with its explicitly future-facing and normative agenda, creates a structural conflict within the UK's quality assurance system. Historians can legitimately use one QAA-endorsed framework, which champions disciplinary integrity and respect for historical context, to critique another QAA-endorsed framework that they perceive as promoting anachronism and activism. The conflict is not merely between a discipline and an external policy, but a contradiction embedded within the policy-making body itself.
[bookmark: _Toc229750466]2.3 Professional Standards and Ethics
The professional conduct of historians is governed by principles that reinforce the discipline's core identity. Codes of conduct from bodies like the National Council on Public History and ethics procedures in university departments emphasize honesty, rigour, transparency, accountability, and the integrity of research. Historians are ethically bound to present evidence fairly and to adhere to strict protocols when dealing with sensitive materials or human subjects, such as in oral history. These standards reinforce a professional culture that values evidence-based inquiry and intellectual integrity above other considerations.

[bookmark: _Toc229750467]Section 3: A Spectrum of Perspectives: History Lecturers on Education for Sustainability
Situated between the top-down mandate for ESD and the deep-rooted identity of their discipline, History lecturers in UK universities are likely to adopt a range of stances. These can be conceptualised as five archetypal perspectives, each representing a coherent worldview grounded in the principles and tensions previously established.
[bookmark: _Toc229750468]3.1 The Disciplinary Purist (The Skeptic)
This perspective views ESD as a fundamentally ideological imposition that corrupts the core purpose of historical inquiry. For the Purist, ESD represents a dangerous form of "bad" presentism that threatens the integrity of the discipline.
The reasoning is rooted in a defence of the historian's primary professional obligations. ESD's explicit focus on equipping students to solve present and future problems is seen as a direct violation of the principle of understanding the past in its own context and respecting its "otherness". It encourages students to judge historical actors and societies by the standards of twenty-first-century sustainability goals, an approach the Purist sees as the very definition of anachronistic distortion. Furthermore, the call within the ESD framework for students to develop "normative competency" and "agency for a sustainable future" is perceived as a direct assault on scholarly objectivity. It contravenes the professional commitment to detached, evidence-based analysis and the ideal of studying the past for its own sake, not to "advance other agendas". From this viewpoint, ESD instrumentalises history, reducing its complex and multifaceted nature to a simple repository of cautionary tales for the present. The Purist aligns with the "historicist" goal of seeking knowledge, and rejects the "presentist" goal of pursuing justice or political change through their teaching. Finally, the generic competency framework of ESD is often viewed as a form of pedagogical jargon, alien to the discipline, which risks creating a "national curriculum" by stealth and constraining the academic freedom that historians value.
[bookmark: _Toc229750469]3.2 The Pragmatic Accommodator (The Compliant)
The Pragmatic Accommodator approaches ESD not as an intellectual movement to be embraced or rejected, but as an institutional reality that must be navigated for professional and strategic reasons. This perspective is driven by an awareness of the managerial and quality assurance frameworks within which modern universities operate.
The Accommodator acknowledges that ESD is now an explicit part of the QAA's remit and is being written into institutional quality codes and strategic plans. Compliance is therefore understood as a necessary condition for successful course validation, review, and departmental standing. This lecturer is also acutely aware of the dual meaning of "sustainability" in higher education. They recognise that their department's financial sustainability may depend on its ability to demonstrate alignment with university-wide initiatives like ESD, which are increasingly used in student recruitment and institutional branding. The path of least resistance is to engage in a mapping exercise. Existing module content is reframed to align with ESD terminology. A course on the Industrial Revolution, for instance, can be described in the module guide as exploring the historical roots of unsustainable production. The analytical and debating skills developed in a seminar can be mapped directly onto ESD competencies like "critical thinking" or "collaborative competency". This approach requires minimal change to the actual content or pedagogy of the course, focusing instead on a re-articulation of learning outcomes to satisfy external requirements.
[bookmark: _Toc229750470]3.3 The Cautious Integrator (The Engaged)
This lecturer believes that themes related to sustainability can offer new and intellectually stimulating avenues for historical inquiry, but only if they are approached with disciplinary rigour and are "authentic to the discipline". The Cautious Integrator rejects a superficial, "bolt-on" approach, seeking instead to integrate ESD themes where they arise organically from the historical evidence.

For this historian, the goal is not to use history to solve today's problems, but to historicise the very concepts of sustainability. A course on the British Empire might be an ideal place to explore the history of resource extraction, the environmental consequences of colonial policies, or the clash between imperial and indigenous land management systems. This approach uses themes from the sustainability discourse to ask new and more nuanced historical questions, thereby maintaining disciplinary integrity. The Integrator also sees a powerful synergy between traditional historical skills and the ESD competency framework. The historian's craft of sifting through biased, incomplete, and contradictory primary sources is a masterclass in "critical thinking". The analysis of the complex interplay of political, economic, and social factors in any major historical event is a profound exercise in "systems thinking". While engaging with these topics, the Cautious Integrator would remain vigilant about maintaining critical distance, insisting on contextualising past actions and values to avoid simplistic moral judgments and navigate the fine line between engaged scholarship and distorting presentism.
[bookmark: _Toc229750471]3.4 The Environmental Historian (The Specialist)
For the Environmental Historian, the institutional push for ESD is not an imposition but a welcome validation of a sub-discipline that is already deeply engaged with these issues. This perspective sees ESD as providing a valuable common framework and institutional legitimacy for their existing work.
The alignment is natural and obvious. Environmental History, which focuses on the interactions between human societies and the non-human world, is inherently concerned with the core themes of ESD. Research centres and modules dedicated to this field already exist across the UK, exploring topics from historical climatology to the environmental impact of empires. The field is also already profoundly interdisciplinary, frequently drawing on methodologies from geography, archaeology, climatology, and the life sciences. The cross-disciplinary nature of ESD therefore feels familiar and productive, rather than alien or threatening. The institutional mandate for ESD is seen as an opportunity. It can bring increased visibility, new resources for teaching and research, and possibilities for inter-faculty collaboration with departments like Geography or Environmental Science. This lecturer is perfectly positioned to act as a bridge between the broader discipline of History and the university's sustainability agenda, often leading the development of new curricula, such as the joint honours degree in History and Global Sustainable Development offered at the University of Warwick.
[bookmark: _Toc229750472]3.5 The Public Historian / Activist Scholar (The Advocate)
This perspective asserts that the discipline of History has a moral and civic responsibility to contribute to solving the world's most pressing challenges. For the Advocate, ESD provides an essential and welcome framework for fulfilling this public duty.
This view explicitly embraces a form of "good presentism," arguing that the ultimate goal of historical study should be not just knowledge, but also justice and positive societal change. The Advocate believes that a deep historical understanding of the roots of current crises—such as climate change, global inequality, or social injustice—is indispensable for informing effective future action. They align enthusiastically with ESD's "educational change agenda" and its goal of fostering student agency. The aim is to empower students to use their historical knowledge to become active, critical, and engaged citizens who can contribute to building a better world. This perspective is often linked to the field of public history, which emphasizes the historian's responsibility to engage with and serve communities beyond the academy. The focus within ESD on community engagement and addressing real-world problems is therefore a natural fit. Finally, the Advocate argues that for the discipline of History to remain relevant and valued in the twenty-first century, it must demonstrate its direct applicability to contemporary issues. Engaging with ESD is thus not only a moral imperative but also a pragmatic strategy for ensuring the discipline's continued vitality.

[bookmark: _Toc229750473]Section 4: Analysis of Core Tensions and Synergies
The spectrum of perspectives reveals a set of fundamental tensions and potential synergies between the discipline of History and the Education for Sustainability agenda. These points of conflict and convergence define the landscape for any attempt at meaningful integration.
[bookmark: _Toc229750474]4.1 Key Tensions: A Disciplinary Standoff
Three core tensions emerge from the analysis:
· Presentism vs. Historical Context: This is the central philosophical conflict. ESD's forward-looking, problem-solving orientation is fundamentally at odds with History's core professional commitment to understanding the past on its own terms, respecting its "otherness," and rigorously avoiding anachronism.
· Activism vs. Objectivity: ESD's explicit goal of empowering students for action and to "transform society" challenges the traditional scholarly ideal of the detached, objective observer whose primary loyalty is to the evidence, not to a predetermined political or social agenda.
· Universal Competencies vs. Disciplinary Authenticity: The imposition of a generic, cross-disciplinary competency framework can be perceived as a threat to the unique, deeply rooted methodologies of historical practice. The critical question is whether these competencies can be integrated in a way that is truly "authentic to the discipline".
[bookmark: _Toc229750475]4.2 Key Synergies: Finding Common Ground
Despite these tensions, there are significant areas of synergy that provide a foundation for productive engagement:
· The Primacy of Critical Thinking: Both ESD and History place a supreme value on critical thinking. The ESD guidance lists it as a key competency, while the History Benchmark Statement is, in effect, a detailed blueprint for developing critical thinking through the rigorous evaluation of sources, arguments, and interpretations. This shared principle is the most powerful point of convergence.
· The Inevitability of Systems Thinking: University-level historical study inherently involves the analysis of complex systems—the dynamic interplay of social, economic, political, cultural, and environmental forces over time. This practice aligns directly with the ESD competency of "systems thinking," offering a clear and authentic bridge for integration without compromising disciplinary methods.
· Historicising "Normative Competency": While the term "normative competency" may sound like a call for activism to a historian, it can be re-interpreted through a historical lens. It can be framed as the study of how different societies have developed, contested, and changed their norms and values over time—a core activity of social and cultural history that is central to understanding the past.

To facilitate dialogue between institutional leaders promoting ESD and academic historians, it is useful to create a "translation device." The following table maps the policy-driven language of the ESD competency framework onto the discipline-specific skills and practices codified in the History Benchmark Statement. It demonstrates that in many cases, historians are already teaching these competencies, albeit under a different name.
Table 1: Mapping ESD Competencies to Historical Skills: A Tool for Translation
	ESD Competency (QAA/Advance HE)
	Manifestation in the History Curriculum (QAA History Benchmark)
	Supporting Sources

	Systems Thinking
	Analysing the interconnectedness of political, social, economic, and cultural factors; understanding long-term trends, causal chains, and the complexity of past societies.
	

	Critical Thinking
	Evaluating primary sources for bias, purpose, and reliability; deconstructing conflicting historical interpretations; questioning norms and practices of past societies.
	

	Anticipatory Competency
	Studying past societies' responses to crises (environmental, political, economic) to understand the consequences of actions and the nature of risk and change over time.
	

	Normative Competency
	Reflecting on the development of different value systems, ethical frameworks, and societal norms over time and in different cultural contexts, understanding their historical contingency.
	

	Strategic & Collaborative Competency
	Developed through seminar discussions, group presentations, and peer feedback, fostering skills in marshalling evidence, constructing arguments, and engaging in collaborative inquiry.
	

	Self-Awareness
	Reflecting on the nature of history itself (historiography), the positionality of the historian, and the ethical responsibilities of interpreting and representing the past.
	

	Integrated Problem-Solving
	Synthesising diverse and often contradictory evidence (textual, material, visual) to construct a coherent and nuanced historical account or argument in an extended piece of work.
	



[bookmark: _Toc229750476]Section 5: Implications for Curriculum Development and Institutional Dialogue
The analysis of these perspectives, tensions, and synergies leads to a series of actionable implications for History departments, institutional leaders, and policymakers seeking to navigate the integration of ESD into the curriculum.
[bookmark: _Toc229750477]5.1 For Curriculum Designers and History Departments
History departments can engage with the ESD agenda proactively while safeguarding disciplinary integrity. The greatest risk is not outright opposition from "Disciplinary Purists," but rather superficial compliance from "Pragmatic Accommodators." Such an approach, which involves merely relabeling existing content, creates a "Potemkin curriculum" that appears sustainable on paper but fails to deliver the transformative educational goals of ESD, while potentially devaluing the intellectual rigour of the history modules themselves. To foster authentic engagement, departments should:
· Lead with Synergy: Frame the integration of ESD around the shared commitment to critical and systems thinking. This presents ESD not as a replacement for historical method, but as a lens that can be applied using historical method.
· Leverage Environmental History: Utilise the expertise within the sub-discipline of Environmental History as a natural starting point and a centre of excellence. However, care should be taken to avoid "siloing" sustainability, encouraging all colleagues to consider how themes of resource, climate, and society apply to their specialist areas.
· Focus on "Historicising Sustainability": Develop content around historical questions, such as "How did early modern cities manage waste?" or "What was the social impact of the Little Ice Age?" This approach maintains disciplinary rigour while directly addressing ESD themes, with the joint degree at Warwick serving as a powerful model.
· Acknowledge the Debate: Explicitly teach the historiographical debate around presentism. This allows students to engage critically with the very tensions at the heart of this issue, transforming a potential pitfall into a sophisticated learning opportunity about the nature of historical knowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc229750478]5.2 For Institutional Leaders and Policy Makers
To foster genuine buy-in and avoid tokenistic compliance, institutional leaders must engage with the specific disciplinary culture of History. A one-size-fits-all mandate is likely to be counterproductive. Instead, they should:
· Use a Disciplinary Dialect: When engaging with History departments, use the language of the discipline. The "translation device" in Table 1 can be a valuable tool for demonstrating how ESD enhances skills that historians already value, rather than imposing an alien framework.
· Avoid a One-Size-Fits-All Mandate: Recognise the legitimate disciplinary concerns about presentism and objectivity. Support and champion "authentic" integration that respects the discipline's methodologies, rather than enforcing crude, metric-based compliance that encourages superficial box-ticking.
· Resource and Reward: As advocated by Advance HE, provide tangible support for staff development, interdisciplinary projects, and curriculum redesign. Acknowledge and reward good practice where ESD has been integrated in ways that are intellectually robust and discipline-appropriate.

Ultimately, the debate over ESD within History is a microcosm of a larger, existential conversation within the humanities about their public role in the twenty-first century. It forces a confrontation with a fundamental question: is the primary purpose of a history education to understand the past for its own sake, or is it to use that understanding to help shape a better future? How a department, and the discipline as a whole, responds to the ESD mandate is therefore indicative of its broader philosophical stance on the purpose of historical education in the modern world, making this a profoundly important diagnostic issue for the future of the discipline.
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[bookmark: _Toc229750481]Gemini concourse generated from Deep Research report

[bookmark: _Toc229750482]Expanded Concourse of Statements
1. Education for Sustainability is fundamentally an ideological agenda being imposed on the discipline, not a genuine educational one.
2. My primary professional duty is to teach the past on its own terms, not to use it to solve the problems of the present and future.
3. The call for students to develop 'normative competency' is a direct assault on the core historical principle of scholarly objectivity.
4. Ultimately, ESD instrumentalises history, reducing its complexity to a simple repository of cautionary tales for today.
5. Teaching history through the lens of 21st-century sustainability goals is the very definition of anachronism—the historian's most heinous sin.
6. The language of ESD, with its focus on 'competencies', is just meaningless pedagogical jargon that is alien to the historian's craft.
7. Whether I personally agree with it or not, engaging with the ESD agenda is now a professional necessity for course validation and departmental survival.
8. Frankly, this is a box-ticking exercise; the most efficient way to deal with the mandate is to simply map our existing course content onto the required terminology.
9. Our department's financial sustainability partly depends on showing we are aligned with university-wide initiatives like ESD, which are important for recruitment.
10. A superficial 'bolt-on' approach is worse than doing nothing; any engagement with sustainability must be intellectually rigorous and authentic to the discipline.
11. My role is to historicise the concept of 'sustainability' itself, not to use my teaching as a platform for environmental advocacy.
12. The core skills of a historian—rigorous source analysis and understanding complex causal factors—are already a masterclass in what ESD calls 'critical and systems thinking'.
13. It is perfectly possible to explore historical themes of environmental impact and resource use while maintaining critical distance and avoiding simplistic moral judgements.
14. The institutional push for ESD is a welcome validation of the work that Environmental History as a sub-discipline has been engaged in for years.
15. The interdisciplinary nature of ESD feels productive and familiar, not threatening; it's an opportunity for new collaborations and resources.
16. The discipline of History has a clear moral and civic responsibility to contribute to solving the world's most pressing challenges, including the climate crisis.
17. The ultimate goal of historical study should be not just knowledge for its own sake, but justice and positive societal change.
18. We must empower our students to use their historical knowledge to become active, engaged citizens capable of building a better world.
19. To remain relevant in the 21st century, our discipline must demonstrate its direct applicability to contemporary issues and real-world problems.
20. A purely historicist approach is a dereliction of duty; we should embrace a 'good presentism' that explicitly connects the past to today's struggles for justice.
21. The QAA is promoting a structural conflict by championing an activist ESD agenda while its own History Benchmark Statement prizes detached objectivity.
22. The biggest danger here isn't outright opposition, but rather superficial compliance that creates a 'Potemkin curriculum'—sustainable on paper but intellectually hollow.
23. This whole debate forces us to confront a fundamental question: is the purpose of a history education to understand the past, or is it to use that understanding to shape the future?.
24. My specialist work in Environmental History is perfectly positioned to act as a bridge between the broader discipline and the university's sustainability agenda.
25. Forcing a generic competency framework onto our curriculum threatens the unique, deeply rooted methodologies of historical practice.
26. The ESD agenda is not a peripheral movement; it is a strategic priority being driven from the very top by bodies like the QAA and Advance HE.
27. Significant student demand for sustainability in courses means we cannot simply ignore this issue.
28. My commitment to respecting the "otherness" of the past is fundamentally at odds with ESD's forward-looking, problem-solving orientation.
29. The ESD mandate contravenes the professional ideal of studying the past for its own sake, not to "advance other agendas".
30. Non-engagement with ESD is a professional risk, as it's a deviation from both national and institutional expectations.
31. This is less about changing what we teach and more about re-articulating learning outcomes to satisfy external quality assurance requirements.
32. The path of least resistance is to engage in a simple mapping exercise with minimal change to actual course content or pedagogy.
33. Sustainability themes must arise organically from the historical evidence; they cannot be forced onto topics where they don't belong.
34. The ESD framework gives me valuable institutional legitimacy and a common language to describe the work I am already doing as an environmental historian.
35. ESD's activist, future-oriented ethos creates an immediate and foundational tension with the retrospective nature of the historical profession.
36. A deep historical understanding of the roots of the climate crisis is indispensable for informing effective future action.
37. For my teaching to be effective, I must empower learners to "create and pursue visions of a better world".
38. My primary pedagogical aim is to foster an appreciation for the complexity and diversity of situations in the past, not to judge them by modern standards.
39. ESD is about much more than just environmentalism; it correctly links environmental issues with social and economic wellbeing.
40. My professional ethics bind me to a rigorous, evidence-based inquiry, which is threatened by ESD’s normative, action-oriented goals.
41. There is a "good" presentism that rightly uses the concerns of the present to motivate historical inquiry and seek justice.
42. The ESD mandate provides a welcome opportunity for inter-faculty collaboration with departments like Geography or Environmental Science.
43. My role as a historian extends beyond the academy; it involves serving and engaging with the wider community on pressing issues.
44. The ESD agenda is part of a wider "educational change agenda" that I am enthusiastic to support.
45. To avoid tokenism, institutional leaders must speak our disciplinary dialect and respect our legitimate concerns about presentism.
46. We should explicitly teach the historiographical debate around presentism itself, turning this professional tension into a sophisticated learning opportunity.
47. This is a classic top-down mandate, and my response is driven by an awareness of the managerial frameworks in which modern universities operate.
48. The ESD push for "integrated problem-solving" is just another name for what historians do when we build a coherent argument from diverse and contradictory evidence.
49. I see my role as a defender of the discipline's integrity against the corrosive influence of present-day political fads.
50. How our department responds to the ESD mandate is a diagnostic issue for the future of the discipline and its purpose in the modern world.


[bookmark: _Toc229750483]Notebook LM concourse from literature review sources

Below is a generated concourse organized by key themes, drawing directly from the information presented in the articles:

[bookmark: _Toc229750484]Concourse of Statements for a Q-Methodology Study on History Lecturers and EfS
[bookmark: _Toc229750485]I. The Nature and Relevance of Education for Sustainability (EfS) in History
1. Sustainability in higher education should not be an optional extra; it should underpin everything the university does.
2. The perceived irrelevance of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) to certain subject areas, including some in History, is a major barrier to its inclusion in the curriculum.
3. The decision on whether to include sustainable development in the curriculum depends heavily on the lecturer’s personal beliefs rather than solely the disciplinary context.
4. History departments should integrate environmental subjects into their programs because youth climate change movements suggest keen demographic engagement among potential undergraduate students for environment-centred courses.
5. Academics in History, Classics, and Archaeology (HCA) disciplines must safeguard their freedom to ask critical questions about sustainability that might be constrained in disciplines focused on technology transfer or business interests.
6. Discussions around sustainability require going beyond simplistic critiques of science and looking for more constructive modes of engagement with the natural sciences.
7. The disciplines of History and Archaeology provide essential background for students to understand why 'sustainability' is important and to recognize that it is not a novel issue.
8. Historical connections need to be made to contemporary questions of survival, drawing fully upon ancient and medieval historical and archaeological findings.
9. Attempting to fit the wide variety of academic life within a single ESD definition leads to simplistic thinking.
10. The concept of sustainability is ambiguous or "fuzzy," which allows for productive critical discussion and differing interpretations by academics.
[bookmark: _Toc229750486]II. Pedagogical Approaches and Curriculum Design
11. ESD requires a radical rethink of pedagogy, moving away from traditional, 'one-way' lecturing formats.
12. Pedagogical approaches for ESD must promote active, participatory, experiential learning, engaging the head, heart, and hands.
13. Teaching sustainability requires employing methods that encourage critical thinking, as these skills are often already valued and emphasized as graduate attributes.
14. Seminars and tutorials are important spaces where student-centred methods like discussions and critical thinking can be explored for ESD, even within conventional course structures.
15. Exposing students to different definitions of Sustainable Development (SD) is a useful way to stimulate debate and critical reflection in the classroom.
16. For History students, combining historical information with scientific equipment on field trips can help overcome disadvantages in interpreting scientific data.
17. The challenge in History teaching is to move beyond passive, results-fixated methods that leave students ill-prepared for university study.
18. Utilizing oral history interviewing requires students to expend far more thought on research processes and the creation of evidence than traditional historical study typically requires.
19. Integrating sustainability can be achieved covertly or informally (through "second-best solutions") in teaching, such as through choice of resources or topics within existing modules, rather than formal curriculum redesign.
20. When sustainability content is not assessed explicitly, students tend to view it as unimportant and may ignore it.
21. Developing 'sustainability literacy' means furnishing students with essential skills, rather than making the implicit connections to sustainable development crudely explicit.
22. The use of case studies can effectively bring sustainability issues into history curriculum that would not traditionally involve environment or sustainability issues.
[bookmark: _Toc229750487]III. Institutional and Structural Barriers
23. Institutional and sectoral barriers, such as audit processes and structures, are serious obstacles to the successful development of ESD.
24. The lack of consistency across higher education on how to assimilate students into university makes the transition difficult and contributes to high drop-out rates.
25. Academics who champion sustainability are generally not sufficiently supported or incentivized by academic institutions.
26. Academics often find the language of ESD inaccessible, contributing to a lack of shared understanding required for effective embedding strategies.
27. When teaching enthusiasts migrate from institutions, their implicit ESD teaching provision is usually lost due to a lack of curriculum embedding.
28. Stronger institutional support, such as embedding SD in the university's mission statement and policies, would positively impact a lecturer's ability to include it in teaching.
29. Faculty and administrators often have uncoordinated goals regarding sustainability, making successful initiatives difficult to implement.
30. The institutional focus on scientific and economic productivity (rankings and benchmarking) has pushed teaching goals aside, making academics reluctant to engage with transformative ESD.
31. Designing new courses or reviewing existing curricula provides necessary time for academics to integrate sustainability without increasing already high workloads.
32. There is a need for greater consistency and agreement in history departments on how best to teach the subject in ways that motivate today’s undergraduates and postgraduates.

[bookmark: _Toc229750488]Statements from Gemini interactive (‘Canvas’) tool generated as the first iteration of the online Q-sort
1. Sustainability should be integrated across all History modules

2. Environmental history is sufficient for addressing sustainability

3. Students expect sustainability content in their History degree

4. Teaching sustainability detracts from core historical content

5. I feel confident teaching sustainability-related topics

6. Sustainability is relevant to understanding historical processes

7. There is institutional pressure to include sustainability

8. Sustainability fits naturally within History pedagogy

9. I need more training to teach sustainability effectively

10. Sustainability enhances students' critical thinking skills

11. Sustainability is a passing trend in higher education

12. Historical perspective is essential for sustainability education

13. Sustainability topics engage students more than traditional content

14. Disciplinary boundaries limit sustainability integration

15. Sustainability should be optional, not mandatory content

16. My research interests align with sustainability themes

17. Colleagues are supportive of sustainability initiatives

18. Assessment structures hinder sustainability teaching

19. Sustainability education prepares students for future careers

20. There are sufficient resources for teaching sustainability

21. The historical discipline has a moral duty to address sustainability challenges

22. Integrating sustainability is an opportunity to innovate History teaching methods

23. I worry about the political implications of teaching sustainability

24. Current curriculum frameworks make it difficult to include sustainability

25. History provides unique insights into the long-term human-environment relationship

26. Students' understanding of sustainability is too basic for academic treatment in History

27. I am concerned that sustainability teaching may be seen as a form of activism

28. Teaching sustainability attracts a more diverse range of students to History

29. There is not enough time in the syllabus to include sustainability content

30. The university should provide more central support for sustainability in teaching

31. Historical research on environmental change can inform current sustainability policies

32. The concept of sustainability is historically situated and has evolved over time

33. Incorporating sustainability into History requires us to rethink what constitutes 'good' history

34. It is important to teach sustainability without promoting a specific political agenda







[bookmark: _Toc229750489]Appendix 3: The Q-set
The ‘Q-set’ (the statements to be ‘sorted’ by participants in the first stage of data collection) are listed below. 
[bookmark: _Toc229750490]Q-Set
1. The concept of sustainability is ambiguous or ‘fuzzy,’ which allows for productive critical discussion and differing interpretations by academics.
2. Integrating sustainability can be achieved covertly or informally in teaching, such as through adjustments to learning outcomes of teaching and learning approaches within existing modules, rather than formal curriculum redesign.
3. Developing 'sustainability literacy' means furnishing students with essential skills, rather than making the implicit connections to sustainable development crudely explicit.
4. Academics often find the language of Sustainabilty/Sustainable Development inconsistent, contributing to a lack of shared understanding required for effective embedding strategies.
5. There is a need for greater consistency and agreement in history departments on how best to teach the subject in ways that motivate today’s students.
6. Sustainability should be integrated across all History modules.
7. Environmental history is sufficient for addressing sustainability.
8. Students expect sustainability content in their History degree.
9. Teaching sustainability detracts from core historical content
10. I feel confident teaching sustainability-related topics.
11. Sustainability fits naturally within current approaches to teaching History in higher education.
12. I need more training to teach sustainability effectively.
13. Sustainability themes and approaches to teaching enhance students' critical thinking skills.
14. Sustainability and sustainable development are passing trends in higher education.
15. Sustainability should be optional, not mandatory content.
16. My research interests align with sustainability themes.
17. Sustainability education prepares students for future careers.
18. There are sufficient resources for embedding ESD in course and assessment design.
19. The historical discipline has a moral duty to address sustainability challenges.
20. Integrating sustainability is an opportunity to innovate History teaching methods.
21. I worry about the political implications of teaching sustainability.
22. History provides unique insights into the long-term human-environment relationship.
23. There is not enough room in the syllabus to include sustainability content.
24. Historical research on environmental change can inform current sustainability policies.
25. It is important to teach sustainability without promoting a specific political agenda.
26. ESD is fundamentally an ideological agenda being imposed on academic disciplines, not a genuine educational one.
27. My primary professional duty is to teach the past on its own terms, not to use it to solve the problems of the present and future.
28. Ultimately, ESD instrumentalises history, reducing its complexity to a simple repository of cautionary tales for today.
29. Whether I personally agree with it or not, engaging with the ESD agenda is now a professional necessity for course validation and departmental survival.
30. A superficial 'bolt-on' approach is worse than doing nothing; any engagement with sustainability must be intellectually rigorous and authentic to the discipline.
31. The core skills of a historian – rigorous source analysis and understanding complex causal factors – are already highly compatible with what ESD calls 'critical and systems thinking'.
32. The discipline of History has a clear moral and civic responsibility to contribute to solving the world's most pressing challenges, including the climate crisis.
33. The ultimate goal of historical study should be not just knowledge for its own sake, but justice and positive societal change.
34. We must empower our students to use their historical knowledge to become active, engaged citizens capable of building a better world.
35. To remain relevant in the 21st century, our discipline must demonstrate its direct applicability to contemporary issues and real-world problems.
36. My specialist work in Environmental History is perfectly positioned to act as a bridge between the broader discipline and the university's sustainability agenda.
37. Forcing a generic competency framework, such as the ESD key competencies, onto our curriculum threatens the unique, deeply rooted methodologies of historical practice.
38. Significant student demand for sustainability in courses means we cannot simply ignore this issue.
39. My commitment to respecting the ‘otherness’ of the past is fundamentally at odds with ESD's forward-looking, problem-solving orientation.
40. Non-engagement with ESD is a professional risk, as it's a deviation from both national and institutional expectations.
41. This is less about changing what we teach and more about re-articulating learning outcomes to satisfy external quality assurance requirements.
42. The path of least resistance is to engage in a simple mapping exercise with minimal change to actual course content or pedagogy.
43. Sustainability themes must arise organically from the historical evidence; they cannot be forced onto topics where they don't belong.
44. ESD's activist, future-oriented ethos creates an immediate and foundational tension with the retrospective nature of the historical profession.
45. A deep historical understanding of the roots of the climate crisis is indispensable for informing effective future action.
46. Good presentism rightly uses the concerns of the present to motivate historical inquiry and seek justice.
47. The ESD mandate provides a welcome opportunity for interdisciplinary collaboration.
48. The ESD agenda is part of a wider educational change agenda that I am enthusiastic to support.
49. The ESD push for ‘integrated problem-solving' is just another name for what historians do when we build a coherent argument from diverse and contradictory evidence.
50. How our department responds to the ESD mandate is a diagnostic issue for the future of the discipline and its purpose in the modern world.
51. The ESD mandate contravenes the professional ideal of studying the past for its own sake, rather than to advance other agendas.
52. I can’t teach about sustainability without worrying about being accused of being an ‘activist’.



[bookmark: _Toc229750491]Appendix 4: The Online Tool
The online Q-sort tool was created through a combination of natural language programming (Wang et al., 2023; Pickering et al., n.d.), in which I used the Google Gemini ‘Canvas’ tool and prose text prompting to produce a first iteration of the tool, and traditional coding on the React platform.
The online tool, which can be viewed and tested here: Q-Sort: Education for Sustainable Development in History, allows the participant to first sort the statements into 3 categories (Disagree, Neutral, Agree), and then requires sorting onto the grid, representing a bell-shaped curve. An output of the Q-sort is illustrated in the screenshot below.
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