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Why Student Action? 
Background 
Activist projects beyond the classroom have the  
potential to generate transformative  learning - the 
heart of ESD.  Encouraging and supporting this is a 
vital way to support ESD 

Learning by doing.  More skills than could even be 
achieved through core academic activities 

What are the challenges, solutions and 
opportunities? 



Challenge 1) Existing University systems 
 1. Students as consumers and customers 

2. Knowledge as something that is transferred 
3. Learning for employment in an unsustainable world 
4. Research pressures on academics + ‘activism’ 

considered outside of academia 
5. Cost centres and departmental silos 

An alternative: Cemus, 
University of Uppsala 
Challenging existing systems 
- students as creators 



Challenge 2) Student transience and 
longevity of projects 

Albany Park 
Garden 

Transition 

Environment 
Rep 

Hall 
Committee 

Residence 
and Business 

services 

Estates 
Environment 

Team 

Estates 



Challenge 3) Student ‘know how’ and 
reputations 
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Challenge 4) Different ways of working 



Opportunity 1) Working in partnership, 
university, communities and other 

organisations 
• Need to work together 

from the start 
• Demonstrate students’ 

appetite for sustainability 
 



What’s the point of 
being in a particular 
town/city if you’re 
not going to 
contribute to it? 

• Students Unions as 
Green Hubs in their 
communities 
 

• Help with transience + 
know-how issues 
 



Opportunity 2) Sources of inspiration 
• Students inspire staff 
• Staff inspire students 
• Different ways of engaging 
• The curriculum 





Is activism a 
natural 

consequence of 
SD teaching? 

 

Is activism the ultimate 
transformational 

learning experience? 
 



Opportunity 3) The ‘affective’ domain 

• Limited focus on the affective domain and its use 
in inspiring and empowering 

• The role of reflection 



But....the ‘dark 
side’ of activism 

• The ethics of working not with but through or on 
students 

• The blurring of the public and the private 



Making the links.... 

“Content and relevance of education is an 
increasing concern” 

“Need for a reorientation of education and 
learning” 

“Priority areas: empowering and mobilizing youth, 
building capacity; transforming learning 
environments; accelerating solutions at local 
levels” 

“A need to be change implementation savvy” 



Summary 
• Many examples of students making big 

ideas for change happen 

• A real forum for inspiration and a desire for 
more 

What’s next?? 



Thank you to…  
Jamie Agombar, National Union of 
Students 
Sara Andersson, University of Uppsala 
Simon Bignell, University of Derby, UK 
Maureen Ellis, Institute of Education, UK 
Sarah Glozer, University of Nottingham 
Marisa Goulden, University of East 
Anglia, UK 
Eleanor Hadley-Kershaw, University of 
Nottingham, UK 
James Harper, Cynnal Cymru/Sustain 
Wales, UK 
John Harper, Staffordshire University, UK 
Julia Kendall, Southampton University 
Bekki Laycock, Keele University, UK 
 

 
 
 

Malcolm Miles, University of 
Plymouth, UK 
Kirsti Norris, Action for Sustainability  
Zoe Robinson, Keele University, UK 
Felix Spira, rootAbility 
Helen Steiniger, Lund University 
Ash Tiernay, University of Bristol 
Rehema White, University of St 
Andrews 
Chris Willmore, University of Bristol 
Georgine Wood, University of 
Nottingham 
Lavinia Ioana Udrea, Keele 
University, UK 
Dominya Urbonaite, University of St 
Andrews 

 Conference presentations available at:  
http://www.keele.ac.uk/greenkeele/events/studentactionforsustainabilityconference/ 


	Student Action for Sustainability�conference report
	Why Student Action?
	Challenge 1) Existing University systems�
	Challenge 2) Student transience and longevity of projects
	Challenge 3) Student ‘know how’ and reputations
	Slide Number 6
	Challenge 4) Different ways of working
	Opportunity 1) Working in partnership, university, communities and other organisations
	Slide Number 9
	Opportunity 2) Sources of inspiration
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Opportunity 3) The ‘affective’ domain
	But....the ‘dark side’ of activism
	Making the links....
	Summary
	Thank you to… 

