
 

October 2013. Laura Williams. Sustainability Project Officer. Laura.williams@nus.org.uk 
 

Green Impact Students’ Unions 
 

Course Representatives Training Guide 
 

This year NUS will be working alongside our students’ 
unions to develop resources to support Course Reps 
with responsibility for sustainability. These resources 
aim to support efforts to embed sustainability into the 
curriculum and departmental practices; we know 
students are keen to see this happen and develop new 
skills in this area. 
 

Why include sustainability in your Course Reps Training? 

 

Sustainability is fast becoming a priority for the student movement. In recent years students’ 

unions have upped their campaigning, started integrating sustainability into their own practices and 

won funding to deliver our own transformational environmental projects. With all of this activity and 

attention on our work, we can be sure that students’ unions will continue to be a driving force for 

sustainability. 

 

Green Impact Students’ Unions is a way of identifying methods that will help our members to utilise 

their assets to promote sustainability. Introducing the idea of working with Course Reps as part of 

Green Impact is new for this year and something that we are really keen to get right. 

 

The potential benefits for working with Course Reps on sustainability are enormous. 

 

o Consistently 60% of students want to learn more about the sustainability and 80% believe 
that Sustainable Development should be actively incorporated and promoted by universities 
(for the full article click here). With such a high demand for universities to focus on 
Sustainable Development, this has become an important student issue which Course Reps 
could use their position to highlight.  

o Engage with staff across campus to demonstrate the student support for departments 

tackling sustainability issues (waste, energy, transport, water, biodiversity, food, Fairtrade, 
health and wellbeing, poverty, social justice, communications etc.). 

o Provide students with the opportunity to learn about sustainability and obtain key skills 
advantageous when searching for employment. 

 

Course Reps have a crucial function in providing institutions and students' unions with valuable 

feedback on the academic experience of students on their courses, as well as acting as a powerful 

tool to promote and secure change within your university or college. Since students are now asking 

for sustainability to be integrated into their academic establishment this is surely something that 

Course Reps will wish to take a lead on. 

 

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/sustainability/2013_student_skills_final_report&nation=scotland
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What should I include in my training? 

 

When planning your Course Reps training, including as many of the below would provide a great 

basis for inspiring students to get involved in sustainability work: 

 

1. Demonstrate that sustainability is something that students care about 
 
You could do this by: 
 

o Outlining any student led sustainability campaigns/societies on campus 

o Describing your union’s sustainability campaigns or policies 
o Demonstrating the wider students’ movement support for sustainability initiatives. 
o Outline the three key findings from NUS & HEA’s report on student attitudes towards skills 

for sustainable development including: 
- Over eight in every ten students consistently believe that sustainability should be 

actively incorporated and promoted by universities, and this increases as 
respondents progress through their studies; 

- Over two thirds consistently believe that sustainability should be covered by their  
university courses; 

- Over 60% of students want to learn more about sustainability; 

For more information please click here. NB: if your union helped to promote the NUS & HEA 
survey on student attitudes towards Education for Sustainable Development we may be 
able to directly show your students’ attitudes towards this topic. For more information 

please contact: Rachel.drayson@nus.org.uk.     

 

2. Explain the importance of sustainability skills for students when seeking 
employment 
 

A useful quote that you could share with your trainees to show just how seriously 

employers are now taking this issue: 

 

“Indeed, employing people with the right environmental skills, knowledge and expertise 

could save UK businesses £55bn a year, through energy and resource savings, according to 

the Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment (IEMA)” - Sustainability skills 

and good business skills are increasingly the same thing”, Guardian 11.08.2011 

 

3. Sustainability issues in need of representation 

 

Creating a sustainable education establishment requires changes to the central practices of 

departments across the organisation. Therefore there are lots of different areas that 

students could choose to focus their efforts on including: 

 

o Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) – Encouraging departments to 
identify the value that integrating ESD into their curriculum and course guide is one of 
the most important things students can do to create a more sustainable campus. If 
education establishments are not educating students on these issues then we have little 

hope of changing our world’s ways in the future. Consider this: 

 
“It is worth noting that [the destruction of the planet] is not the work of ignorant 
people. Rather it is largely the results of work by people with BAs, BScs, LLBs, MBAs, 
and PhDs …Education can equip people to be more effective vandals of the earth.  If 
one listens carefully, it may even be possible to hear the Creation groan every year in 

late May when another batch of smart, degree-holding, but ecologically illiterate, Homo 
sapiens who are eager to succeed are launched into the biosphere”.  
 
David Orr, 1994 

http://www.nus.org.uk/en/greener-projects/greener-curriculum/greener-curriculum/
file://ntsrv-1/workgroups/E%20&%20E/02)%20Unions/02)%20Green%20Impact%20NEW/1)%20GISU/2013-14/04)%20Workbook/Supporting%20Documents/here
mailto:Rachel.drayson@nus.org.uk
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Integrating ESD into a department’s curriculum can therefore be hugely beneficial to 

students in allowing them to develop the critical thinking skills that they will require 

when working in their chosen profession to analyse the current challenges to their 

industry. 

 

You could encourage your English Literature department to study the Silent Spring or 

your history department to empower students to make decisions about where their 

course trip will take place after calculating their carbon footprint. Many organisations 

have already begun working on this: 

 

- Bristol University have been completing a holistic review of their curriculum. Click 
here for more details. 

- Coventry University have worked to fully integrate sustainability into the 

humanitarian course. Click here for more details.  
- Plymouth University have found creative ways to introduce sustainability concepts 

into their design course. Click here and here for more details. 
- University of Gloucestershire have developed their Learning for Sustainable Futures 

Scheme that will ensure that Education for Sustainability is embedded across all 
programmes by 2015. Click here for more information.  

- South Thames College have been forging alliances with low carbon community 

organisations, trades unions and campaign groups and establishing the Furzedown 
Low Carbon Zone, (FLCZ), designed to demonstrate the link between curriculum 
and community engagement.  Click here for more information. 

- For more projects visit the Green Gown Awards nominations for Courses for more 
inspiration. 

 

o Digital Campus – Paper usage in universities and colleges is phenomenal. To tackle 
this Course Reps could encourage your department to change to online submissions for 
course work, email lecture notes to students and create a paperless meetings culture of 
campus. 

o Saving Money and Resources – Every department will have numerous environmental 
impacts from the appliances it uses and the way it disposes or reuses its unwanted 

items through to the guest speakers and course trips that they choose. Students 
actively discussing these issues with their departments can help to cut both costs and 
carbon. Click here to hear about the savings that one department at Sheffield University 
made by changing the way that they manage their laboratory fume cupboards. These 

are precisely the kinds of issues that students could highlight to their departments. 
o Fairtrade and Social Impact - Sustainability has three parts to it; environmental, 

economic and social factors. This third stand states that the just and equitable 

treatment of individuals is equally as important to a sustainable society. Encouraging 
departments to purchase Fairtrade goods or consider its social impact would also fall 
within the scope of a Course Rep, interested in promoting sustainability within their 
department. 

o Signing up Departments to Green Impact Universities & Colleges (GIUC) – If 
your university or college is signed up to GIUC students can have a big influence on sign 

up rates for the programme. Signing up will provide each department with specific 
environmental tasks that GIUC provides a framework of actions that departments can 
complete to improve their environmental credentials. Click here to find out if you 
university or college is signed up. 

 

4. Further Reading & Support 

 

Providing them with a list of extra reading to complete after the training session will allow 

them to broaden their understanding and encourage them to take action on this issue: 

- Support 

https://wikis.bris.ac.uk/display/BristolESD/ESD+at+Bristol
http://www.coventry.ac.uk/life-on-campus/faculties-and-schools/faculty-of-engineering-and-computing/humanitarian-engineering-and-computing/teaching/addvantage-suite/
http://www.3ddesign.org.uk/sustainable_design.htm
http://www1.plymouth.ac.uk/courses/postgraduate/4688/Pages/CourseOverview.aspx
http://insight.glos.ac.uk/sustainability/Education/Pages/default.aspx
http://sustainabilityexchange.ac.uk/best-newcomer/1363-green-gown-awards-2012-best-newcomer-south-thames-college-winner-case-study-a-video
http://www.eauc.org.uk/2013_finalist_list
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SUo9kCO_aJM
http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/what_is_fairtrade/
http://www.green-impact.org.uk/participating-institutions/
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o Details of training workshops / events focusing on this issue (see post-training 

support) 
o Contact details from university or college staff working on this agenda 
o Contact details from students’ union staff working on this agenda 

 
- Reading 

o NUS: - Education for Sustainable Development 
o HEA: – Education for Sustainable Development Vision 

o Student Green Fund Projects: -  Bedfordshire Green Hub & Green Guild 
o HEFCE: Sustainability Strategy 
o Prime; the principles for responsible management education (PRiME) and BES  

 

5. *Highly Recommended* Ask all students whether they’d be interested in finding 

out more about this topic and/or getting involved 
 
Identifying which students are interested in this agenda is crucial. Students may wish to 
find out more information, ask questions outside of the workshop and/or receive support in 
completing their desired actions. If you have a sign-up sheet available it’ll make it easier to 
take down everyone’s name, email and phone number so that you can contact them after 
the session.   

 

Post-training Support 

  

Once you’ve completed the training session there are a few things that you could do to make sure 

that as many students as possible decide to represent sustainability issues throughout their role as 

a Course Rep: 

 

1) Identify someone in the union that will be able to support them and provide them with 
information and ideas. This could be someone from your Green Impact team who has a 
good understanding of sustainability issues.  

2) Email all interested individuals and explain that there is someone in the union who is there 
to support them. 

3) Organise a training session focussing on the issues that you would like them to highlight in 

their Course Reps meetings. This should principally focus on representing Education for 
Sustainable Development issues but could include waste, energy, transport, biodiversity, 
water or communications or education for sustainable development issues. 

4) Get them involved in your Green Impact team as a chance for them to learn about the 

activities that they could encourage their departments to complete. 
5) Be in regular contact with them via email suggesting questions that they could ask their 

department about sustainability 

6) Get them involved in your union’s wider sustainability projects, campaigns and societies. 

http://www.nus.org.uk/en/greener-projects/greener-curriculum/greener-curriculum/
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/education-for-sustainable-development
http://www.studentsgreenfund.org.uk/nav/the-projects/bedfordshire-green-hub
http://www.studentsgreenfund.org.uk/nav/the-projects/green-guild
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/whatwedo/lgm/sd/
http://www.green-impact.org.uk/2012/07/19/students-unions-resources-2/%7C

