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Interdisciplinarity in HE and Sustainability
Education
• The ‘new zeitgeist’ for higher education?
• ‘Accelerating need for interdisciplinary research to address global, societal
challenges’ (HEA, 2015)
• Key element of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD):
“[ESD] aims to develop students' ability to understand and evaluate connections
between big issues…(QAA, 2014)
• Key ‘attributes’ for ESD (QAA, 2014):
“engage in interdisciplinary discussion…seek holistic, creative solutions to
problems”
“think systemically, in terms of recognising connections and interactions between
factors”
“identify the interactions between human communities and ecological systems…”

Interdisciplinary sustainability degrees
• Growing number of sustainability-focussed undergraduate degrees
• Interdisciplinary in nature – across natural and social sciences
• What are the challenges to staff and students of interdisciplinary
programmes?
What are the expectations and experiences of students studying (and
of alumni having studied)highly interdisciplinary degrees?
How can interdisciplinary learning be effectively supported?

Methods/data
• Interviews
• 9 staff interviews from 8 different programmes across England, Scotland and
Wales
• 2 graduating students

• Focus group at one institution (Keele)
• At end of first semester
• At end of second semester

• Questionnaire circulated to 8 programmes
• 37 responses (51% in first year of study)
• Minimum 3 institutions

• Reflective Learning Journals (FHEQ L4) from one institution (Keele)

Background to an undergraduate interdisciplinary
Sustainability-focused degree at Keele University
• Single Honours BSc Environment & Sustainability (BA now an option)
• Started in 2009
• Aim of degree: “Graduates that can cross the traditional sciencesocial science divide”
• Draws sustainability expertise (existing modules) from all three
Faculties of university and 14 different programmes (11 core
modules)
• Established with joint Programme Director role (social and natural
science)

A ‘typical’ sustainability student
“a very specific sort of student”
• Wide range of background (although Geography most
common)
• 22% - non traditional qualifications
• Higher proportion international and mature
“lots of students returning to education are attracted by
sustainable development”
• Clear intrinsic motivation for choosing
• ‘Passionate about the environment’ C
• clear career path
• Wanting to make a difference

“people who tend to do sustainable development tend to really
want to do it”

“we don’t stop talking…people will be
talking about football or whatever and then
all of a sudden you’re talking about global
warming or something” (student)

Student experiences - relevance
Initial narrow views of sustainability as a discipline
 1/3 of students (questionnaire) felt that a substantial proportion of
the modules were irrelevant to their degree
“I feel the activities are not relevant to my definition of environment and its
sustainability”
“ think I had a very narrow idea of actually what the course would cover”
“[I thought it would be ] very, very specific and focussed”
[I had wanted ] “100% the course to be covering sustainability, climate change,
global warming every single day”
“initially it actually annoyed me at the start that we weren’t doing anything that
was relevant to what I wanted it to be.”
“interesting but not related to my career interests”

• Areas seems as irrelevant include: corporate social responsibility,
ecology, transport!!

Student experiences – relevance + interdisciplinarity.
Appreciate the importance of material and interdisciplinarity later
in course
“something may not seem useful when you are studying it but then it
can become useful in later modules”
92% of students said that
their ability to make links
between modules has
changed
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“[I used to think] that’s over there and that’s over there, whereas now I see them as blurred in
the middle”
“I couldn’t understand it at all at the beginning of the year, but now I can just fit what I know
from one module into a gap in the other or use it to explain or qualify my understanding of
another module”

Changing perceptions
Where did you/do you place your disciplinary preferences?
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Student experiences – depth vs breadth
Some appreciation of breadth
“really broad grounding”, “wide knowledge base”
“in order to narrow down you need to have a wide range of understanding of
everything else”

Some concerns about lack of depth
“ultimately one can only become ‘expert’ in one discipline”
“useful but should concentrate mainly on one discipline”
“feel that it’s quite thin”

Some concerns about too much depth
modules “were a bit advanced for what we actually need to know”
“too much detail, which may not be wholly relevant going forward.”

Student experiences – breadth vs depth (ii)
Some concern about preparedness for future careers, lack of
confidence
“not as confident as I was that this was a ‘good career choice’ as it may not be
applicable to a large field of work”
“I am not sure I can use this knowledge and if I know enough to call myself an
expert in any area, I feel like I know a little of everything and nothing in particular, I
feel that in such an area a student has to do a masters and specialise in order to
build a career and become an expert in a particular subject area”
“I don’t feel I have got a solid background in natural science which I feel is
necessary to work in such an area”

Student experiences - transition
Differences to studying single subjects at school, no requirement to
make links
“at high school each subject is very compartmentalised which means
when you come to university you are looking into the mixed areas it is
hard to realise that some areas can be brought together”.
“pre university each subject is separate and if you link them together
then you don’t get any marks”
“even though I tried to find links before I was never required to”.

Experiences/views of Programme Directors
• Interdisciplinarity:
• Really a challenge? Mixed views
• Students aware of interdisciplinary nature of
courses
• Not taught explicitly

• Challenges
• Range of backgrounds
• Economics, Science, Maths most challenging:
‘interested in issues but not numbers and
statistics’
• Not always tailored by other departments
• Need effective communication to avoid repetition
• Often teaching out of area of expertise

One staff view: Masters students
“are more aware of the world
and how things work” and are
“in a better frame of mind for
this type of course”. The role of
undergraduate interdisciplinary
courses?

Strategies for enhancing interdisciplinarity
• Curriculum design issues
• Modules from other disciplines:

‘‘mixing with people on different courses but studying the same modules has
helped to observe how the different disciplines can work together”
• Explicit teaching of interdisciplinarity

“I found it almost impossible to link topics together at the start of the degree,
mainly because I made little conscious effort to attempt to link them”
• Reflective learning journals

“that is what made [the RLJ] useful because you actually have to look for
the connections rather than treating it as four separate modules and you
actually have to bring everything together”
“…really engaging with the subject material and having to write cohesive
responses really helps you to understand it. I often found that I made
connections and had inspirational ideas as I was writing and reflecting”
• Real world experiences important – inherently interdisciplinary
• Discussion – formal and informal (88% said this had helped)
• Field work

“fieldwork - allows us to see where things cross and mix”

Competing messages in HE?
• Competing messages regarding interdisciplinarity
• Is the wider higher education research environment detrimental to
interdisciplinarity?
• REF the “biggest barrier at this moment to this country” in terms of
interdisciplinary research
• staff instructed by their institutions to “stay within [their] disciplines”
and “prepare for something quite disciplinary”.
• This is because it is viewed that those on the panels maintain a
fundamentalist understanding that “excellent work only comes
within disciplines”

Thank you for listening!!
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