Edith Cowan University
Research Online

ECU Publications 2011

2011

A process for transition to sustainability:
Implementation

Sandra Wooltorton
Edith Cowan University

Marilyn Palmer

Fran Steele

10.1017/S081406260000015X

This article was originally published as: Wooltorton, S. J., Palmer, M. J., & Steele, F. (2011). A process for transition to sustainability: Implementation.
Australian Journal of Environmental Education, 27(1), 160-174. Original article available here

This article has been published in a revised form in Australian Journal of Environmental Education. This version is free to view and download for
private research and study only. Not for re-distribution, re-sale or use in derivative works. © Australian Journal of Environmental Education

This Journal Article is posted at Research Online.

https://ro.ecu.edu.au/ecuworks2011/537


https://ro.ecu.edu.au
https://ro.ecu.edu.au/ecuworks2011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S081406260000015X
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S081406260000015X

A Process for Transition to Sustainability: Implementation
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This paper reports the outcomes of the second action cycle of an onfoing project <’ for. Use full name if you are

identifiying the university otherwise

at Edith Cowan University (ECU) called Transition to Sustainability: ECU South West ~ ~ please remove (ECU).
which is located in a small, single faculty regional university campus. The overall _{ Deleted: s )
project has comprised, three action research cycles, the first of which wasthe =~ -*" [ Deleted: and of connecting more
planning cycle which established the importance of building a community of ,,{deepw with the local environment }
practice with a learning stance for sustainability transition. It also highlighted the / [ Deleted: )
issue of a common definition of the term sustainability: of including cross-disciplinary " Deleted: fhe subject of his report
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Our project is distinctively Australian in that it reflects an emerging movement in
Australia to create social frameworks for embedding sustainability education
activities. In our project, the transition process by which learning and change has
been facilitated comprises the action research itself,
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Introduction
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This paper yeports the outcomes of the second of three action cycles of an action =

research project undertaken at the South West campus of Edith Cowan University R
(ECWV); a small, single faculty, regional campus located in Bunbury, Western Australia.
The first action cycle comprised the planning phase, whereas this second cycle was
the first implementation phase of the reseorch.%nﬁegrﬁlierf paper (Wooltorton, Palmer,

Goodwin, & Paine, 2010) contextudlised the project in the literature, described the !
background of the project and presented the findings of the first action cycle. That
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phase of the project identified the importance of building a community of practice \\\\\\{ Formatted: Font color: Auto )
and the significance of developing a learning stance for sustainability transition. It \ \\\{ Formatted: Space After: 12 pt ]
highlighted the need to work to develop a local understanding of the term \ \\\[ Deleted: describes ]
sustainability; the necessity to engage with the local community and the desire to \ \:( Deleted: ]
\

relate more deeply with the local and built environment. The significance of working \[
in ways which incorporate cross-discipline perspectives was also identified. Whilst \{
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the outcome of the first action cycle was the identification of the process and
design for the project, this current paper reports on the initial implementation cycle.| -

across the seven program groups which make up the faculty: Business, Computer o .

Science, Creative Industries, Education, Nursing, Social Work and Coastal :
Environmental Science/Surf Science. Specifically, the goals of the research :
described here have been to: !

e Plan the reorientation of the faculty to sustainability in terms of the content
(curriculum) and processes of teaching and learning,

e Use Action Research as a methodology to achieve the necessary ongoing N
learning and to frame the reports on the project findings; and \

e Begin building the social sustainability framework.

of more ’rhon a decade at the campus, which has hosted a number of sustainability
education research and development projects. The campus is located in a region
of Western Australia known as Australia’s only biodiversity hotspot and the university
is the custodian of 80 hectares of natural bushland. [For these reasons, the Faculty of

N

Regional Professional Studies has been well placed to undertake this research into

transition to sustainability. |,

of a nascent movement in Australia fo create social frameworks to anchor
sustainability education programs. The project is innovative in that our
transformative approach is underpinned by community development knowledge
and principles (Ife & Tesoriero, 2006). Given the nature and location of our faculty
we have had an opportunity to tfrial sustainability reorientation using a community
resilience/community linking approach and in doing so build community among the
staff and students. The project has also been based on a learning approach linked
to sustainability initiatives in non-government organisations, schools, community
networks and government departments in the fown, region and nationwide
(Wooltorton et al., 2010).,

Substantial research in the field of sustainability education has been implemented in
universities in international contexts (for example Corcoran & Wals, 2004). There have
been regular calls over the years to radically transform higher education in particular

! In the literature the terms environmental education (EE), education for sustainability (EfS)

and sustainability education — and a mixture of these terms such as environmental education
for sus’roinobili’rv are often used interchangeably for a similar range of meoninqs (Cu’r’rer-

educcmon. By ThIS we refer to the array of knowledge, skills, understandings, activities and - -
practices used to learn, demonstrate or acquire qualities and attributes of sustainability. The -
word sustainabilityitself is deeply contested from a range of perspectives. However suffice to /;
say that in sustainability education contexts it tends to be based on a critique of

contemporary western capitalism and is generally understood as a process for fransitioning
toward practices consistent with an overarching philosophy of ecological and social justice

(for example see Cutter-McKenzie, 2011, p. 351-353), ,
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universities (for example Reason, 2002) and more generally in international contexts

(for example Fadeeva & Mochizuki, 2010)_in order fo more competently address the

sustainability education agenda. In relation to a double learning challenge which

he calls ‘paradigm’ and ‘provision’ in higher education, three areas of concern for

each university are identified by Sterling (2004), These are firstly that which already - - [ Deleted: (2004) ]
exists in relation to paradigm and provision; secondly that which is implied by
sustainability in relation to paradigm and provision; and thirdly that which is required
to shift both paradigm and provision for sustainability outcomes (Sterling, 2004). This
paper addresses the third of Sterling’s areas of concern. In the remainder of this - [ Deleted: T ]
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the Decade, learning our way to sustainability, is supported by the statement: *We is fo “reorient education systems fo
have fo Jearn our way ouf of current social and environmental problems and learnfo | sustainabliiy” and one goal s inat
live sustainably” (UNESCO, nd) (our emphasis). The infention of the NAP is fo reorient 1, irffégf;‘;('j%g v
all education systems, at all levels, to sustainability through learning, which in most | course/subject areas and
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The NAP bases education for sustainability on a number of defined principles: \[ Formatted: Font: Not Italic

Participation; and
Partnerships for change (Department of the Environment Water Heritage and
the Arts, 2009, p. 9).
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complex systems approach to holistic change within the university setting. Projects to \ ~ { comment [FE11]: Changed their
mainstream sustainability info pre-service teacher education, accountancy and ', | ame to The Australian Research
MBA programs have so far been conducted (Ferreira, Ryan, Davis, Cavanagh, & ", | Sustainability (see
Thomas, 2009; Steele, 2010; Thomas & Benn, 2009). | http://www aries.mg.edu.au/).
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A whole-of-university approach to sustainability links research, education and
operational activities together and engages students in these activities (Mcmillin &
Dyball, 2009). For example, management and operations staff might engage all staff
and students in a process to create a shared vision for the faculty (including the use
of facilities and grounds) that encourages critical reflection and an opportunity for
participation and dialogue. To support this and to overcome disciplines operating as



silos, it is suggested that an interdisciplinary approach to planning and teaching the
curriculum is needed (Paige, Lloyd, & Chartres, 2008; Sherren, 2006). Further, it is
advocated that graduate attributes be developed that address the skills and
competencies required for partnership, participation and action as well as those
that enable graduates to critically enquire and think about problems and the
associated complexities for a more sustainable way of living (Barth, Godemann,
Rieckmann, & Stoltenberg, 2007; Fien, 2002; Sibbel, 2009). It is also vital that students
acquire the ability to work with people from different cultures and backgrounds
(Martins, Mata, & Costa, 2006).

A number of universities have implemented successful projects to incorporate
sustainability education. Five universities in Queensland and four in NSW were
involved in a project to mainstream education for sustainability into pre-service
teacher education (Ferreira et al, 2009; Steele, 2010). A whole-of-university initiative
at the Australian Natfional University (ANU) resulted in significant change on that
campus (Mcmillin & Dyball, 2009). Similarly, the Royal Melbourne Institute of
Technology (RMIT) undertook a project that sought to achieve lasting change in
organisational structure/operations and curriculum content. The main aim of that
project, Beyond Leather Patches (BELP) (Holdsworth, Bekessy, Peliwe, Hayles, &
Thomas, 2006) was to provide practical guidelines for integrating the broad
concepts of sustainability info a wide range of university courses while also gaining a
deeper understanding of the methods needed to achieve curriculum and
institutional change. To achieve this, the project coordinators ran a series of
workshops that encouraged academics to take ownership of their respective
practices, undertook a course audit and surveyed staff about their attitudes towards
teaching sustainability (Holdsworth et al., 2006; Lang, Thomas, & Wilson, 2006). Initial
outcomes from the project resulted in 16 courses being revised.

Another inifiative, this fime undertaken atf the University of South Australia (Paige et
al., 2008), was the development of a tfransdisciplinary unit incorporating science,
mathematics and ecological literacy for pre-service teacher education.
Transdisciplinary was defined as ‘inferdisciplinary + participation” and required going
beyond the current content of each unit (Paige et al, 2008, p. 24). The authors note
that it would have been much easier to do the three units as separate subjects, but
argue that delivering in this way is important for the long term reorientation of
teaching fowards a sustainable future. However reaching this level of infegration of
content and theory was found to be stressful and time consuming. This is not
surprising; lack of time was also the most commonly cited reason for non-
participation in sustainability actions in the pre-service teacher education study
conducted by ARIES (Steele, 2010).

with those in ’rhe prlvo‘re sector, therefore many universities are failing to atftract
highly qualified ond sui’rable staff (Murray & DroIIery 2005) It is olso because of

ratios (a result of increased student m’rokes in ’rlmes of decllnlng permonen’r staff
appointments) compound this problem Australio-wide. Another issue is 0 perceived
loss of opportunities for creativity and autonomy for research (Hammond &
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Churchman, 2008). This is explicated by Cooper & Poletti (2011) who argue that the
process of journal ranking stifles collegiality, threatens international research
networks and potentially erodes the socio-cultural role of academic journals. The
overall audit and quality context is a factor in the decreasing capacity of
academics to sustain academic life or nurture a social dimension of sustainability
(Hammond, 2011).

Another constraint fo building sustainability is !es’roblishing a shared meaning for the
term|so that mutual comprehension is possible when it is in common use among

been alluded to earlier in this paper and will only be briefly outlined here. \

Internationally much work has been completed around pillars of sustainability to \

frame the tfransdimensional nature of the concept. Whilst they have been variously
named by different authors for a variety of reasons, the biophysical, economic,
social and political systems in conjunction with the inter-related principles of
conservation, peace and equity, appropriate development and democracy
(UNESCO, 2002, p. 8)_provide an outline for beginning learners. In terms of the
Australian literature, Sherren (2007) found some agreement about a knowledge
base for sustainability but more in the area of ecology than in the political, social
and economic aspects of sustainability. Reid and Petocz (2006) found that university
lecturers had varying and often narrow understandings of the term. Many held naive
views such as ‘keeping something going’ or recycling paper (Reid & Petocz, 2006, p.

120). Fuller (2010) argues that the word has become clichéd and urgently needs -

sharpening for students to understand that major changes to the ways we live and
design buildings are needed. Accordingly he uses principles originally devised by
Palmer, Cooper & van der Vorst (1997) comprising environment, participation, equity
and futurity. Wals and Jickling (2002) suggest that talk around the meaning of
sustainability can bring together disparate groups, creating dissonance and
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Action research, a strategy to link theory and practice using a cyclical process of { Formatted: Font color: Auto )
planning, implementation, description and evaluation (Carr & Kemmis, 1986), has

diverse applications (for example Grundy, 1995; Reason, 1988; Tripp, 2005). Action - { Deleted: )
research is a way of yesearching QQUQDQEQW?MIQE Grundy (1995), actionresearch - { Comment [FE15]: Awkward J
is about involvement (parficipation and collaboration) and the improvement of \\?\\ expression.

practices. Such improvement targets three areas: "improvement in practices; \{ Deleted: working ]
improvement in the situation in which practice is occurring: improvement in N IDeleted: on a project and }
understanding both the practice and situation” (p. 9. \ [ studying it as it unfolds

{ Deleted: ]

At the end of the first action cycle for this project, the yesearchers plannedto - { Deleted: principal ]

establish a series of nested projects within a paradigm of tfransformative human
inquiry (Heron, 1996) to progress the goal of finding out what works in fransitioning
the curriculum towards sustainability. The projects that were introduced, or
continued from the first action cycle, were an art project; a student sustainability
program-based focus groups and one faculty-wide reflective meeting. These
projects aimed to build relationships amongst, and between, students and staff and
between the campus and the local fownship.
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The aim of the focus groups with staff from each of the seven programs was to
collect data about their understanding of sustainability for their discipline area, and
their thoughts on what might bring about a reorientation toward sustainability in their

meaning and application of the.concept of sustainability; meanings attributed to <7 { Comment [FE16]: Expression )
sustainability are influenced by the ways of working within that knowledge field. N ‘[Deleted: ]
Thus debate continued as to whether multiple meanings of sustainability could be \{Deleted: concept )

held at the same time, or whether the priority of the project should be to define the
meaning more precisely.

Despite time limitations brought about by workload demands, 27 academic staff
(68% of the program based academic staff) participated in the focus groups. Two
meetings were held with each of the larger programs to allow more fime for
discussion and one meeting was held with each of the smaller programs. At each
meeting a presentation was given to the groups detailing the aims and background
of the project and illustrating sustainability through the four interconnected

dimensions (or pillars of gustainability education): the biophysical, economic, social - - { Deleted: Ef5 )
and political (UNESCO, 2002 p. 8), The presenters juxtaposed sustainability asan | peleted: 5 )
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acceptable to each program emerged from the group discussions, such as '\ | political and ecological (UNESCO,
preventative health (nursing) and social justice (social work). By leaving the L L2009
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sustainability as an organising principle into their curriculum. [\ Prncioe
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Discourse
A number of groups spoke about the importance of discourse in creating



interdisciplinary ways of working. However, two meanings of discourse were evident
and these reflect the way this term is used in different fields:

¢ Authentic dialogue (Habermasian); or -~ { Deleted: a

e ‘Permission to speak’ (Foucaultian). —— [ Deleted: p

Participants highlighted the fundamental importance of authentic dialogue in order

to bring about the desired outcome of sharing teaching and research., __ - | Deleted: In the quotations below,
the codes refer to specific
. . \ \ \ meeting data, being either
The problem of discourse was discussed in depth, including program meetings or reflective

the problem of interpretations of meanings by disciplinary meetings:

groups and therefore often contradictory assumptions by
conversants with different backgrounds. Conversations
underpinned by this problem have happened on campus in
recent times, causing a rapid cessation of the conversation
without the opportunity to explore and carefully investigate
the construction of shared understandings. In other words,
cross-program engagement can immediately halt without

(Resedarcher notes, focus group ])J, R from a focus group or meeting
777777777777777777777777777777777 notes? It is unclear.

recognising the importance of clarifying these assumptions. /1 Comment [FE20]: Is fhis quote

Increased opportunities for discourse (as authentic dialogue) involving clarification - { Deleted: P 3?)

of meaning were called for. There was considerable discussion about the form this
discourse should take:

Jake an approach fo inter-program collaboration that focuses. - { Formatted: Quote Char
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There has been an ongoing question about whether the dialogue in meetings has
been fully authentic, with one participant noting “elephants in the room” during the
conversations. This comment related to an issue of staff reorganisation which took
place during the action cycle and resulted in several redundancies. The idea that

sustainability is linked to decisionjymaking had been made prior to the staff - { Deleted:

reorganisation:
Things would be more sustainable if the people involved in a <~~~ | Formatted: Indent: Left: 0.69",
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There was discussion about warrants for participation, and
the issue of representation. For whom are we speaking? The
importance of all materials being public was raised. (Name)
spoke about the work by Charles Fox and Hugh Miller on

warrants for participation. (Researcher notes, reflective - [

Deleted: P 2

meetngy

The idea to work with Fox and Miller’s (1995) ideas about warrants for participation in

discourse has been taken on board by the project team, and has been, considered - [
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During the reflective, meeting open to all staff, one participant commented that she - [

Deleted: on

felt uncomfortable with the term ‘power’, but was able to accept it when it was
reframed as the capacity to bring about change through cooperative relationships.
In that context, power related to having the capacity to control the content of units
taught on the campus. The current situation in this faculty is that many units are
owned by the larger faculties in Perth, and staff members are required to negotiate
any changes to the unit outlines. Some staff felt this fo be an impediment to change
toward sustainability. Others felt that change could be made if dialogue was
maintained with the parent campus and any formal policies and procedures about
changing content adhered to. This view seems to suggest some faith in the idea of

discourse as ‘authentic dialogue’, which Hammond (2011) finds is an integral quality
of social sustainability,
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Staff wish to improve campus-wide communication, for \\{Deleted: it

example consultation with staff about vital decisions {Ddeted: no

impacting upon resource allocation, cultural fixtures and

staff working conditions. It is important for wellbeing that

people feel valued and included. (Researcher notes, focus - { Deleted: P 1

group 1)
One focus group @also highlighted the importance of culturally sensitive -7 [ Deleted: The
communication for both staff and students. Another sub-theme to emerge was that - [ Deleted: staff workshop
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The challenge put forward by Reason (2002) also motivates the authors of this paper.
Sterling (2004)_ comments that the usual way of thinking about sustainability in higher
education is to integrate it intfo the education schema of the university, that is, to
add to an already overcrowded curriculum. He argues that instead, sustainability
education implies an epistemological shift in higher education and in society which
is what he means when he calls for systemic transformation. Within Australia, the
realm of social sustainability — where we position this current study —is a newly
emerging field. The journey of change is just beginning, however the metaphoric
terrain 1o be fraversed is clear and encouraging outcomes are already visible.

Afterword:

At the time of writing, the researchers had just completed the project’s third action
cycle which had focused on connecting the university with the local community,
particularly schools and environmental organisations. Accordingly, a number of
interconnected sustainability education projects along the lines of the international
fransition movement (Hopkins, 2008) now link the university with its wider community.
A focus on process for fransition is being maintained.
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Table One

Faculty context: Linking the pillars of sustainability o meanings discussed within the
Faculty program workshops

Program Biophysical Economic Social/Cultural | Political
systems - life | systems - - ways for systems -
support confinuing people to live | through which
systems for all | means of together power is
life livelihood for | peacefully, exercised fairly

people equitably & &
with respect for | democratically
human rights & | to make
dignity decisions
about all
systems

Business Minimise the | Development | Increasing Sustainability
impact on and growth recognition of | includes
the to meet the dimensions | leadership for
environment | people’s of corporate the greater
for business needs without | social good
continuity comprising responsibility

the needs of | and the need
future to serve all
generations stakeholders

Computing E-waste; Analyse Potential in
power use in | systems of technology for
computing data; social change;

workloads equality of
access to
information

Creative Writing and We embed Creative The course

Industries the the concept | Industries units | fosters critical
environment | of industry assume ‘poly- | thinking skills in

into study of ethnic students which
the creative thinking’ enable them
arts through regarding to understand
workplace culture & the world
integrated community. through
learning and | Local artists & | perspectives
community culture other than
engagement their own

Education Incorporates | Sustainability | Cooperative Active and
easily info isinfegrated; | learning informed
most subject | unsustainable | strategies; citizenship is
areaqs; workloads creative, the
ecological limnit critical and overarching
literacy and opportunities; | reflexive goal;
science natural, social | thinking democracy is
literacy and strategies; a core value;

economic systems we create our
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systems thinking future
inferrelate collaboratively
and
individually
Nursing Preventative | Sustainability | Teaching
health; of a rural within ethics
management | health unit, ie. respect
of medical workforce; for life
waste; sustainability
recycling of work
practices
Social Work Human rights | Equitable Professional Improving
—access to distribution of | ethics around | understanding
necessities of | wealth human rights of
life; impact of and social participatory
climate justice. Online | democracy
change; delivery to
disaster improve
response. access
Coastal Coaostal care; | Ongoing Breaking down | Surfing for the
Environmental | overfishing; viability of the | silos at ECU; future; marine
Science global program; improving science
(Surf Science) | warming; tourism; opportunities education;
coral surfing for networking | knowledge is
bleaching population; oNn campus; power
the surfing surf harmony —
industry tolerance and

respectin the
lineup.
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