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Short description of the project/network

Higher Education Institutions (HEI) in the Arab region face challenges related to the slow progress regarding the implementation of the UN DESD. This is due to a number of barriers such, limited staff awareness and expertise, appropriate curricula, new teaching methods and courses to address ESD. RCE Crete through its leading HEI, the University of Crete has established a network of 12 HEIs, 3 NGOs, including the RCE Cairo/SEKEM to tackle the identified local constraints and needs. The overriding goal of the project entitled RUCAS (Reorient University Curricula to Address Sustainability) approved by the European Commission Tempus Programme financed with 850000 €., is to help HEIs in Egypt, Jordan and Lebanon embed ESD into their curricula. We are now running the second half of the three year project (2010-2013). So far, we have initiated a wide range of activities to develop resources, revise and develop new curriculum initiatives, build capacity and strengthen national and regional networks. More specifically, we have transferred expertise from local European universities through the organization of three regional workshops in Beirut, Cairo and Amman, where more than 150 university staff coming from six disciplines have been trained on revising course curricula to embed sustainability. Up to now, 110 courses have been revised, implemented and contextualized according to their local priorities. An ESD student competency framework was developed, validated and surveyed among 3760 undergraduate students. Using innovative technologies we established six Virtual Training Centers for Curriculum Reform in the field of ESD in the Arab partner countries universities.  An online Community of Practice (CoP) developed is being used as a resource, repository and forum (http://community.cc.uoc.gr/). A pilot initiative for student placement and practicum (N=600) in local NGOs and industry/companies connected to sustainable development has been organized that will strengthen the role of HEI locally and regionally.
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Description of the context in which the project is being undertaken

The great challenge of the 21st century for institutions of higher learning is to train professionals who are critical of, and capable of acting for sustainable development. According to a study carried out by the UNESCO Regional Bureau for Education in the Arab States, the sustainable development challenges in the Arab region includes issues of poverty, brain drain, role of women in the workplace and in the production sector, desertification, climate change, agriculture and water scarcity, lack of environmental awareness, lack of environmental conservation and environmental depletion in a number of cases, and increase of environmental pollution rates in all its forms. The study also revealed that Higher Education Systems in the Arab Region are facing a number of common challenges that are negatively influencing their capacity to achieve the desired ESD goals and objectives. Among these challenges are the following: - the failure to provide the necessary resources for education development plans and, more particularly, human resources necessary for the implementation of these plans; - The irrelevance of methods used for the preparation, production and provision of appropriate educational materials. These challenges call that university curricula and teaching methods should be innovated and improved upon in order to infuse ESD and sensitize students and other stakeholders towards sustainable development. Reorienting existing higher education curricula to address sustainability is very urgent and necessary to equip graduates with knowledge, skills, perspectives and values of sustainability so as to assume responsibility for creating a sustainable future and lifestyle.
RCE Crete through its leading HEI, the University of Crete has taken the initiative to establish a consortium of 12 universities, three NGOs, including the RCE Cairo/SEKEM with the overarching goal to help partner HEIs in the Arab region to reorient their university curricula to address sustainability through capacity building of university staff, curriculum revision and implementation. Our key question was how to best advance curriculum change towards ESD, given the regional priorities and the need to modernize curricula to address sustainability. More specifically, the project aims to:
1. Support the development of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in the Higher Education sector in Egypt, Jordan and Lebanon.

2. Build capacity amongst university staff to embed ESD in curricula and pedagogy.

3. Review and revise undergraduate curricula to address ESD in line with Bologna and Lisbon processes.
4. Assist the coordination and dissemination of ESD policy, research, curriculum reform and practice relating to ESD in the partner institutions that are expected to function as role models in the region.
Our approach

The RUCAS project adopts a multi/inter-disciplinary and systemic approach contextualized in the partner countries and regions. The approach entails the following key processes:
· Establish continuous dialogue with university faculties regarding directions and means of education for sustainability. 

· Develop ESD competences for university students contextualized to the European Union and Arab region.
· Evaluate ESD student competences in the participating Higher Education Institutions (HEIs).
· Establish and apply a Virtual Learning & Management System for running a community of practice in reorienting university curricula to address sustainability.

· Develop an ICT-based training Toolkit on ESD curriculum reform and innovation in Higher Education, reflecting the ESD student competencies framework. 
· Establish Virtual Training Centers in each partner university to support the process of reorienting university curricula to address sustainability.

· Build capacity amongst university staff to review, revise, infuse and embed ESD in undergraduate university curricula; and institutionalize and disseminate ESD curriculum reform.

· Apply and evaluate the revised university curricula with respect to the ESD student competences.

· Bridge the gap between HEIs and society through the placement of 100 students from each of the six partner institutions (600 in total) in the Arab partners in local NGOs dealing with ESD local/regional issues. 
· Promote reorienting HE towards ESD as a viable avenue for “whole institution” curriculum reform, research and teaching across all HEIs in the Arab region.

Expected outputs

The main activities and results to be maintained are:

· ESD student competence framework (generic and subject-specific)
· ESD Training Toolkit for ESD curriculum revision, development and implementation
· Syllabuses/modules (N=250) of the revised courses based on ECTS 

· Training modules applied to 120 university staff.
· Virtual Training Centers established in each Arab partner university (N=6)

· Revised student courses based on ECTS and stand-alone courses (N=50)
· Institutional ESD Framework Policies and Practices 

· e-newsletter on ESD Curriculum Review

· International Journal of ESD Curriculum Review in Higher Education
· Joint research publications 

· A community of practice that can be extended to function as a Euro-Mediterranean Network for RUCAS

Results produced so far

In the midst of the three year RUCAS project, the following outputs have been achieved.

· Development of the ESD Student Competence Framework through a participatory approach among key experts of the Consortium and its validation through a pilot study;

· Application of the ESD Student Competence Framework through a survey research that 3760 students representing six academic disciplines (Educational Sciences, Social Sciences, Applied Sciences, Business/Economics Sciences, Technical Sciences and Health Sciences) participated in the survey;

· Establishment of six Virtual Training Centers for Curriculum Reform in the field of ESD in the six Arab Universities;

· Carried out three regional training workshops in Beirut, Cairo and Amman for training academic staff from the six Arab universities in reorienting university curricula to address sustainability (110 staff trained);

· Revision of more than 100 courses addressing sustainability with the production of new syllabi and the implementation of the new courses;

· Development of an ESD Toolkit for curriculum revision that is integrated into an online Community of Practice that was developed to function as a resource, repository of training materials and guidelines, course revised syllabi and a place for exchanging ideas and know-how;

· Preparation for another 150 course revisions and the integration of assignments/activities for the placement of 600 students in local schools, industries, companies etc. for carrying out ESD-related projects.

Main partners and their roles

E.U. partners

University of Crete (RCE Crete) Greece-Grand Applicant and Coordinator
University of Athens Greece
Dublin City University Ireland
Stockholm University Sweden
University of Padova Italy
University of Bordeaux3 France
Arab Region partners  

Suez Canal University, Egypt      

Heliopolis University for Sustainable Development Egypt  

Hashemite University Jordan
University of Jordan
Notre Dame University, Lebanon

University de La Sagesse, Lebanon

NGOs

RCE Cairo/SEKEM Development Foundation (SDF), Egypt

League of Independent Activists (IndyACT), Lebanon/Arab Region
MIO/ECSDE/MEdIES (Mediterranean Information Office for Education Culture & Sustainable Development/ Mediterranean Education Initiative for Environment and Sustainability).

The RCE Crete through its leading University of Crete is the Grand Holder and provides the management of the Project. In particular UOC with its key expert group provides guidance across all activities of the project. UOC leads the capacity building amongst universities staff in curriculum revision along with other E.U. and Arab partners. It is also responsible for the data analysis of the student survey from all participating institutions. Summing up UOC roles: 

(1) Management and coordination; develop key dissemination tools

(2) Lead the development of the ESD Curriculum Review Toolkit 

(2) Evaluation of main activities such as curriculum revision, syllabi development addressing ESD and student ESD competencies. 

(3) Participation in the teaching staff training for curriculum revision and reorientation to address ESD.

All the other European Universities participate according to their capacity in various activities, especially to the process of revising university curricula in the partner Arab countries.  In particular, the management has assigned the University of Athens for running the ESD Student Competence development process, the University of Bordeaux3 France to lead the monitoring process, the Dublin City University to run the curriculum analysis and the University of Padova to run staff development workshop. DCU will assist in similar activities in the E.U. partner institutions and participate in the writing of the modules for the ESD Curriculum Design Toolkit as well as the evaluation of the implemented revised curricula in the partner institutions. The University of Stockholm contributed to the activities focusing on the: development of ESD student competence framework and especially on the validation.

All the Arab partner universities participated with panelists for the ESD student competence development and validation, the collection of data for the student survey in its own institution and its coding, in the development of the curriculum analysis methods, data collection, analysis, in the training activities and provided assistance to E.U. trainers. They also assist in the organisation and implementation of the training activities and involved in revising their own curricula in the participating academic disciplines. Special roles were given to certain HEIs in the Arab partners according to their expertise. For example, the Heliopolis University for Sustainable Development played a key role in modeling curriculum revision towards sustainability. Hashemite University, University of Jordan and Suez Canal University played a key role in curriculum analysis. Notre Dame University played a key role in the pilot study for the ESD student competence framework.

The IndyACT  and RCE Cairo/DEKEM will play a key role in helping the placement of the 600 students (100 from each of the 6 partner universities) for practicum in the various NGOs, industries, schools, companies in the three partner countries (Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon). Such a placement is envisaged to have an important effect as a policy and practice and will foster ESD activism and voluntarism in the long term in the partner countries. It may also provide a good model. IndyACT and RCE Cairo/SEKEM had also provided feedback for the development and validation of ESD student competencies framework. The role of MIO-ECSDE/MEdIES Secretariat within the project through its MEdIES Network has contributed in providing feedback for developing the ESD Curriculum Design Toolkit and got involved in providing templates for curriculum revision addressing ESD. It will also contribute to the development and implementation of the “whole institute” approach among participating Universities as well as to the dissemination of the project’s outcomes through the MEdIES Mediterranean Network on Education for Sustainable Development.

Contribution of the project

Innovative aspects:  The most innovative aspects of the RUCAS project are: 1) the model for curriculum revision, which is based on participatory action research; 2) the development of an interactive online Community of Practice that has fostered knowledge transfer and professional development; 3) the establishment  of six highly technology-advanced Virtual Training Centers for Curriculum Revision towards Sustainability that help to reduce cost and minimize traveling while fostering collaborative training; 4) the integration of practicum/service learning in the course revision process and implementation through student placements in local community working environments. 

Area of contribution: curriculum revision towards sustainability (110 courses have been already revised); local/regional community empowerment (bringing together more than 200 university staff from Europe and the Arab region, NGOs activists, administrative staff, and local leaders in various professional categories); development of green/sustainable skills to university staff for infusing sustainability in their courses.. 

Long-term sustainability elements: It has been ensured through: 1) the institutionalization of ESD in every partner university; 2) the extension of the network to other universities in the partner countries and internationally as associated members; 3) the establishment of local units/centers for sustainability; 4) promoting ownership of the project in each partner university.

Critical factors for success: 1) distributed leadership (the coordinating institution involved all other partner universities in the running of the project); 2) transformational leadership; and 3) financial support.

Critical governance elements: As pointed above the promotion of ownership of the project in each partner university through distributed leadership has proved to be a critical governance success factor.

Dilemmas and how have been addressed: Not applicable. 

Institutional barriers and how have been addressed: 1) Political unrest in the Arab region (it has been tackled through changes in the program); 2) reluctant academic staff (incentives were given such as certifications, participation in joint publications).   

Up scaling of project results
Replication and up-scaling are fundamental objectives of the RUCAS project as it provides the opportunity to build on best practices and lessons learned and expand the reach and impact not only within partner institutions, but within partner countries and regions. The issue of up-scaling is inherent in the project itself as the RUCAS project provides a viable avenue for “whole institution” curriculum reform, research and teaching across all HEIs in the Arab region. The Virtual Training Centers established in each Arab partner university (N=6) are being used as resources for staff beyond those involved in the project.  The revised student courses and the institutional ESD framework policies and practices that are being developed are expected to be the drivers of change within and among institutions in the partner countries and regions. The community of practice will be extended to function as a Euro-Mediterranean Network for RUCAS. Within the project, there is a working package that deals with the extension of the network to other institutions as associated members. A web-portal is being developed to this purpose. Through this portal, all associated member institutions will have open access to the knowledge and tools produced by the RUCAS project.

The development of an International Journal of ESD Curriculum Review in Higher Education along with the joint scientific publications derived from the project activities add significantly to the dissemination, replication and up-scaling of project results. Scientific work to be presented and published in conferences and journals should form the basis for transferring the project’s outputs to other institutions in each partner country, the whole region and globally. It is worth pointing out that so far 15 presentations and publications are on the way. A thematic unit in a recent international conference was devoted to RUCAS. A special thematic issue in the Discourse and Communication for Sustainable Education Journal is being prepared. Given that the cooperation with several local government sector agencies, the private sector and a number of local industry and service sector organizations through the student placements, there are multiple opportunities for these stakeholders to support the replication and up scaling of the most successful activities and practices through their networks and contacts. 
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