
 

 

Green Impact Further Education 
Concept and programme outline 

 
This document outlines the plans for a 2015-16 pilot 
programme to meaningfully engage FE providers in 

sustainability work. The programme will be aimed at 
union and college staff working together in partnership, 
and will be designed so that it can be delivered within a 

college’s resource and capacity limits. This will replace 
existing NUS college-facing sustainability programmes1 
by creating one comprehensive tool that covers student 
engagement, education for sustainable development, 

campaigning and practice-based environmental and 
sustainability management. 
 

1. Rationale 

NUS’ sustainability work has grown extensively over the last decade. However, with some 

exceptions, its FE members and their institutions have found it difficult to engage with the agenda 

primarily due to resourcing issues, but also because NUS have offered ‘one size fits all’ models 

aimed at both FE and HE, which have often been more suited to the latter group.  

 

We recognise the transformative nature of unions and further education providers committing to the 

sustainability agenda: campaign wins, engaging traditionally hard-to-reach students, bringing the 

student voice to different areas of influence within their institution and community, as well as 

enhancing capacity – there are plentiful examples of all of these. We want to enable more further 

education providers and their students’ unions to be able to access, and champion, this work.   

 

This comes at a time when the FE sector is facing budget cuts, area reviews and cuts to student 

funding. The fledgling sustainability agenda within the sector is under threat as a result. In NUS’ 

State of the Sector research in 2015 it was shown: 

 staff in further education with sustainability remit spend less than 10% of their time on 

sustainability; 

 30% of further education providers are expecting reduced budget for sustainability in future; 

and, 
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 generally sustainability is seen as an estates or money saving issue rather than relating to 

student learning outcomes, student skills development, learner voice or transformation. This 

is despite the Sustainable Development Goals which clearly emphasise that education is an 

indispensable element for achieving sustainable development. 

 

However, there were some positive findings too: 

 senior leadership take ownership of sustainability; 

 teaching and learning relating to sustainability comes from campaigns, projects, stand-alone 

plans as well as the formal curriculum etc. more so than in HE; and, 

 there are many examples of great practice from students, students’ unions and institutions 

across the FE sector.  

 

Given all of the above, it is apparent to us that there needs to be a much greater effort to encourage 

and support further education unions and their institutions to respond and embed sustainability into 

teaching and learning as well as day-to-day practices. NUS is well placed and well connected to take 

the lead on this and as Green Impact reaches its tenth anniversary, it’s appropriate for us to reflect 

on its successes but also to revise how we deliver our sustainability programmes to as broad an 

audience as possible, with maximum impact.  

 

2. What the programme will look like 

The vision for the programme is of an impactful, resource-appropriate and desirable accreditation 

mark for a whole-institution2 approach to sustainability and social responsibility, spanning the formal 

and informal curriculum, applicable to further education unions working together in partnership with 

their institution (hereafter referred to as ‘the partnership’.)  

 

At its heart will be learner voice shaping the sustainability agenda for the institution, providing 

development and learning opportunities for students, and enabling meaningful change at all levels of 

the college with regards to their sustainability and social responsibility performance.  

 

We appreciate that, unlike our behaviour change work, whole-institution change and curriculum 

reform will not happen in the space of a single academic year, and may take decades to achieve. As 

such, the programme is designed to create favourable conditions that enable a strategic, whole-

institution approach to environmental sustainability and social responsibility to develop and thrive. 

Green Impact is as much about starting, or progressing along, a journey of institutional change, rather 

than an endpoint of complete embedding. Attaining the mark would show that sustainability and social 

responsibility are important to the both the institution and students’ union, and that they are working 

in a successful partnership to progress the agenda. 

 

The first step for each partnership will be to create a task force or delivery team – this can take on 

another name but is a mix of both students and staff from the organisation and students’ union who 

will lead the organisation through the programme, engaging others across the college as 

appropriate, taking as many actions as possible to help the college progress, and, taking 

responsibility for meeting the programme’s requirements. Upon sign-up to the programme the 

partnership will be provided with digital logos to show they are ‘working towards Green Impact’ for 

use in their publicity as well as access to the Green Impact toolkit. Initial online training for the 

team will be provided.  

 

The partnership’s delivery team will use the Green Impact toolkit that has been re-designed purely 

for a college audience – the new toolkit is a one-stop-shop for sustainability and social responsibility 

covering student campaigns, environmental management and curriculum design and facilitating the 
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inclusion of these into partnership’s core business. It will be made up of bronze, silver and gold 

actions that partnerships can implement and will include details such as background information and 

links to templates and resources to enable the partnership to implement each action fully.  

 

Throughout the programme NUS will support the partnership by delivering a dynamic and engaging 

support package of webinars, online training, support sessions, resources and news items, ensuring 

those involved in the partnership have the skills, tools and knowledge needed to make the 

programme a success. It will also ensure partnerships are learning from one-another, and peer-to-

peer support as well as guidance from NUS will enable good practice to be celebrated and challenges 

to be overcome collectively.  

 
At the end of the academic year, the partnership will select a number of its students to become 

auditors for the programme – they may or may not have been involved in the delivery team. They 

will be trained online to review the work the college has taken, with the support of NUS, and analyse 

evidence to see how progress has been made. This student-led process would equip the student 

auditors with valuable skills, knowledge and interdisciplinary experiences, as well as a certificate 

approved by IEMA3, – all in keeping with the philosophy of the scheme.  NUS will also audit on site 

the top ten percent of highest performing partnerships as well as a randomly selected ten percent to 

ensure quality and fairness of audit.  

 

Following the audits, the partnerships’ achievements for the year will be celebrated and recognised 

through NUS and sector-wide communications as well as an awards event at FEstival. Ethically 

sourced awards for those achieving bronze, silver or gold (as well as any special award winners) will 

be presented as well as certificates for auditors.  We will look to get some local and national 

coverage on the event, and those partnerships that have achieved an accreditation level will 

immediately be able to start using digital logos to promote their achievements on their website, 

prospectuses and other materials. 

 
Finally, a two-way feedback process will be facilitated. Each partnership which has participated will 

receive a confidential and bespoke feedback report showing what they achieved, how they compared 

to others in the sector, and which areas they can improve upon. It should be noted that as this is an 

accreditation mark, NUS will celebrate the achievements of participants but there is no intention to 

create a league table of scores. In return, NUS will collect feedback from participants to evaluate the 

value seen in the programme to ensure the programme is being delivered to its full potential, feeding 

into Green Impact’s development for future years.  

 

The programme is designed to be cyclical in nature, and is based on the principle of continual 

improvement. Figure 1 overleaf outlines this cycle. Each year a number of additional actions will be 

added to the toolkit, raising the bar so partnerships have to continue to improve. In addition, NUS 

will develop aspects of the programme between each cycle based on ideas from participants to 

ensure that the programme itself continually improves and remains impactful and fit-for-purpose.  

 

3. Benefits 

The programme has been designed to bring multiple benefits to further education providers and 

their students’ unions: 

 The programme brings together the best learnings from across NUS’ award winning 

programmes to really impact sustainability across the further education sector in a bespoke, 

fit-for-purpose manner; 
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Figure 1: The annual programme cycle 

 

 

 

 The establishment and support of a strong peer network of further education providers and 

unions working on sustainability; 

 Creates staff engagement with sustainability across further education providers with good 

opportunities for CPD as well as embedding good practice across their activities; 

  Creates student engagement with sustainability with good opportunities for curriculum 

development/integration, enhancing employability; 

 It will help further education providers meet current Ofsted requirements around personal 

development, behaviour and welfare;  

 The cost is much lower than previous initiatives offered by NUS; 

 The resources required are well suited to further education infrastructure and levels of 

resource;  

 A structured, supported approach is provided so that further education providers can make 

meaningful progress without necessarily having a dedicated sustainability lead; 

 The network and support will also facilitate the sharing, celebrating and enabling of good 

practice across the sector; 

 Partnerships will be able to benchmark themselves against others if they want to do this; 



 

 

 It enables learner voice to be integrated into sustainability work and helps further education 

union development;  

 Lots of support is provided - webinars and tutorials, templates, guidance pack and resources; 

 As it’s a pilot, partnerships can feed into the programmes delivery and development. 

 

4. How the pilot will work 

We intend to run a UK-wide pilot of the Green Impact Further Education programme in the 2016/17 

academic year. We will work with between ten and twenty partnerships. We will seek to ensure that 

the pilot cohort is diverse in terms of size of institution, nation coverage and progress to date on 

embedding sustainability and social responsibility into their activities.  

 

We will bring together students and staff from our pilot institutions in training and support webinar 

sessions early in the year to review the programme and the toolkit, ensuring they are appropriate and 

acceptable, and that the pilot institutions are genuinely engaged as partners from the start. The 

sessions will help each partnership to develop, as well as encouraging the partnerships to know each 

other, collaborate and form a sense of a pilot community.  

 

As it is a pilot, we will put a considerable emphasis on monitoring and evaluating what works and why. 

We will develop a full monitoring and evaluation plan early on, and it will include the use of baseline 

and follow-up surveys for students and staff. Through the audit stage we will ask institutions to report 

back on what they did as a direct result of the programme, and we will further analyse any findings 

through in-depth interviews and focus groups with participants and key individuals. Three control 

institutions will take part in the monitoring and evaluation, with the aim of allowing us to attribute 

causality to our work. The evaluation will allow us to capture constructive feedback and learnings from 

the pilot so we can improve the programme in future years. We will also consult with NUS’s FE zone 

committee and key sector agencies and individuals so that we can collectively benefit from their 

knowledge and guidance to ensure the programme has buy-in, is respected, and is fit-for-purpose. A 

pilot impact report will be published to outline the learnings of the pilot year but also to use as a 

recruitment tool to engage other partnerships in the first post-pilot year of the programme.  

 

5. Costs and budget 

All of NUS’ sustainability work is self-funded. We do not receive any funding from central NUS funds 

and therefore all of our work is delivered at-cost. As such, this is not a free pilot. Indeed, our 

experience shows that when unions, institutions and organisations are willing to pay for their 

sustainability work, it shows a recognition of the value of this work for their core business and also 

ensures commitment to the programme’s success. Of course, pilot partnerships also benefit from 

having a real opportunity to lead the sector. 

 

Following feedback and input from our initial consultations, it has been recognised that historic 

sustainability programmes offered to the FE sector by NUS have simply been too expensive. 

Therefore we have developed a business model for this pilot that we deem to be sustainable both in 

the pilot year, and post-pilot, although costs will be reviewed as part of the pilot evaluation.   

 

The cost of participating as a pilot partnership will be £495+VAT. This will cover all costs relating to 

the delivery of the programme as outlined in sections two and three. It does not cover any 

additional costs incurred by the college in facilitating the programme nor the actions within the 

toolkit. It also does not cover student and staff attendance at the celebratory event.  

 

The above outlines the standard approach to this programme. However, we recognize that some 

partnerships may require additional support from our team of experienced sustainability experts. 

During the pilot year, we will have several additional elements to provide this support, at additional 

cost, with a view to evaluate these and review requirements after the pilot is complete. They could 

include: 



 

 

 Workshops and training above and beyond the online training and support – this could be for 

lead contacts, delivery teams or wider staff and students. These can be bespoke or be chosen 

from our standard list of workshops and are charged on a half or full day rate according to 

their length. 

 Mentoring – for lead contacts or delivery team members. This will support people them 

throughout the project, coaching them to tackle specific elements of sustainability within the 

college (dependent on their requirements and fit within our team’s expertise). 

 Strategic and delivery support – helping to implement specific actions from the toolkit or 

develop institution-wide strategies to ensure the programme’s success and impact locally.  

Pilot participants will benefit from a 20% discount on NUS’ standard sustainability support and 

consultancy fees as outlined here4.  

 

6. Timescales 

The Gantt chart below outlines how the pilot programme will be delivered across 2016/17. These 

timescales are subject to change depending on feedback from the participants. 

 
 Oct 

16 
Nov 
16 

Dec 
16 

Jan 
17 

Feb 
17 

Mar 
17 

Apr 
17 

May 
17 

Jun 
17 

Jul 
17 

Aug 
17 

Sep 
17 

Oct 
17 

Launch              

Partnership recruitment              

Initial training              

Baseline data collected              

Support and training webinars               

Support resources available              

Toolkit submission              

Audits planned              

Auditors recruited and trained              

Audits and follow-up              

Scores finalised              

Local/national media coverage              

Feedback reports sent              

Evaluation data collected              

Interviews and focus groups               

Post-pilot sector consultation              

Next year planned              

Awards event               

Post-pilot programme launched              

 

7. Legacy beyond the pilot 

We will deem the pilot to have been successful if we can attribute meaningful progress towards a 

whole-institution approach to environmental sustainability and social responsibility at most of the 

participating partnerships. Our aim is that  post-pilot the programme will become a widespread, 

effective catalyst in transforming how UK further education institutions approach sustainability and 

social responsibility, with it ultimately becoming an established part of the further education 

experience for students - ensuring that students develop the knowledge, skills and attributes 

required to actively lead society to a more responsible and sustainable future. 

 

As a sustainable business model for the programme has been established through the pilot year, no 

significant changes to funding are expected post-pilot.  

 

NUS particularly welcomes feedback from participants and the wider FE sector as to how the 

programme should be developed to make it as impactful and wide-reaching as possible.  
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8. Getting involved 

In order to be a participant in this year’s pilot NUS will require the following commitments from each 

college and union partnership: 

 A desire to develop a whole-institution approach to sustainability and social responsibility; 

 A willingness to work through a close collaborative partnership between the students’ union and 

the institution; 

 A commitment to provide one or more senior sponsor / supporter in both the institution and 

students’ union; 

 A commitment to attend an initial training webinar as well as support sessions across the year, 

and to meet programme deadlines as appropriate; 

 A commitment to actively promote the monitoring and evaluation aspects of the pilot to both 

students and staff, to help us evaluate impact, successes and areas for improvement.  

 

If you meet these criteria, and to find out more about participating in the programme, please 

complete the expression of interest form here.  

 

9. Further information 

If you have any queries about this document, please contact Charlotte Bonner, communities 

programme manager at NUS, on charlotte.bonner@nus.org.uk or on 07785 626163.  

 

For more information on: 

 NUS’ sustainability work, please visit www.nus.org.uk/sustainability; 

 our work across FE, please contact vice president further education on 

shakira.martin@nus.org.uk.  

 

10. Disclaimer 

All content © NUS 2016. If you require this document in Welsh, or in another format, please let us 

know by contacting us at sustainability@nus.org.uk.  
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