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CHAPTER 1

DESIGNING CURRICULUM 
ABOUT GOVERNANCE AND 
SUSTAINABILITY IN HIGHER 
EDUCATION: A CASE STUDY

Clinton Cassar

ABSTRACT

Introduction: Public administration has always been at the forefront of pro-
moting sound and ethical values in society. The myriad of events that are 
shaping our world, such as global warming, deforestation, poverty and eco-
nomic instability, calls for a shift from government to governance. This change 
demands a collaborative type of governance on the quest to implement sustain-
ability. Collaborative governance can be initiated by its workforce, who are 
the individuals closest to the structures of public administration and can act 
as agents of change in this mission. Thus, personnel need to be equipped with 
the required knowledge, attitudes and skills, about and for, sustainable develop-
ment. This can be addressed through education for sustainable development 
(ESD), a lifelong tool which requires adaption to national requirements, but 
most importantly to societal needs.

Aim: This research focusses on a longitudinal case study from the Maltese 
islands, the smallest state of the European Union. Since enacting the 
Sustainable Development Act in 2012, through which sustainable development 
has been mainstreamed in the Maltese public sector, never was the need felt 
to educate public officers for sustainable development. Hence, this research 
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2	 CLINTON CASSAR

aims at shedding light on the curriculum design process of an education mod-
ule called ‘Public Administration and Sustainability’ as part of a Bachelor of 
Art’s programme at the University of Malta.

Method: Framing an educational module in a tertiary institution requires tact 
in aligning the syllabus, not only to the pedagogical requirements, but also to 
the place of work. In this exploratory study, two research questions, each linked 
with a set of original hypotheses are tackled through a pool of data obtained 
from a variety of methodological tools employed, by analysing two important 
variables – the curriculum and the student. The former is reviewed through 
a content analysis exercise whereas feedback from the latter is scrutinised 
through a questionnaire.

Findings: Data triangulation demonstrates that the curriculum design of the 
educational module promotes a holistic learning experience, since it integrates 
effectively the cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains of the Bloom’s 
Taxonomy. Furthermore, the different student cohorts share common positive 
views about this module.

Originality of Study: Previous studies indicate that there is a lacuna in research 
regarding curriculum design and review, especially regarding sustainable devel-
opment. This research is significant as it attempts at filling this void by scruti-
nising closely curriculum design in higher ESD.

Implications: Drawing upon the results, a number of recommendations are 
provided, among them is ‘The Multiplier Transformation Triad Model’, which 
portrays the institutional, educational and individual transformations needed 
to promote sustainability. Moreover, this research might provide more insights 
about governments’ commitment towards sustainability but should also serve 
useful to researchers or practitioners in various fields such as public administra-
tion, governance, sustainability and even higher education.

Keywords: Governance; public administration; sustainability; education for 
sustainable development; curriculum design; higher education

INTRODUCTION
Our future often appears exceptionally bleak and grim with the prospect of many 
issues, such as climate change, deforestation and pollution enmeshing the world 
and leaving their toll on many countries. In response to this, Counce, Holmes, 
Reimer, Heckrotte, and Alderson (2010) postulate that following the more spon-
taneous Agricultural and Industrial Revolution, our society is now facing a third 
and more conscious revolution – The Sustainability Revolution. Indeed, the quest 
for such revolution calls for a paradigm shift that envisions the integration of 
‘environmental, social and economic factors to reduce radically resource use, 
while increasing health, equity, and quality of life for all stakeholders’ (Zheng  
et al., 2009).
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As Romano (2004) rightly asserts, when the population encounters a new 
problem or threat, action is usually taken in the form of legislation to protect 
society’s endangerment. While legislation evidently plays an essential role in the 
implementation of sustainable development, many a time, education utilised as 
a lifelong tool, is considered as a requisite to address its core principles among 
different members of society:

It can thus be argued that the higher education sector bears a modicum of responsibility for the 
current crisis, and consequently, has a role to play in educating students about, and for, sustain-
ability. (Everett, 2008 as cited in Howlett, Ferreira, & Blomfield, 2016, p. 2)

It is for this reason that governments’ onus is to recognise the need of imple-
menting sustainability. In doing so, it needs to articulate and shape human 
resources in view of future skills, as asserted by the International Labour 
Organization (2015) which states that ‘without skilled workers and competent 
enterprises, the shift to a greener economy, will be neither technically feasible nor 
economically viable’.

Offering a fruitful and effective educational experience is hard, but it is even 
harder to align it with the future job market through upskilling and reskilling. 
The job market often calls for the need of  sustainability to create a fairer and 
just world not only for our contemporaries but especially for future genera-
tions. Public administration is paramount for the implementation of  sustain-
able development in all its intricacies such as planning, policies, environmental 
management and even education, since it shapes the lives of  people at large. 
Equipping and engaging learners with the above-mentioned, necessitates 
investment in education that promotes active learning through real-life exam-
ples synchronised with values central to public administration. As a result, it 
should ensure that its workforce all have a stake in education for sustainable 
development (ESD). In fact, this research underlines the process involved in 
designing a higher education curriculum for public officers and scrutinises the 
impact it left on them. This is examined through a longitudinal case study, 
which will be discussed in the successive sections of  this chapter.

THE RESEARCH SCOPE
This research is motivated by the lack of studies and underestimation of peda-
gogical content vis-á-vis sustainability in higher education (Adomßent et al., 2014; 
Milutinović & Nikolić, 2014). Milutinović and Nikolić (2014, p. 108) assert that 
‘education about sustainable development means teaching and learning about the 
concept itself, politics, policies and sustainable development theories’. However, 
its main crux is to encourage students to ‘improve their sustainability awareness 
and contribute sustainability in their professional lives’ (Lindgren, Rodhe, & 
Huisingh, 2006).

Taking this into consideration, this chapter seeks to unravel, reconceptual-
ise and assess the relevant theoretical underpinnings of governance and sustain-
ability that lay the foundation to the case study from the Maltese Islands about 
curriculum design in higher education for sustainable development (HESD).  
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A dual perspective approach, encompassing the curriculum content and student, 
is adopted to determine the objectives of this research, which consist of: (i) map-
ping out the different phases in designing this educational module; and (ii) analys-
ing students’ perceptions towards the learning experience. Careful consideration 
was vital in formulating two core research questions, each linked with a number 
of original hypotheses. Rooted on the aforementioned variables, the following 
research questions and hypotheses are being rolled out:

Research Question 1: How is the module’s content grounded on principles 
of curriculum design?

H1. There is no difference between low-order thinking and high-order 
thinking across the teaching blocks.

H2. There is no difference between the learning outcomes pertaining to the 
course syllabus and the learning objectives for each lecture.

H3. There is no difference between the three learning domains (cognitive, 
affective and psychomotor) across the various teaching blocks.

Research Question 2: What impact does the educational module leave on 
students?

H4. The impact left by the educational module varies marginally between 
student cohorts.

H5. The choice of sustainable issues that require attention by public admin-
istration are similar between student cohorts.

This exploratory study will generate a diverse pool of data, making it more 
relevant since it provides different theoretical perspectives, which might aid other 
higher education institutions while planning their educational programmes and 
even public administrations when training their workforce.

This chapter is divided into a number of sections. Following the introduction 
and the research scope, the theoretical parameters are delineated and are then 
marshalled to the Maltese perspective. The methodological framework is then 
rolled out in the next section. The findings stemming from the different methods 
employed are presented, so that the concluding remarks and recommendations 
are discussed in the last section.

GOVERNANCE AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
As Strange and Bayley (2008) indicate, economic and social progress demands 
guiding principles and measures on which governments can emulate within their 
territories for the common good. Sustainable development befits the needs of 
public administration as it emphasises on the spatiotemporal foundations, being 
the crux of generational policy and planning. This resonates the principles of the 
Brundtland Report, which state that ‘sustainable development is not a fixed state 
of harmony but rather a process of change’ (World Commission on Environment 
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and Development, 1987). The focus on ‘change’ is deemed essential when adopt-
ing the Brundtlandian philosophy of sustainable development, since it revolves 
around a vision which strikes a balance between intragenerational and intergen-
erational demands of society, often a prerogative of many governments’ mandate.

It is for this reason that the shift from ‘government’ to ‘governance’ is befitting 
in this context, since it involves a change in the intricacies of public decision-
making. This requires moving away from the hierarchical structures of the state 
and creating multilayered policy-making that incorporates plural actors (Lo, 
2018). The relevant stakeholders need to be on board to improve not only the 
quality of life but also the delivery of public services and regulatory frameworks. 
Placing people at the centre of governance has indeed transformed public admin-
istration towards strengthening its potential in delivering its service central to the 
agenda of sustainable development. As a result, common values shared in tan-
dem by governance and sustainable development require the former to act as the 
‘linking pin’ of a collaborative platform for the common good (United Nations 
Department of Economic & Social Affairs, 2016).

This has brought to light the notion of either ‘collaborative governance’ or 
‘interactive governance’ (Denters, Van Heffen, Huisman, & Klok, 2003; Kooiman, 
2003; Sørensen, 2013) which are often interchangeable, since they emphasise on 
the human aspect of governance. Both notions are associated with several ben-
efits since besides acting as a vehicle for democracy and sustainable development, 
they provide, as Cheyne (2015, p. 418) asserts ‘spaces for dialogue, knowledge 
exchange, problem-driven collaboration and joint strategising between political 
and administrative elites and those affected by governance outcomes’. This type 
of governance is flexible in nature and operates beyond national structures, as 
asserted by United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2016, 
pp. 13–14):

only international collaboration and a networked system of stakeholder interaction can meet 
the needs of the new development agenda … governments are forming effective partnerships 
and strategic alliances with private sector and civil society organizations to confront challenges 
the public sector cannot tackle alone.

The collaboration and interaction between stakeholders occurs at various 
levels, both vertically and horizontally, mirroring the principles of multilevel 
governance and cross-sectoral collaboration. One can deduce that collaborative 
governance rests on human-centredness, which should ultimately start from the 
people closest to the structures of public administration, that is, its workforce. 
This resounds Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 16. It postulates that coun-
tries need ‘effective, accountable and transparent institutions’ which promote 
‘responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making’ requir-
ing ‘human resources [in public institutions] equipped with skills and capacities 
to deliver sustainable development’ (UN General Assembly, 2015).

Public administrations have to adopt various ‘changes’, as previously referred 
to by the Brundtlandian vision, which necessitates a shift from ‘government’ 
to ‘governance’ and from ‘unsustainable’ to ‘sustainable’. These changes could 
be accentuated through stakeholder collaboration especially its own human 
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resources. Trained public officers can offer valid contribution towards this change. 
They might help to transform an institution which has the ‘capacity to resolve 
problems of public policy and implement rules’ (UNESCO, 2015, p. 40), once 
educational opportunities for sustainable development are permeated across all 
levels and members of society. Based on the above-mentioned, planning a holistic 
curriculum is required to equip public officers for sustainability. The next section 
presents the theoretical foundations associated with this subject matter.

CURRICULUM DESIGN IN HIGHER EDUCATION
Even though the term curriculum is encountered many a time and is by and large 
utilised in the education domain, defining it often seems subjective, as a myriad 
of interpretations would be garnered in this respect. Obtaining a deeper under-
standing of curriculum especially in higher education is necessary to ameliorate 
learning experiences in universities.

At prima facie, many people would agree that a curriculum is an educational 
plan. However, in reality such educational plan is multifaceted in nature since the 
content which is meant to be covered is referred to as the ‘intended curriculum’ 
while what is actually delivered is the ‘enacted curriculum’. On the other hand, 
what is understood by students is the ‘learned curriculum’ and such competences 
are measured by the ‘assessed curriculum’ (Porter & Smithson, 2001). These four 
diverse but still pertinent characteristics of curriculum demonstrate that design-
ing it is a daunting task, since many subliminal factors need to be taken into con-
sideration, especially in higher education settings when syllabi are less perspective 
but more flexible in nature.

Ornstein and Hunkins (2009, p. 15) postulate that ‘curriculum development 
encompasses how a curriculum is planned, implemented and evaluated, as well 
as what people, processes and procedures are involved’. On the other hand, JISC 
(2014, p. 2) explores further the intricacies involved which comprises a ‘high-level 
process defining the learning to take place within a specific programme of study, 
leading to specific unit(s) of credit or qualification’. Tungare et al. (2007) accentu-
ate that the syllabus is the ‘backbone of a course’ and it should contain various 
details such as ‘the course number, title, a description, the learning objectives 
of the course, a list of the topics covered, links to reference material such as 
books or publications, and other related information’. As Toohey (1999) rightly 
points out, educators in higher education institutions have the flexibility in con-
trolling the curriculum when compared to educators in other levels of education. 
Even though integrating institutional, national and international requirements 
is imperative, curriculum design should however be kept within the context of 
where and when it is being formulated, thus encouraging adaptability, transfer-
ability and cohesion. All this should encapsulate the notions of ‘value added’ and 
‘fitness for purpose’ as postulated by Butcher, Davies, and Highton (2006). The 
former stresses on quality education and clear strategies to add value to learning, 
whereas the latter considers the adjustment of learning according to the learners’ 
needs.
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O’Neill (2010) suggests that having curriculum models or frameworks as a 
roadmap is essential for educational leaders to accomplish such arduous task suc-
cessfully. Ornstein and Hunkins (2009) add that there are many curriculum devel-
opment models that help in designing pedagogical content; however, they often 
disregard the human element which includes feelings, attitudes and values. Hence, 
such tools should complement this process without neglecting the educator’s pro-
fessional and personal judgement. There is no ‘one size fits all’ approach as these 
models differ ‘in the extent to which they are conceptual or applied as well as in 
the ways in which they have influenced debate and practice about higher educa-
tion curriculum’ (Bovill & Woolmer, 2019). Keeping in mind that these models 
contribute significantly to the field, this study attempts at analysing ‘how they are 
used and interpreted, [to] determine any possible outcomes’ (Bovill & Woolmer, 
2019).

One of these approaches is proposed by Nicholls (2002), who delineates various 
steps involved in designing an educational module. This comprises the selection 
of aims, followed by the learning experiences that will help in the attainment of 
aims and learning outcomes. Next, is the selection of content (subject matter) and 
its organisation through teaching–learning strategies. The final stages envisage 
the evaluation of the learning outcomes achieved by students, together with feed-
back about the learning experience. While Nicholls (2002) perspective is linked 
with theoretical underpinnings based on course content and design, Carliner 
(2003) proposes a more hands-on approach based on Analysis, Design, Delivery, 
Implementation and Evaluation (ADDIE). Unlike the former approach, the 
ADDIE’s perspective gives importance to the delivery and implementation of the 
teaching strategies. On the other hand, Lattuca and Stark (2009) propose eight 
stages through an ‘Academic Plan’, seemingly amalgamating it with Nicholls’ and 
Carliners’ approach. These stages include – purpose, content, sequence, learn-
ers, instructional processes, instructional resources, evaluation and adjustment. 
Matejke and Kurke (1994 as cited in Albers, 2003), assert that syllabi should serve 
not only as a plan to outline the topics covered, but also as a communication 
device and a cognitive map, by which a holistic framework of the entire learning 
process is created, encapsulating even educator and student interactions.

Student involvement in learning can, in turn, encourage the transferability of 
skills at their place of work, as stressed by Bennett, Dunne, and Carre (1999), 
O’Brien and Hart (1999) as cited in Hall and Thomas (2005) who state that ‘the 
purpose of higher education and its relative importance … is linking education 
closer to the world of work … has become an increasing focus of attention’. The 
planned trajectory of the curriculum, especially in higher education lies akin to 
student motivation (Boud, 2013; Herrnstein & Murray, 2010; Kolb & Kolb, 2012). 
Hyder and Bhamani (2016) add that learning outcomes play an essential role in 
all this, since they serve as a blend of assessment criteria and teaching strategies, 
usually stating the following, ‘… on successful completion of the module, you 
will be able to …’ (Moon, 2006, p. 3 as cited in Savic & Kashef, 2013). It is impor-
tant to differentiate between learning outcomes and learning objectives. Learning 
objectives are more detailed, specify instructional intent and focus on knowledge, 
attitudes and skills whereas learning outcomes offer a broad overview, guarantee 
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achievements and are an interrelationship between outcomes, knowledge and 
competencies (Marden, 2002).

When an educational programme is devised with a set of well-defined learning 
outcomes, a holistic curriculum can be easily formulated. More often than not, 
higher education programmes promulgate constructive alignment by synchronis-
ing learning outcomes, teaching methods and assessment:

The fundamental principle of constructive alignment is that a good teaching system aligns 
teaching method and assessment to the learning activities stated in the objectives so that all 
aspects of this system are in accord in supporting appropriate student learning. (Biggs, 1999, 
p. 25)

One way how constructive alignment can be implemented is through the 
Bloom’s Taxonomy, which serves as the backbone of the learning outcomes and 
objectives. This will be explained thoroughly in the following section.

THE APPLICATION OF BLOOM’S TAXONOMY
The Bloom’s Taxonomy is a widely recognised tool used in ‘a convenient way to 
describe the degree to which university students can understand and use concepts, 
to demonstrate particular skills, and to have their values, attitudes, and interests 
improved’ (Aheisibwe, Kobusigye, & Tayebwa, 2021). Callister (2010) asserts that 
even though the Bloom’s Taxonomy is not the only hierarchical learning scheme 
which can be utilised, it is considered as the most influential. It focusses on three 
domains, each having a set of action verbs:

	 The Cognitive Domain involves the mental process of knowing and learning. 
It incorporates the action verbs: Remember, which means to recall or recog-
nise knowledge from memory; Understand, signifies to show comprehension 
of subject matter; Apply, refers to making use of acquired information in a 
new situation; Analyse, means to scrutinise, categorise and differentiate new 
situations; Evaluate, is to make judgement and create an opinion; and  
Create, implies to assemble different elements into one structure or pattern 
(Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001).

	 The Affective Domain, encompasses the emotional aspect of learning. Its 
action verbs include: Receiving, which means to passively being aware of sub-
ject content and matter; Responding, signifies being actively involved in the 
learning process; Valuing, implies the worth attached to a particular object or 
phenomenon; Organising, is linking ideas and values to previous knowledge 
in order to create new ideas; and Characterising, means consistently demon-
strating the same internal values (Hoque, 2017).

	 The Psychomotor Domain, comprises the physical movement of learning. Its 
action verbs are: Imitation, which means observing and emulating another 
individual’s behaviour or skill; Manipulation, signifies performing a skill 
through guidance; Precision, is performing the skill with precision without 
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