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How can universities contribute to the Common Good?  

 

Abstract 

 

The U.K. higher education system has become increasingly competitive and stratified 

prompting calls for a reclaiming of the civic role of universities. This paper argues that, if HE 

is to reclaim its civic function then civic engagement needs to move beyond being a separate 

strand of activity for universities, instead becoming a guiding principle. This requires an 

institution-wide commitment.  The paper describes a model developed by a Scottish 

university to support, recognise and embed civic engagement within the curriculum and 

wider student experience as part of its core mission. The design and delivery of this 

development are described and early indicators of its efficacy are provided. Findings indicate 

that it is possible for universities to operationalise a civic mission by focusing on the 

curriculum as the mechanism through which to highlight and embed common good attributes. 

The model described could be replicated in other higher education institutions nationally and 

internationally.  

 

 

Keywords: higher education; civic engagement; common good 

 

 



2 
 

 

Introduction 

The principle of higher education as a common good is underlined in Goal 4 of the United 

Nations Agenda for Sustainable Development, which aims to, ‘ensure inclusive and equitable 

quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all’ (UNESCO, 2015).  

Thus, universities internationally bear a profound, moral and social responsibility to 

encourage an institutional culture of civic engagement. In many Higher Education (HE) 

institutions, however, the approach to encouraging a culture of civic responsibility lies within 

a specific unit or resource which can, in some cases, lead to this becoming an isolated activity 

(Musil, 2003). As the University for the Common Good, what differentiates Glasgow 

Caledonian University (GCU) is that civic responsibility is demonstrated through its mission 

and provided by its curriculum. 

GCU has developed a model to support, recognise and embed the common good within the 

curriculum and wider student experience as part of its core mission, the goal of which is to 

ensure that students develop the attributes needed to make a positive difference to the 

communities they serve. That is, in addition to the knowledge, skills and values associated 

with their particular professional or disciplinary areas. The term ‘curriculum’ in this sense 

refers to the totality of the student learning experience, both formally within the taught 

curriculum and informally through co- and extra-curricular activities. The learning 

experience at GCU aims to prepare students to develop and implement new strategies and 

ideas that address societal challenges and needs, whether on a local, national or global scale. 

A key feature of this innovative model is that all programmes that are developed or reviewed 

are now required to embed the Common Good Attributes at all levels. These attributes are 

underpinned by the GCU core values of Integrity, Creativity, Responsibility and Confidence.  
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This paper describes the design and delivery of this development and provides early 

indicators of its efficacy. The paper begins by locating the research question within the 

context of literature on Higher Education and the common good. An overview of the study’s 

methodological approach follows. Findings are discussed in terms of the benefits to 

universities of operationalising a civic mission by focusing on the curriculum as the 

mechanism through which to embed common good attributes.  Limitations of the study’s 

evidence thus far are acknowledged before a conclusion is offered in terms of the theoretical 

contribution of the paper. The study addressed the following research question: 

Research Question: 

How can universities design and deliver a Common Good Curriculum? 

 

Higher education and the common good  

The concept of the common good is not a new idea. Indeed, its roots can be traced to Adam 

Smith who, in 1759, first described the harmony between personal and societal good in his 

theory of moral sentiments (Smith, 1759). The notion of HE’s contribution to the common 

good is all pervasive (Delanty, 2005). This is perhaps because universities have traditionally 

played a critical role in holding the state to account, an idea that can be traced back to Kant 

(1798). Indeed, in the U.K. the majority of universities are part-funded by the state and have a 

charter to deliver social and economic benefit to the communities they serve. More recently 

the public good of HE has been linked to the promotion of social justice through increasing 

social mobility. Yet, whether there is such a thing as the ‘common’ or ‘public’ good of higher 

education, and if so, what constitutes the public good, are highly contested issues. What is 

public and private in education is a political and social construct which changes over time as 
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the economic and social context of HE changes (Carnoy & Froumin et al, 2014).  The lack of 

a clear definition does nothing to forward the discourse (Daviet, 2016) and those definitions 

that do exist are still evolving (Marginson, 2018). For the purposes of this paper, Locatelli’s 

stance has been adopted; that is, that education should be considered as part of the domain of 

the public where transparent and participatory processes can take place. Higher education is 

therefore a public and common good because it not only serves as an economic tool for 

individual progress, but above all, it is a ‘collective endeavour for the fulfilment of human-

beings and of their communities’ (Locatelli, 2018). 

Currently, there exists an increasingly competitive and stratified HE system in the U.K. 

where, while massification has expanded social inclusion, some authors argue that attempts to 

create equality of social opportunity have failed and universities’ contribution to the common 

good is being eroded (Dill, 2015, Marginson, 2016). A similar story is emerging from other 

parts of the world in that promotion of the concept of the public good in HE in the United 

States has declined over the past five decades (Reich, 2018). Leibowitz (2013) has charted a 

parallel decline in perceived relevance of the public good in South Africa. There has been an 

increasing concern over a perceived ‘civic deficit,’ particularly among young people in 

Australia over the same timeframe (Winter et al, 2006) leading Marginson (2016) to conclude 

that the ‘Australian Government has a strong supervisory capacity in higher education and 

could advance the production of public goods if it was so inclined’ (p. 263). Unfortunately, 

successive governments have adopted a neo-liberal policy that positions HEIs as, ‘self-

serving corporations, rather than public institutions’ (Ibid.). 

Successive attempts to redefine the common good are evident in the narrative of U.K. policy 

documents and demonstrate a shift in focus since the 1990s from knowledge as a public good 

in itself, to an emphasis on individual employability, increased earnings and job security. In 
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other words, ‘the public good has been redefined as the collective private gain’ (Williams, 

2014: 630). This has led to questions being asked as to how HE might contribute to the re-

construction of the public sphere and calls for a reframing of the common good in light of the 

current educational landscape (Marginson, 2016).  

While some are sceptical about the possibilities of achieving common good objectives within 

the current HE context (Chambers and Gopaul, 2008), others take a more optimistic stance. 

Nixon (2016) argues that HE is uniquely placed to perform a transformative role in civic 

society. Similarly, Calhoun (2006) contends that universities are public in numerous senses: 

they provide education that equips citizens for occupations traditionally centred on public 

service; they advance social mobility; they produce new technologies and other innovations; 

they contribute to both the continuity and creativity of culture; they directly inform the public 

sphere and also prepare citizens to participate in it. Thus, higher education institutions have 

great potential to contribute to the common good. 

Speaking following the EU referendum in the U.K., Welsh Government education secretary 

Kirsty Williams called on universities to reflect on the gulf between ‘campus and 

community’ exposed by Brexit (Williams, 2016). Williams maintains that the referendum 

showed that our notions of togetherness and bonds between communities are perhaps weaker 

than we imagined and that the task now is for universities to recapture a civic mission. 

Unfortunately, it is often the case that HE institutions have what Musil refers to as  a ‘helter-

skelter approach’ to civic engagement where, rather than adopting a cohesive strategic 

approach, this area is administered largely out of sight through formal institutional 

representatives or via an ‘add on’ community engagement centre or through an existing 

service such as student affairs (Musil, 2003). Goddard, (2009) contends that civic 

engagement should not be confined to individual academics or projects; it needs to move 

beyond being a third or separate strand of activity for universities, instead becoming a 
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guiding principle. This requires an institution-wide commitment. Others agree with 

Goddard’s view that civic engagement needs to be defined, measured and built into the 

curriculum (Benson et al, 2005; LeBlanc, 2009).  

This paper describes the way in which one institution has embedded a Common Good 

Curriculum for the benefit of both its students and the communities they serve. At GCU this 

means rooting civic engagement in the heart of the institutional ethos and mission and 

embedding student Common Good Attributes within the curriculum. In terms of provenance, 

the idea was formulated in response to the university’s drive to meet social needs of all kinds 

and is reflected in the fact that GCU is the first university in Scotland to designated a Change 

Maker Campus by AshokaU
1
, acknowledging its global reputation in promoting social 

innovation through learning and teaching, research and community engagement. A key 

design element of the Common Good Curriculum development was the decision to embed 

common good attributes across all three stands of curricular areas: the taught curriculum and 

co- and extra-curricular areas. The positive impact of participation in extra-curricular 

activities during university on graduate employability is well known (Lau et al., 2014). 

Similarly, the value of students’ co-curricular engagement is well recognized (Kuh, 2001). 

Traditionally, however, co-curricular learning is mostly voluntary in nature and is facilitated 

through the programming of student affairs offices/departments primarily, as it is viewed as 

transcending the various academic disciplines and career trajectories (Stirling and Kerr, 

2015). Ahren (2009) suggests that a more systematic use of educational practices is required 

to assure that the relation of co-curricular participation to educational and personal 

development is more than merely assumed. 

 

                                                           
1
 AshokaU is a global network of community leaders and institutions who work collectively to make social 

innovation and change making the new norm in higher education and beyond.  
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Methodology 

The study adopted an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) evaluation model. This method suited the 

context of the research as the evaluation was designed to commence from the onset of the 

Common Good Curriculum development through to its conclusion over two year period. 

Appreciative Inquiry is an assets-based approach from the field of organisational 

development first advanced by Cooperrider (1987). Instead of evaluating the impact of a 

development at the end of its implementation, the method involves gathering data before, 

during and after the process of change. By applying this approach to this study the researcher 

has the opportunity to contribute to the development. Appreciative Inquiry is an approach to 

seeking what is right in an organisation in order to create a better future for it (Coghlan et al., 

2014). Appreciative Inquiry applies a ‘5D’ cycle with the following phases: Define; 

Discover; Dream; Design and Deliver.  Figure 1 demonstrates how the AI process was 

applied to the current study. 

Figure. 1 The Appreciative Inquiry model applied to the Common Good Curriculum 
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Adapted from Hammond, 2013. 
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Feedback from key stakeholders was collected at each stage of the AI cycle. This included 

staff and student interviews, student focus groups and online student surveys. An overview of 

the methodological approach to each stage of the investigation is provided in Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Research methodology by AI stage 

Research methodology by AI stage 

AI stage Development stage  Research methodology  

Define The Common Good Curriculum 

 
 Analysis of institutional 

documents relating to the 

mission, vision, values and 

supporting strategies and 

frameworks;  

 Interviews with members of the 

senior executive. 

Discover Mapping Common Good Attributes 

in the current curriculum 

 

 Interviews with members of the 

senior executive;  

 Interviews with  15 members of 

cross-university staff responsible 

for driving the development; 

 Focus group with Students’ 

Association office bearers. 

Dream The vision for the Common Good 

Curriculum 

 

Design Curricular design embedding  

Common Good attributes 
 Analysis of programme maps for 

examples of common good 

attributes in terms of: 

o Curriculum content and design 

(what we teach);  

o Learning and teaching activities 

(how we teach) and 

o Assessment practices (how we 

assess); 

 Interviews with academic staff 

responsible for programme 

design and delivery. 
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Deliver An innovative Curriculum for the 

Common Good 

 

 Questions included in annual 

GCU Student Experience 

Survey;  

 Student focus groups; 

 Online survey of students 

involved in Common Good 

Award;  

 Focus group with Common Good 

Award recipients; 

 Interviews with Common Good 

Award recipients. 

 

 

Findings 

This section presents the study’s findings in terms of the respective developmental stages of 

the Appreciative Inquiry methodological approach: Define; Discover; Dream; Design and 

Deliver.  

 

Defining the Common Good Curriculum 
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An overview of the institutional mission and vision statements, key supporting strategies 

such as Strategy for Learning (SfL) and the Research Strategy, plus the other enabling 

strategies such as the Digital Strategy and Community and Public Engagement Strategy 

reveals that these all have the common good as key strands.  In addition, the Quality 

Enhancement and Assurance Handbook clearly expresses the Common Good Curriculum 

and the Common Good Attributes and links these to the SfL. What emerges is a coherent 

philosophy of civic engagement which is instilled throughout university policy and processes 

(Votruba, 2005).  The university mission, ‘For the Common Good’, is reinforced by the 

institutional vision which challenges traditional thinking about how universities should 

operate and the role they can play in society: 

 

‘By 2020, GCU will have a global recognition for delivering social benefit and impact 

through education, research and civic engagement.’  

 

(GCU, Strategy 2020). 

 

 

The Strategy for Learning (SfL) focuses on developing a distinctive approach to learning, 

teaching and assessment. This is based on engagement-led learning and real world problem 

solving, coupled with inter and multi-disciplinary curricula with opportunities for 

personalisation. The Common Good attributes are derived from the SfL and are defined as: 

 Active and Global Citizenship – recognising and actively seeking to address global 

social challenges; participating in the community at a local, national or global level. 

 Entrepreneurial mind-set – identifying opportunities for change; creating solutions, 

and putting these into practice in response to identified real world problems. 
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 Responsible Leadership – developing solutions that are ethical, visionary, realistic 

and sustainable; exercising empathy, resilience and professionalism. 

 Confidence – challenging yourself and continually learning from experience; 

believing you can make a positive difference by what you do. 

(GCU, Strategy for Learning, 2015-2020) 

 

Evidence that staff support the institutional mission is indeed strong. In a staff survey 

conducted in 2016, 93% of staff (N= 1,132) agreed with the statement: ‘I believe in the 

University mission "for the common good" and believe it is important.’  

(GCU, Staff Pulse Survey, 2016) 

 

 

Discovery: mapping examples of the Common Good Attributes within the curriculum 

The Common Good Curriculum was implemented by a cross-university team of academics. 

This was supported by an extensive mapping exercise which sought to highlight and embed 

all four attributes within each academic programme in three main areas:  

 

1. Curriculum content and design: What we teach  

2. Learning and teaching activities: How we teach  

3. Assessment practices: How we measure what is learned 

 

Providing this information is now a requirement for programme re/approval and forms part of 

the academic quality process. Members of the core group drew attention to the rationale for 
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mapping the entire curriculum in terms of Common Good Attributes and sharing good 

practice, as one member of staff explained: 

‘It’s about making explicit where common good attributes are taught and assessed, as 

well as sharing innovative approaches across programmes and academic Schools. It’s 

also about identifying gaps, for further development.’  

 

 

The vision or ‘dream’ 

Interviews with key stakeholders revealed that the driver for the development of the Common 

Good Curriculum is to remain true to and to advance the institutional mission as part of core 

university activity, which was expressed by a member of the senior executive as follows:  

 

‘I want every student who comes to this university to have the opportunity to develop 

both discipline-specific skills and knowledge as well as the opportunity to be part of 

something bigger.’ 

 

A senior member of academic staff explained the rationale for mapping the curriculum in 

terms of a transformational impact:  

‘We anticipate that the common good curriculum not only has a transformative impact 

on our students but that it goes one step further - enabling students to have a positive 

influence on the lives of others. Thus we need to critically review our curriculum to 

assess to what extent we are supporting our students to gain common good attributes.’ 
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Rather than attempt to create a new curriculum, the development was launched via approval 

by the University Senate to build a framework which highlights and embeds current examples 

of civic engagement both within alongside the taught curriculum. When asked what the 

outcome of the Common Good Curriculum would be, that is, how you will know when you 

have achieved it, a member of the senior executive pointed to the impact on student personal 

development and employability as measures of success: 

 

‘Employers will recognise these attributes in our graduates and will seek out our 

graduates on this basis and our students will have the opportunity to contribute to 

something bigger within the community whether that is at a local, national or global 

level and will have recognition for this.’ 

The ‘dream’ for the Common Good Curriculum was clearly expressed by all participants as a 

worthwhile endeavour which harmonised with the institutional mission, vision and associated 

strategies and set the university apart within the sector. By envisioning ‘what might be’ by 

way of the vision, the design of the enhanced curriculum was next stage of focus.  

 

Design  

To drive the Common Good Curriculum development, a cross-university core group was 

established with membership drawn from each of the academic Schools and support 

departments. The work of this group was overseen by a Common Good Curriculum steering 

group. Student leaders were actively included in the development from the outset and formed 

part of the discussions at all stages. This recognises that active student engagement with the 

development and embedding of graduate attributes is indispensable (Hounsell, 2011). 
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The core group collaborated with academic colleagues in a pilot to develop a curriculum 

mapping template and populated this map with examples of Common Good Attributes in 

terms of, ‘what we teach’, ‘how we teach’ and ‘how we assess’ in order to highlight examples 

of good practice. This also enabled the identification of opportunities for development and 

action plans were drawn up to address these. Thus, as part of the academic quality process, 

modules which have no or limited evidence that they reflect the attributes have to be 

amended accordingly. 

In addition, each programme was required to insert new information into their student 

programme handbook where the attributes are defined and examples of where and how these 

are taught and assessed within the programme are provided. Common Good Leads were 

nominated for each academic School. Their role was to act as a point of contact and to 

promote the development to staff. The responsibility for operationalising the Common Good 

Curriculum, in terms of the taught curriculum however, fell to programme teams within 

academic Schools. Common Good web pages were also developed to describe the Common 

Good Curriculum and to signpost co- and extra-curricular civic engagement activities to 

students. Common Good Opportunities and Work Experience Hub web pages were also 

developed to highlight volunteering, student societies and other civic engagement 

opportunities at extra-curricular level. A staff and student communication strategy was 

implemented to raise awareness of the development. 

Developments at curricular level were complemented with the introduction of the Common 

Good Award. The award was introduced to encourage and support students to develop the 

Common Good Attributes by engaging in co- and extra-curricular activities alongside their 

studies. The aim was to provide a mechanism through which to promote, recognize and 

reward the informal learning gained by participating in activities aligned to the University’s 

Common Good mission.  
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Delivery: examples within the curriculum 

It is important to note that the following examples simply provide a flavour of what, where 

and how within the curriculum common good attributes are taught and assessed. The 

development is ongoing and the curriculum is still evolving. Examples of the ways in which 

the different Schools at GCU are embedding Common Good Attributes within the curriculum 

at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels include:  

 The Triple ‘E’ spine (EEE: Employability, Enterprise and Entrepreneurship) in the 

Glasgow School for Business and Society. Core modules run in years 1, 2 and 3 for 

GSBS students. In, EEE3: Enterprise Value Challenge, students develop their 

understanding of how entrepreneurial activity can create both economic and social 

value. This occurs through experiential learning, where students either provide 

consultancy to a local organisation (often a social enterprise); or undertake a trading 

project to raise funds for a charity of their choice.  

 

 As part of mainstreaming Common Good Attributes most programmes in the School 

for Health and Life Sciences, incorporate a core thread where students are required to 

take one Inter-professional Learning module at each level. The inter-professional 

framework aims to encourage confidence in team working. Throughout all of the 

practice education modules across the programme students are challenged to work in 

a diverse range of healthcare areas with a diverse range of service users and carers. 

Some students each year choose to undertake their elective in an emerging world 

nation allowing them to share their skills with other cultures and societies. While on 
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practice placement students have to clinically reason and problem solve with real 

world service users and carers experiencing health issues.   

 

 In the School of Engineering and the Built Environment, Integrated Engineering 

Studies is taught in years 1 to 3 and forms part of the Honours project in year 4. The 

syllabus includes issues relevant to commercial engineering projects e.g. employment 

ethics, intellectual property, sustainability and environmental impact, idea generation 

and evaluation, design thinking, effective team-working skills and reflection on skills 

and confidence developed. 

These examples provide evidence of how students, through learning on their programme, are 

enabled to develop Common Good Attributes and to build on learning from previous 

experiences, enhancing this experience progressively throughout their studies.  

 

Delivery: examples at co-curricular level  

To complement the evidence of examples of good practice within the curriculum, examples at 

co-curricular level were derived via interviews with academic staff responsible for 

programme design and delivery. Examples of cross-university civic engagement programmes 

many of which are located at School or discipline level include:  

 Enactus is a global social enterprise organisation for students, academics and business 

leaders committed to entrepreneurial action to transform lives and shape a better more 

sustainable future. This initiative aligns very closely with the Common Good 

mission. GCU Enactus provides a platform and methodology to bring together 

students from across the university to work in teams to work with communities and 
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individuals to create community development projects which requires students to 

measure the impact of the change implemented.  

 GCU’s Widening Access and Outreach activities provide a range of opportunities for 

GCU students to engage in innovative, transformative activities and projects with 

nursery, school children and their parents, and college students. Each year over 100 

students mentor pupils and students from disadvantaged areas to help their success 

and future attainment. There are also opportunities to work with specific groups such 

as care experienced pupils/students.  

 

 The Law Clinic is a student-led initiative that provides free and confidential legal 

advice and assistance to individuals within Greater Glasgow who do not qualify for 

legal aid and cannot afford professional legal advice. Students provide general legal 

advice, draft legal letters, represent clients in court and negotiate on behalf of clients 

in contractual disputes. All of the advice provided by law student volunteers is 

supervised by qualified legal practitioners. 

 

 The Phelophepa train project involves students volunteering to work on a healthcare 

train in South Africa for two weeks during the summer. Optometry and Orthoptic 

students from the School of Health and Life Sciences join a team of full-time 

professionals on the train’s eye clinics. During their placement, students provide eye 

care under supervision to a large number of patients in rural areas of South Africa. 

 

The examples of co-curricular common good activity, taken together, complement the range 

of examples of where common good attributes are embedded within the taught curriculum.  
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The following section provides evidence of the extent to which the third stand of activity – 

extra-curricular common good opportunities – is currently embedded institutionally.  

 

Delivery: examples of extra-curricular activity  

To gauge the level of awareness of extra-curricular common good opportunities, in 2018 an 

additional question was added to annual GCU Experience Survey. Over half of undergraduate 

students agreed that they had had the opportunity through GCU to get involved in community 

engagement and/or volunteering activities (N responses: 2,427; response rate: 30%).  

 

Common Good Award 

While many universities have skills or employability awards, few of these make explicit 

encouraging civic engagement as a specific objective. What differentiates the Common Good 

Award is that it has a dual focus: students’ personal development, in terms of employability 

and social innovation skills and the impact their engagement has had on the community they 

have served. This makes this award unique and encourages students to actively consider 

common good activities during their academic career and beyond.  Enrolment is a rolling 

process whereby all those students who register are enrolled for all four Common Good 

Attribute digital badges. Those students who complete all four badges can apply for a second 

verification stage to be awarded the Common Good Award.  This stage involves a judgement 

by a panel to ensure that specific Common Good projects and evidence gathered via these are 

appropriate and meet the criteria.  

In the pilot year (2017-18), the award was limited to students in levels 3 and above. Twenty 

students received a total of 52 digital badges and, of those, seven students received the full 

award. Award recipients were recognised for community work such as volunteering as a 
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special constable, running a drama class for young people with Down’s syndrome, supporting 

people with mental health challenges, founding a sports club, working with projects to raise 

educational aspirations in disadvantaged communities and running a multi-cultural 

community canteen for adults and children. A target of 100 students receiving the full award 

has been set for year two of the scheme and the impact of the initiative will continue to be 

evaluated over time.  

Student feedback on the impact of the award was gathered during the pilot year via an online 

survey of all students who had sought verification for digital badges (N=13). In addition, 

interviews were conducted with all award recipients (N=7). Feedback reveals that students 

pursue the award in order to have formal recognition for their common good activities that 

might otherwise have gone unnoticed in order to demonstrate attributes when seeking 

employment/further study opportunities. They appreciate the personal recognition the award 

confers and value the opportunity to reflect on their achievements and personal development. 

In addition, participants feel that the development of Common Good Attributes within their 

co- and extra-curricular activities has improved their employability prospects and report that 

the award gives them something ‘extra’ in a competitive job market. 

 

Evidence from the online survey and interviews with award participants suggests that the 

main reason students registered for award was to increase employment opportunities. All 

those students who responded mentioned having either their digital badges or the award on 

their CV and some had also included these on their LinkedIn page. All respondents planned 

to highlight aspects of their badges/award in applications for jobs/further study and one 

student had already used evidence from the badges for an application for a Masters course.  

Students felt that possessing the badges/award provided them with an edge in a competitive 

job market: 
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‘I felt it would be a ‘stand out’ statement on my C.V. to increase my employability as 

it shows that I have proof about the skills and experience described.’ 

 

For some students, having recognition via the award had been a strategic decision based on a 

perception that professionals in their discipline area (psychology, social work and allied 

health sciences) expected students to be involved in community work. Students also reported 

that they appreciated gaining recognition for all the various activities they have been involved 

in which was said to ‘really mean something personally.’ Students who had completed the 

award also appreciated having some time to reflect on how their various co- and extra-

curricular activities had contributed to their personal development. 

It is clear from the evidence that GCU is going to considerable efforts to put in place a 

mechanism to support students to develop Common Good Attributes both within the taught 

curriculum and in their co-and extra-curricular activities. The Common Good Curriculum 

develops graduates capable of tackling real-world issues and translating problem-solving 

ideas into action through civic engagement. Examples at curricular include core modules 

integrated through all levels of delivery and projects and teamwork where students are 

expected to help solve real-world social issues and contribute to life-transforming initiatives. 

Co- curricular examples engage students to co-design and co-deliver entrepreneurial projects 

that empower people to make real, sustainable progress for themselves and their 

communities. Extra-curricular common good opportunities include activities such as 

volunteering, mentoring, becoming a student leader or student ambassador, establishing or 

running a student society. In addition, students have the opportunity to gain recognition for 

their extra-curricular common good activity via the Common Good Award which provides 
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evidence to future employers of the attributes, skills and personal development this activity 

has engendered.  

 

Discussion 

Evidence from this research clearly demonstrates that the curriculum can provide a 

mechanism through which an HE institution can bring to life its civic mission. In so doing it 

brings coherence to the curriculum in its entirety. Re-focusing the curriculum in this way has 

been recognised by others as a potential strategy for institutionalising a commitment to the 

public good (Benson et al, 2005). This required careful planning and was made possible in 

the context of the university’s undertaking to serve the common good being explicit in the 

institutional mission, vision and values the role of which has been emphasised by Gilliland 

(2005). Strong institutional leadership is critical; leaders need to be very clear about the 

outcomes they want to produce and every element of the organization needs to be aligned to 

support those outcomes (Votruba, 2005).  

 

Embedding Common Good Attributes in both the taught curriculum and in co- and extra-

curricular activities highlights the links between those areas of the student learning 

experience which are often perceived as detached (Storey, 2010). This is the transformative 

power of the  Common Good Curriculum which ensures that students develop the attributes 

needed to make a positive difference to the communities they serve, in addition to acquiring 

the knowledge, skills and values associated with their particular professional or disciplinary 

areas.  

Common Good Attributes are made explicit in all aspects of the learning experience. Student 

engagement with attributes in this way helps to form identity (Daniels and Brooker, 2014: 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07294360.2018.1483903?instName=Glasgow+Caledonian+University
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74). They argue that universities need to ensure that students actively reflect on the role and 

cultivation of all graduate attributes in their learning, so that they ‘actively participate in their 

identity development throughout their time at university.’ This requires that students learn 

about the nature and role of graduate attributes that often go unrecorded; how they might be 

developed and evidenced. Such learning is often invisible on university academic rubrics and 

transcripts, and may be difficult for students to articulate and evidence to others (Kensington-

Miller et al., 2018). 

 

Findings from this study are also important in terms of the relationship between the 

seemingly oppositional pulls to respond to the increasing calls for universities to become 

more active players in their communities and regions, while at the same time responding to 

being pulled in global directions by the phenomena of global competition as most commonly 

experienced by the HE ranking systems. Hall, Bhatt and Lepore (2017) argue that the global 

and the local are not oppositional aspirations and that universities should aspire to being 

‘locally relevant and internationally significant.’ The examples of curriculum innovation 

evident in the Common Good Curriculum  illustrate ways in which Higher Education 

institutions can shape the curriculum to meet both the obligations of local engagement and 

responsibility and the global, as expressed in the 2030 UN Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), ‘all global challenges are local.’ In addition, GCU is the first university to date to 

adopt the UN SDGs as the framework for its research strategy.  

The Common Good Curriculum is a long-term development which requires ongoing 

monitoring and evaluation to ensure that its aims are being met. As such it’s a generative 

process which will evolve through practice. The associated research on the efficacy of the 

development is likewise ongoing. Therefore it is not possible to report the full impact of the 
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development as yet.  The second phase of evaluation will explicitly address the views of the 

student body. This will address whether there is any tension between the University’s sense 

of mission and some students’ acceptance of the development for personal career-related 

reasons. The Common Good Award is yet to be rolled out to all students. The full impact of 

the award is thus not possible to measure at this stage. In addition, the full cost of the 

approach (economic and opportunity costs) is yet to be measured and assessed. This will 

require a full evaluation over the longer term.  

 

Conclusion 

This case study has demonstrated that it is possible for a university to operationalise its 

common good mission by focusing on the curriculum as the mechanism through which to 

highlight and embed common good attributes. The strategic approach aligns co- and extra-

curricular activity with the taught curriculum and highlights examples of civic engagement 

for the benefit of students and the communities they serve. In addition, students who take up 

common good opportunities in extra-curricular areas are formally recognised through a skills 

award which recognises the impact that engagement in common good activity has on the 

student’s own personal development, employability and social innovation skills. Curriculum 

though must be taken in its widest sense and refers to the totality of the student learning 

experience, both formally within the taught curriculum and informally through co- and extra-

curricular activities.` This can only occur, however, when civic engagement is a guiding 

principle for the organisation and is made explicit in the institutional mission, values and 

vision. This requires a whole institution approach, strong leadership, careful planning and 

buy in from staff and students alike. Attributes have to be defined and communicated and the 

taught curriculum has to be mapped to identify examples of good practice.  
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Given the increasing stratification of HE in the U.K., universities must be exemplars of how 

to live and work in complex democratic societies (Brew, 2015). Thus, instead of asking 

whether universities are currently contributing to the common good, a more apposite question 

is whether they are contributing to shaping the society of the future and are likely to 

contribute to the public good for future generations. The Common Good Curriculum is an 

example of how one institution has embraced this challenge.  
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