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Abstract: The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) constitute a working agenda for the
international community with the aim of ensuring a better world for future generations. In this
context, the development of competences related to SDGs is a challenge for Higher Education
Institutions. Although there are several studies that address the relationship between SDGs and
university teaching, the students’ knowledge about this subject has not been set out yet. In order to
evaluate students’ knowledge, a questionnaire was designed, validated, and administered to students
from different degrees. Statistical analysis showed a high reliability for the constructs (Smallest
Cronbach’s Alfa = 0.859). The results showed interesting insights, either with descriptive analysis or
inferential ones. For example, a low knowledge, in a general way, of SDGs was identified in the whole
sample; significant differences between the scores obtained in professional and personal implications
of SDGs were also detected and several differences arose between Health and Education students, the
latter being more professionally involved with SDGs than the rest of the students.

Keywords: SDG; higher education; competences; sustainability education; technology education;
science education

1. Introduction

After the relative success of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) [1], the international
community has proposed a new framework: the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [2]. The main
objectives of SDGs are: to reduce poverty, protect the planet, and to ensure peace and security. To this
end, 17 objectives, 169 targets, and 263 indicators have been formulated; their time horizon extends
from 2015 to 2030 [2]. The three principal keys characteristics of SDGs are: (1) they are universal (all
countries are included, both developing and developed ones), (2) they are indivisible (it is not possible
to prioritize them, they must all be developed together), and (3) they are transformative (they try to
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convert challenge to opportunities) [2]; their 5 pillars are: people, prosperity, peace, partnership, and
planet [2].

In previous research, some authors have pointed out that SDGs can be read in contradictory
terms [3]. On the one hand, they can contribute to social transformation, but on the other hand, they
can be read from a utilitarian perspective and they can contribute to maintain the current status quo [3].

Furthermore, the adoption of SDGs is not as fast as might be expected [4]. There is a certain
lack of knowledge of the Sustainable Development Goals. For example, the Spanish Government has
drawn up an agenda for the fulfilment of the SDGs (Agenda 2030) [5] but, according to a study by
the “Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas,” only 10.8% of the Spanish population knew about it in
January 2019 [6].

In order to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals, it is necessary to involve all stakeholders:
administration, private companies, nongovernmental organizations, etc. [1,2,7]. In fact, the SDG
declaration states that collaboration will require the implication of “all countries, all stakeholders
and all people.” [2]. In this sense, SDGs should be a common language for these actors to address
the issue of Sustainability Human Development [4]. To make this possible a certain “asymmetrical
bilingualism” is required. This expression was introduced by Hortal in the field of teaching ethics [8]
and was used in specific studies linking ethics and higher education [9,10]. With this expression, what
authors aim to express is the importance of language and knowledge of the fundamentals that are in
the background of the Sustainable Development Goals: human rights, environmental sustainability,
human development, justice, and peace, amongst others.

In this sense, there is no doubt that education is crucial for the achievement of the SDGs [11].
In fact, the inclusion of the MDGs in the various stages of education was one of the causes of its
success [1]. Although education is directly related to Goal 4 (ensure inclusive and equitable quality
education and promote lifelong education to create opportunities for all) [2], the presence of education
is transversal to many of the SDGs [7]. In addition, at the different educational stages, training can be
provided to raise awareness and promote the development of SDGs.

Higher education institutions play a very important role in the achievement of SDGs [12–15]
and many authors have pointed out this relevance. Boni et al. [12] proposed a matrix for developing
and evaluating university activities in post-2015 context. In this matrix, there are activities related
to different fields: teaching, research, social engagement, university governance, and policy, as well
as the university environment [12]. In this way, university activities can be oriented towards social
transformation and the search for SDGs. Initiatives such as transdisciplinary research focused on
social needs, knowledge transfer, or the use of teaching methodologies such as service learning can be
examples of this transformative university [16].

Focusing on teaching, university students develop competences in their training. The term
“competence” can be defined as the integration of knowledge, skills, and attitudes that can be applied
in a specific context [17,18]. University education can be oriented towards the professional training of
students (specific competences) or it can train students in an integrated way by developing specific
competences and transversal competences [19–22]. Transversal competences, irrespective of its
application in the professional field, are related to the exercise of active, critical, and committed
citizenship [19–22]. One of the challenges of education is the assessment of competences, and in a
special way, the assessment of transversal competences [23].

The fulfillment of the SDGs requires the training of students in both specific and transversal
skills. For example, a mechanical engineering student must know the fundamentals of renewable
energies (specific competences) and be aware of the impact of energy consumption on the environment
(transversal competences).

Experiences related to teaching and promoting SDGs at the university context have been described
previously [4,24–27]. However, to the best of our knowledge, students’ previous knowledge related
to SDGs has not been analyzed. This paper tries to fill this gap. An assessment of the knowledge of
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university students of SDGs can allow the following: (1) Correctly design actions to teach and promote
SDGs; (2) Evaluate the impact of future actions; (3) Study the evolution of SDG knowledge over time.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows: in Section 2 theoretical backgrounds, research
questions and the main goals of the article are developed; afterwards, methodology is described;
results are presented in Section 4 and they are discussed in Section 5. Finally, the main conclusions are
exposed in Section 6.

2. Theoretical Backgrounds

Figure 1 shows a schematic representation of the concepts addressed in this section. We understand
that the promotion and teaching of SDGs at university should be understood within a broader concept
of Education for Sustainable Human Development. Teaching and promoting the SDGs require the
development of competences in students; these competencies must be worked on through strategies
and teaching methodologies and they must be evaluated. In order to design a teaching–learning
process for SDGs based on competences, it is necessary to know the students: previous knowledge,
background, motivations, and so on.
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2.1. Education for Sustainable Human Development

The new paradigm of education for Sustainable Human Development has arisen recently and it
includes several key concepts that should be defined prior to finding out the relationship between
education and SDGs. We understand Human Development (HD) as the process of expansion of
capabilities and real freedoms that people enjoy [28]. Furthermore, Sustainable Development (SD) can
be defined as current development that does not jeopardize the development of future generations [29].
Sustainable Human Development (SHD) can be termed as: “the expansion of the substantive freedoms
of people today while making reasonable efforts to avoid seriously compromising those of future
generations” (p. 18) [30]. Education for Sustainable Human Development (ESHD) seeks to generate
processes that qualify for SHD in all sectors of the population, covering both formal and informal
education spaces.

www.onlinewebfonts/icon
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University has a crucial role in achieving SD and SHD [31,32]. There are different visions of
university [33]: a producer of economic values; another model in which the university is a social
elevator; and a university committed to building a fairer world. In a historical moment such as the
present one signed by globalization, it is essential to train students in competences that enable them to
be global citizens [33]. Numerous initiatives have been carried out in the field of teaching to promote
SHD at the university level [34,35]. There are different methodologies to carry out this task [36,37].
The transversal development of ordinary subjects not directly linked to sustainability has been shown
to be a viable and convenient option for carrying out this task [34]. In any case, the participation,
motivation, and formation of academics are crucial for the success of this type of activities [27,32,34].

2.2. Promotion and Teaching of SDGs at the University Level

We agree with Boni et al. [12] that university is not excellent only for carrying out cutting-edge
research. Other aspects such as teaching, commitment to society, governance, and the university
environment should be included in the assessment of a university’s activities [12]. In each and every
one of these areas, the university can contribute to the construction of a fairer society and, therefore,
to the construction of the SDGs [13].

Focusing on teaching, a university trains the professionals and citizens of society. This is why the
bias of university education will have a radical importance in tomorrow’s society. The challenge to
address the SDGs must be transversal, involving the joint work of several disciplines and dialogue
between different areas of the same discipline [13]. However, it must be a practical approach to
reality [13]. The education and promotion of SDGs must be understood in the broader context of
ESHD. Most of the authors consider that SDGs teaching should be understood in the context of a
transformative education [7], which seeks to increase the capacities of students [12], in the perspective
proposed by Sen [38] and Nussbaum [39].

Thus, Dlouhá et al. [7] developed a participatory research in order to propose a framework to
teach SDGs. As a result of their research, they propose a holistic educational vision that integrates four
domains: grounded, engaged, self-confident, and open [7].

Some works have described experiences of SDGs at the university level. Thus, SDGs have been
dealt transversally in a joint master’s degree in Russia and the United Kingdom [26]. This paper
highlights some aspects that are a barrier to the cross-cutting implementation of the SDGs: time
limitation, evaluation, and teacher training. In order to overcome these limitations, they proposed to
create a common language and the establishment of governance that guarantees the success of the
experience. Crespo et al. [24] analyzed a developed experience in a Master’s of Thermal Engineering
at the University of Vigo. The works developed in a course of the master are analyzed and authors
proposed a rubric that includes technical, social, economic, and environmental aspects. It was focused
on goals 7, 8, 12, and 13. In general, the development of each of the aspects turned out to be unequal
depending on the type of developed work. However, Albareda-Tiana et al. [40] studied different
teaching methodologies in order to develop sustainable competence in preservice teaching training.

Recently, the use of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) for teaching SDGs and promoting
the sustainability development into the teacher training curricula has been analyzed [25] and major
challenges to address education for sustainability in engineering studies have been studied [41]. Finally,
the level of integration of SDGs by engineering professors committed to Education for Sustainable
Human Development in their subjects has been studied by Lazzarini et al. [27]. This work showed that
the most developed themes are those related to climate change (SDG 13), conservation and sustainable
use of ecosystems (SDG 14 and 15), and the use of water and sanitation (SDG 6). On the contrary, the
least developed were the promotion of a global alliance (SDG 17), decent work and industrialization
(8 and 9), and the promotion of peace and justice (SDG 16).



Sustainability 2019, 11, 3533 5 of 19

2.3. Competences in Higher Education for SDGs

Competences can be defined as integration of knowledge, skills, and attitudes that can be applied
in a specific context [17,18,36]. Competences development should be the basis of educational curricula,
including at the university level [20,22,36,42]. Competences in the university environment should
integrate specific competences (directly related to the degree for which the degree forms) and transversal
competences, those that being related to the degree are also related to the development of a critical
citizenship [10,19–21].

The development of SDGs requires a balanced development of both types of competences. On the
one hand, we need professionals who have knowledge of their specialty, but on the other hand, we
need students who know how to position themselves in a globalized and changing world [33]. Students
should develop competences such as critical thinking, narrative imagination, and agency, the bases of
capability approach [33], or others such as ethical reasoning, the ability to discern the consequences of
their actions [9,10,17].

Some authors have argued that competence development is crucial for the training of 21st-century
professionals and is highly valued by accreditation agencies [23]. In this approach, education would
be an instrumental tool for economic development [7]. The true potential of competence development
is its transformative character, since it is intimately related to the exercise of committed, critical, and
cosmopolitan citizenship [7].

In order to carry out a design in competences, there are different approaches [37] and
methodologies [36]. The correct choice of these methodologies requires an understanding of the needs
of the students [43]. Another challenge in competence education is the evaluation of competences,
especially in the case of transversal competences [44]. Some approaches have been developed to
assess competences in Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) [44]. For example, Waltner et
al. proposed a framework with three levels (basic cross curricular sustainability competence, basic
subject-specific sustainability competence and elaborated sustainability competence), and 4 dimensions
(cognitive, affective–motivational, behavioral, and additional subcompetences) to assess competences
in the field of ESD in secondary education [44]. In any case, in order to evaluate competences, it is
necessary to know the starting point of the students in order to be able to evaluate the impact of the
teaching–learning process [23]. These two aspects justify the need to know in depth the students with
whom we are working.

2.4. Research Questions and Objectives

Thus, the aim of the work is to answer the following questions: What is the student’s level of
knowledge of the Sustainable Development Goals? How did the students learn about the Sustainable
Development Goals? What is the level of importance students give to SDGs? Are there differences
based on the degree the students are studying?

Formally, the main objectives of this work are:

1. To develop and implement an effective tool for measuring the level of knowledge about SDGs.
2. To evaluate the knowledge that university students have about SDGs in three degrees of the

University of Extremadura.
3. To study whether there are differences between students who are taking different

university degrees.
4. To detect possible demands for training that can be addressed in the university stage.

3. Methodology

The current piece of research was an observational work with both descriptive and inferential
implications. Since the main aim is to retrieve some realistic data on the SDG reception amongst the
youth population within university students, it also presents a retrospective view of this UN Program.
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Three kinds of samples (regarding the studies: Health, Education, and Engineering students) were
involved in the work, so it can be considered as multicenter research.

3.1. Data Collection

A questionnaire was developed for data collection. This questionnaire is presented in Appendix A.
The questionnaire is structured in five blocks of questions. The first of them corresponds to sociological
data of the students (Q1–Q6). In the second block of questions (Q7–Q14), the previous knowledge of
SDGs is analyzed as well as the source of obtaining this knowledge. Students are then asked about the
relationship between SDGs and the profession for which they are being trained (block 3, Q15–Q31),
and with their personal lives (block 4, Q32–Q48). Finally, students are asked about the development of
the theme of each of the SDGs in university studies (block 5, Q49–Q65). Items Q7–Q65 were answered
using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“Strongly disagree”) to 5 (“Completely agree”), in a
similar way as previous published works [25].

For the design of the questionnaire, a bibliographic review was first carried out [32]. Subsequently,
the draft questionnaire was reviewed by independent experts [45]. Two experts in survey design in the
field of Science Education with more than 10 years of teaching and research experience reviewed the
questionnaire. They made minor modifications to the wording of the questions. The students filled in
online the form anonymously [46], using the Google Form® tool (Google LLC, Mountain View, CA,
USA) [25], the response rate ranged from 25 to 35% These response rates are similar to other studies
published in the bibliography [27,46,47]. Students were informed of the purpose of the research, and
informed consents were obtained.

The questionnaire consists of 2 quantitative variables (Q1 and Q5). The other variables are
categorical (Q2, Q3, and Q4), and ordinal variables (Q6–Q65).

3.2. Sample Description

In order to achieve the objectives of the research, the sample consisted of students from the
Faculty of Medicine [19], the School of Industrial Engineering [20], and the Faculty of Education [48]
of the University of Extremadura. The students from the Faculty of Medicine studied the degree
in Physiotherapy, the students from the School of Industrial Engineering the degree in Mechanical
Engineering, and the students of the Faculty of Education the degree in Primary Education teacher.
The choice of these degrees responds to previous work of the authors [48] in which differences were
found in the student’s motivations. At this point, it is important to consider that this work as part of a
project to promote and teach SDGs across the university curriculum. It is a pilot project to establish
a baseline of students’ knowledge about SDGs. We are aware of the limitation of the sample and,
although it does not allow us to draw universal conclusions, it allows us to know the need for the
SDGs approach in the university. Students were in the 3rd and 4th year of their undergraduate degree.
The average age was 22.79 years old; in the sample, there were students from 20 to 35 years old.

3.3. Data Process

In order to analyze obtained data, Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) software v. 23 for
Windows (IBM, Chicago, IL, USA) was used [49].

The reliability of the questionnaire was analyzed using the Cronbach alpha test. According to
studies previously published in the literature, it is considered that a set of items is part of the same
construct when an alpha coefficient greater than 0.8 is obtained [50–52].

Subsequently, descriptive analysis of the obtained results was carried out in order to design a
global landscape of the sample. After confirming normality by using Levene’s test, parametrical
inferential analysis was developed in order to see significant differences between groups. Additionally,
one-way ANOVA was used for identifying significant differences between three groups according to
their study adscription (Education, Health, or Engineering). This was confirmed by using post hoc
tests such as Tukey’s Test. Significance of each test was at the 0.05 level (α = 95% of confidence).
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4. Results

4.1. Questionnaire Validation

The elaborated questionnaire was designed to measure five different constructs. The first of
them (C1) is related to the students’ perception of the knowledge of Sustainable Development Goals
(involving Q7–Q10). The second one (C2) is related to the source of this knowledge (Q11–Q14). The
last three constructs (C3, C4, and C5) attempt to measure the degree of relationship perceived by the
students between the SDGs and their future professional life (Q15–Q31), their personal life (Q32–Q48),
and the training received in the university environment (Q49–Q65), respectively. Table 1 shows the
coefficient of reliability alpha of Cronbach for each construct. As can be appreciated, the results show
a high level of internal consistency between all items of the same construct, since the Cronbach test
value is higher than the cut-off value proposed in previous references [50–52]. This allows obtaining a
unique value for each construct equal to the average of the items of each category.

Table 1. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for each construct.

Construct Involved Questions Cronbach’s Alpha

C1 Q7–Q10 0.887
C2 Q11–Q14 0.859
C3 Q15–Q31 0.918
C4 Q32–Q48 0.932
C5 Q49–Q65 0.919

4.2. Description of the Results

As seen before, the analysis can be done by linking the specific results under five constructs
(C1–C5). In this sense, Table 2 presents the quantitative results of such approach.

Table 2. Mean of constructs.

Construct Topic Mean (Total) Mean
(Eng_Stu)

Mean
(Edu_Stu)

Mean
(Hea_Stu)

C1 Knowledge of SDGs 1.9181 1.7750 1.8936 2.1053
C2 Sources of information 1.8046 1.7250 1.8438 1.7895
C3 Professional implication of SDGs 3.6103 3.4737 3.9453 2.9542
C4 Personal implication of SDGs 3.7243 3.5529 3.7752 3.7876
C5 Training received at the university 3.0581 2.7794 3.2766 2.8111

Figure 2 shows the mean of Q7–Q10. In view of the collected data and their analysis, the students
seem to have a very limited knowledge of the Sustainable Development Goals (Q7–Q10). In all cases,
the mean for all questions inside the first construct is less than 2.5. Something similar can be found
in the questions concerning construct 2. In questions Q11–Q14, students expressed their opinion
about where they have received information about SDGs (Figure 3). In general, the scores for the four
items are quite low, less than 2.1. The item with the lowest score (1.60) is informal training through
activities with nonprofit organizations (Q14), while item Q12 reached the greatest value, corresponding
to information through traditional mass media (1.93).
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4.3. Inferential Analysis

The relatively high number of subjects of study involved in the study allows us to examine the
inferential analysis in order to identify significant differences between variables such as gender, kinds
of studies, or the score reached by each construct.

4.3.1. Different Students: Gender and Kind of Studies

Bearing in mind the constructs’ aggrupation, inferential analysis should drive us to a multiple
comparison between groups. For example, the first approach could be to inquire whether there exists
or not a significant difference by gender (male should score different from female in some or every
construct) or by knowledge area (Health, Engineering, or Education). To do this, a systematic study was
carried out involving parametric confirmation (Levene’s Test), ANOVA comparison between groups
(Male/Female and Health/Engineering/Education) and, in case of significant difference, t-Student for
confirmation (for gender) or Tukey post hoc test (for knowledge area). Table 3 shows these results.
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Table 3. Inferential analysis for Gender and Kind of Studies.

Construct Levene’s Test
Significativity Comparison Significativity

(p-Value)
Tukey’s Post

Hoc Test
T-Student Test
Significativity

C1 0.578 Male/Female 0.036 * N/A 0.059
Health/Engineering/Education 0.274 Unique group N/A

C2 0.150 Male/Female 0.588 N/A Not needed
Health/Engineering/Education 0.787 Unique group N/A

C3 0.291 Male/Female 0.406 N/A Not needed
Health/Engineering/Education 0.001 * HeaEng/EngEdu N/A

C4 0.952 Male/Female 0.103 N/A Not needed
Health/Engineering/Education 0.076 Unique group N/A

C5 0.463 Male/Female 0.116 N/A Not needed
Health/Engineering/Education 0.079 Unique group N/A

* Significativity < 0.05.

As Table 3 shows, every comparison is made on the basis of the parametric analysis, since Levene’s
test does not reach significativity level in any case. Additionally, the comparison between gender
Male/Female does not reveal significant differences between them by ANOVA test except in the case
of C1 (Level of SDG knowledge), where 0.036 p-value is obtained. In order to complete this analysis,
t-Student was performed in this case and no differences were obtained between groups. This is a
typical example of limited significativity, and in these cases, t-Student criteria is prevalent because it
presents stronger consistency since it is specifically applied to 2-groups comparison. Subsequently, no
gender differences can be established for the five constructs.

Regarding the intergroups comparison, only the case of C3 (Implications of SDGs for professional
life) presented significant differences between the three groups (p-value of 0.001). Tukey’s Homogeneous
Groups (Tukey’s Honestly Significant Differences post hoc test) set out a significant difference between
Health students (mean of 2.95 out of 5) and Education students (mean of 3.94 out of 5). Engineering
students should appear in an intermediate position (mean of 3.47 out of 5).

4.3.2. Professional Life Versus Personal Life Implications

What is the difference between Health and Education students when dealing with SDGs? The
abovementioned results could be a slight reflection on how professional implications of SDGs are
radically less mentioned and perceived rather than personal life implications. In other words, SDGs
are something that has little or nothing to do with my professional life (in case I am not in charge
of teaching them!). In order to explore this idea, an analysis for the full sample of C3 (professional
implications) and C4 (personal life implications) scores was carried out. A t-Student test revealed
significativity (p-value below 0.0001), hence both scores are different. Mean of 3.61 (C3) versus 3.72 (C4)
revealed that people involved in this study are aware in the lower level of the implications of SDGs for
their professional life rather than what they would have to do with their personal life. The means and
standard deviation of questions Q15–Q65 for the total sample and all groups are shown in Appendix B.

Going deeper in the analysis of this concept of personal–professional implications, SDGs and their
perception can be submitted to individual analysis, one, and one SDG. Table 4 shows the numerical
data regarding these multiple comparisons.
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Table 4. Multiple comparisons according to t-Student test between SDGs and their correlation between
professional and personal perception.

SDG
Mean of Perception of

Professional
Implications

Mean of Perception
of Personal

Implications

T-Student p-Value
Comparing

Professional–Personal

Correlation

Significativity
Level

Pearson’s
Coefficient

1 2.92 3.32 0.006 * 0.000 * 0.442
2 2.78 3.28 0.000 * 0.000 * 0.440
3 4.27 3.97 0.019 * 0.003 * 0.322
4 4.19 4.12 0.599 0.001 * 0.357
5 4.25 4.54 0.036 * 0.086 0.185
6 3.25 3.63 0.030 * 0.028 * 0.235
7 3.33 3.52 0.235 0.016 * 0.258
8 4.08 3.86 0.037 * 0.000 * 0.437
9 3.41 3.09 0.033 * 0.000 * 0.495
10 4.06 4.28 0.110 0.001 * 0.360
11 3.29 3.35 0.720 0.002 * 0.336
12 3.75 3.90 0.286 0.006 * 0.296
13 3.87 4.07 0.179 0.026 * 0.241
14 3.22 3.58 0.054 0.022 * 0.248
15 3.47 3.85 0.019 * 0.005 * 0.295
16 3.60 3.94 0.024 * 0.000 * 0.479
17 3.59 3.68 0.472 0.000 * 0.519

* Significativity < 0.05.

In a general way, three considerations must be done:

1. One half of the SDGs reached significativity level when comparing personal and professional
implications of each SDG. That is, with statistical relevance differences can be observed between
what students scored in perceived personal implications of a particular SDG and the corresponding
professional implications of such SDG. p-values are under 0.05 except in SDG 4, 7, 10, 11, 12, 13,
14, and 17.

2. Regarding correlation study, only SDG 5 presented nonsignificant correlation between both
variables. That is, when perceived personal and professional implications of each SDG are
correlated one to each other, p-values of every correlation are under 0.05, so the correlation is
statistically significant. SDG 5 presented a p-value of 0.086, so it is also near significativity level.

3. With regard to correlation coefficients, they are quite relevant. Maximum value is observed in
SDG 17 (0.519) and the minimum one in SDG 5 (0.185). Note that this last one is the only one out
of significativity correlation, as seen before.

4. These results would drive to the conclusion that there exists a strong correlation between both
scores, although one (professional perception) scores significantly higher than the other (personal
perception).

5. Discussion

The main objective of the current work is to evaluate the knowledge that university students have
about SDGs; for this aim, a questionnaire was designed. The results shown in the previous section
revealed a high consistency in the different constructs that constitute the questionnaire. As far as
we know, this is the first questionnaire that is designed for this aim. However, it could be used for
other purposes; for example, to evaluate other populations’ knowledge, such as primary or secondary
teachers, people who work in universities or research centers, etc.

As can be seen from the students’ responses to the Q7–Q10 questions, knowledge of SDGs among
college students is very limited. This is consistent with the ignorance of the SDGs on the part of
the Spanish population [6]. In previous works, Bencini et al. [53] proposed a common language to
sensitize university students; on the other hand, they warned of the need to integrate all actors in the
educational community including politicians, professors, faculty staff, and students [53].

Students’ responses to the Q11–Q14 questions show that there is still room for improvement in the
dissemination of SDGs in the university community and for their effective penetration within formal
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and nonformal education. These results show some clues for this task. Although there were initiatives
to disseminate SDGs at the university level [4,24–27], these initiatives are not being generalized yet.
In our opinion, the role of nongovernmental organizations and cooperation offices is not yet reflected
in the results obtained in the university context. On the other hand, at the time of the survey, students
had not received information from SDGs via email, social networks, or traditional media, which
probably are the most direct ways to reach them. These results indicate that a certain gap can be
addressed by all actors. There is no doubt that the SDGs approach must be multidisciplinary [13,26] and
multi-stakeholder [7,27], so there must be an adequate coordination, a correct system of governance [26].

With regard to inferential analysis, differences between education students and health students in
C3, we can point out, as a hypothesis, that the multidisciplinary training received by education students
could contribute to a greater professional involvement with SDGs. On the other hand, differences
may be associated with the nature of the studies, prospective teacher degrees are integrated in Social
Sciences and medical studies are associated with the scientific-technical field. Finally, we must point
out that there are studies that indicate how education has a clear correlation with other SDGs. These
results are consistent with other previous works published in the literature. For example, Langa
analyzed the importance and usefulness of transversal skills (ethics and professional deontology,
sustainable development, critical thinking, etc.) of 145 preschool and primary teachers with different
experience within the Faculty of Educational Sciences of Pitesti University [54]. In this study, significant
differences in reference to transversal competences were found in favor of novice teachers as opposed
to professionals with greater experience (t = 3.470, df = 143, p = 0.001) [54]. Thus, such effort of the
education faculties in the field of the development of transversal competences seems to be successful.
On the other hand, faculties related to scientific-technical studies, such as engineering and health
studies, have shown less interest in the development of transversal competences. Another possible
explanation for the results obtained may be the following: although there is a sustainable development
objective directly related to education (SDG 4), for the achievement of the other sustainable development
objectives education has a crucial role, for example, health care (SDG 3), gender equality (SDG 5), in
energy saving and the development of renewable energies (SDG 7), health care, and so on [7]. This is
attested by the works that relate the various SDGs with education [11]. Despite not having been so
studied, there are also (less-direct) links between health or technological development and the rest of
the SDGs. This fact has led to the existence of initiatives aimed at promoting the cooperative work
of these disciplines with the SDGs as a nexus, with research acting as a transformer lever towards
educational excellence [55,56]. The reason for this difference should be studied in further works.

Finally, regarding the differences found between the link between professional and personal life
with each of the SDGs, it can be said that there are nine goals in which there is a significant difference
between what the students think they can contribute with their future professional life and with their
personal commitment. However, among SDGs that show significant differences in the average values
for the involvement of the SDG in professional and personal life, in SDGs 1, 2, 5, 6, 15, and 16, the
means are greater in personal involvement than in professional involvement. On the contrary, in SDGs
3, 8, and 9, the means are greater in professional involvement than personal involvement. This may be
due to the fact that these SDGs include indicators related to specific competences of the three degrees
studied by the sample subjects of this study.

In any case, the development of competences in higher education should include specific and
transversal competences [17,19,20]. The importance of transversal skills has been the subject of
interest in many scientific publications [27,57–59]. Strategies for competence development may involve
programming a specific subject or developing competences in a transversal way [26]. Although there
are drawbacks in the transversal approach of SDGs in the educational field, for example: time (is
limited), evaluation, coordination, and teacher training [26,41]; transversal approach to SDGs should
be used as UNESCO proposed [60]. Thus, a recent work by Lazzarini et al. [27] indicated that most
sustainability interventions were cross-cutting.
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Some authors have indicated as a possible cause of the slowness of the processes, and of the lack
of involvement of university professors in promoting sustainability, the lack of recognition that these
activities have in the university curriculum and the lack of institutional support [27]. In this sense; in
our opinion, advocacy work can be useful for a fair assessment of efforts in this area.

One of the obstacles detected in previous works is the absence of the sustainability in university
rankings [61]. With universities increasingly focused on research and competency among them, it is
difficult for professors to devote part of their time to activities that promote the sustainability [61].
However, there are some initiatives such as the ranking promoted by Times Higher Education entitled
“University Impact Ranking” [13]. This ranking analyzes the degree of commitment of university
education institutions to the Sustainable Development Goals. In the first edition published in 2019,
450 universities from 76 countries were analyzed. The first edition published in 2019 analyzed 450
universities from 76 countries. In this edition, 11 SDGs (n. 3–5, 8–13, 16, 17) were analyzed [13].
The existence of this one supposes good news since it puts in an agenda of the institutions of higher
education, a subject as important as the sustainability and the Sustainable Development Goals.

6. Conclusions

The Sustainable Development Goals constitute a roadmap set by the international community in
the next decade. This paper presents a survey that was applied to university students from various
degrees: engineering students, teacher training students, and health sciences students. The results
obtained show that university students generally say they do not know the Sustainable Development
Goals and that the information they have received through various media, including university
teaching, social media, social networks, is very scarce.

After carrying out various hypothesis contrasts (both by gender and by studies), only significant
differences were found in the case of C3 (professional implications) depending on the studies. Significant
differences have been detected in the means between the students of education and those of health
sciences. However, students rate less the professional than the personal implications in the achievement
of the SDGs.

Studies of the perception of the SDGs at both the professional and professional level have been
carried out. The results showed significant differences in most SDGs. They also showed a correlation
that is significant in 16 of the 17 SDGs. In this way, the need for the development of both specific
and transversal competences is more than justified. In our opinion, the best way to develop these
competences is through transversal development in all subjects. As we have defended in the case of
teaching ethics, transversal development is a good option to work these competences [9,10,17,21]; it
allows a greater adaptation to the needs of students. In this way, islands of knowledge are not created
(ethics course, sustainability course, or the SDG course); thus, ethics, sustainability, or SDGs must
permeate many of the courses, from the basic courses of the first years to the more specialized courses
of the last. Although there is a lot of work to be done, there are many initiatives that promote the
Sustainable Development Goals at the University [4,24,25,32]. This work can contribute to a better
evaluation of future initiatives.

This piece of research has also proposed a validated questionnaire that measures the level of
knowing about SDGs in a particular sample, in this case, university students. Furthermore, it could
be applied to other sections of university community (teachers or administration staff) or even other
relevant stakeholders, such as undergraduate students, primary and secondary teachers, etc.

The main limitation of the work lies in the number of surveys obtained and the degrees analyzed.
This work is part of a wider project to promote the Sustainable Development Objectives transversally
in the degrees of the University of Extremadura.

Practical Implications

From the analysis and discussion of the results obtained, the following practical implications can
be derived for future development:
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1. The students’ ignorance of SDGs requires specific training.
2. This training should be understood within the context of Education for Sustainable

Human Development.
3. Promotion and teaching of the SDGs requires the development of specific and

transversal competences.
4. In our opinion, the development of these competencies should be done transversally throughout

the whole curriculum.
5. Both for the evaluation of the development of these competencies and for the planning of the

teaching–learning process, the survey developed and presented in this work may be useful.

The work presented shows that there is much to be done at the university level for the promotion
of SDGs and coordinated work of all actors will be required. Although the results of this work
cannot be universally extrapolated, they show a certain trend that may be of interest to university
governing bodies, academics as well as to all agents committed to the implementation of the Sustainable
Development Goals. The contribution of the university can be fundamental for the development of the
Sustainable Development Goals.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Sociological questions.

Question Number Question Text Variable Type Options

Q1 Age Quantitative

Q2 Degree Categorical Physiotherapy Mechanical
Engineering Education

Q3 Gender Categorical Male Female

Q4 Mode of access to university Categorical
A level Professional Vocational

training University degree Other
(Indicate)

Q5 University entrance grade Quantitative

Q6 Highest course in which you
are enrolled Ordinal 1–4

Indicate the degree of agreement or disagreement with the following statements



Sustainability 2019, 11, 3533 14 of 19

Table A2. Questions about knowledge of SDGs and sources of information.

Question Number Question Text Variable Type Options

Q7 I know what the Sustainable
Development Goals are. Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q8
I know the countries to which the

Sustainable Development Goals are
addressed.

Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q9
I know the time horizon for which the

Sustainable Development Goals are
designed.

Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q10
I know the number of Sustainable

Development Goals and could indicate
one of their goals.

Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q11
I have received information about the

Sustainable Development Goals by
email and/or Social Networks.

Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q12

I have received information about the
Sustainable Development Goals from

the traditional media (press, radio
and/or television).

Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q13

I have received information about
Sustainable Development Goals in

formal education (high school,
university, etc.).

Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q14

I have received information about the
Sustainable Development Goals in

informal training (e.g., workshops of
NGDOs, actions of the University

Cooperation Office, etc.).

Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

1 (1) Strongly disagree, (5) Strongly agree.

Indicate the degree of agreement or disagreement with the following statements.
I consider the profession for which I am training to be related to:

Table A3. Items related with relationship between SDG and profession from students’ point of view.

Question Number Question Text Variable Type Options

Q15 Poverty reduction Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q16 Hunger reduction Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q17 Health care and wellness Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q18 Quality education Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q19 Gender equality Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q20 Access to clean water and Sewerage Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q21 Accessible and non-polluting energy Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q22 Decent work and economic growth Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q23 Industry, innovation and infrastructure Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q24 Reducing inequalities Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q25 Creating sustainable cities and
communities Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q26 Responsible consumption and
production Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q27 Weather care Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q28 Care of underwater life Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q29 Care for life in terrestrial ecosystems Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q30 Peacebuilding, justice and
corruption-free institutions Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q31 Building alliances to achieve the above
goals Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

1 (1) Strongly disagree, (5) Strongly agree.

Indicate the degree of agreement or disagreement with the following statements.
I think my lifestyle has an impact on the following aspects:
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Table A4. Items related with relationship between lifestyle and SDG.

Question Number Question Text Variable Type Options

Q32 Poverty reduction Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q33 Hunger reduction Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q34 Health care and wellness Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q35 Quality education Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q36 Gender equality Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q37 Access to clean water and Sewerage Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q38 Accessible and non-polluting energy Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q39 Decent work and economic growth Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q40 Industry, innovation and infrastructure Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q41 Reducing inequalities Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q42 Creating sustainable cities and
communities Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q43 Responsible consumption and
production Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q44 Weather care Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q45 Care of underwater life Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q46 Care for life in terrestrial ecosystems Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q47 Peacebuilding, justice and
corruption-free institutions Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q48 Building alliances to achieve the above
goals Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

1 (1) Strongly disagree, (5) Strongly agree.

Indicate the degree of agreement or disagreement with the following statements.
I have received training in my university stage on the following topics:

Table A5. Formation received in the university stage related to the SDG questions.

Question Number Question Text Variable Type Options

Q49 Poverty reduction Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q50 Hunger reduction Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q51 Health care and wellness Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q52 Quality education Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q53 Gender equality Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q54 Access to clean water and Sewerage Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q55 Accessible and non-polluting energy Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q56 Decent work and economic growth Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q57 Industry, innovation and infrastructure Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q58 Reducing inequalities Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q59 Creating sustainable cities and
communities Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q60 Responsible consumption and
production Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q61 Weather care Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q62 Care of underwater life Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q63 Care for life in terrestrial ecosystems Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q64 Peacebuilding, justice and
corruption-free institutions Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

Q65 Building alliances to achieve the above
goals Ordinal Likert scale (1–5) 1

1 (1) Strongly disagree, (5) Strongly agree.
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Appendix B

Table A6. Mean and standard deviation (S.D.) for each of the variables for students of the Faculty of
Education (Edu. Students), School of Industrial Engineering (Eng. Students) and Faculty of Medicine
(Hea. Students).

Question Edu. Students Eng. Students Hea. Students Total

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D.

Q15 3.313 1.274 2.850 1.348 2.000 1.106 2.920 1.349
Q16 3.063 1.174 2.850 1.461 2.000 1.155 2.782 1.298
Q17 4.255 0.846 3.650 1.309 5.000 0.000 4.279 0.990
Q18 4.792 0.504 3.050 1.234 3.895 1.243 4.195 1.150
Q19 4.896 0.425 3.000 1.076 3.947 1.268 4.253 1.143
Q20 3.146 1.337 4.450 0.887 2.263 1.147 3.253 1.408
Q21 3.271 1.198 4.450 0.999 2.316 1.293 3.333 1.370
Q22 4.063 1.080 4.105 0.994 4.105 1.049 4.081 1.043
Q23 3.213 1.318 4.500 0.827 2.842 1.302 3.430 1.351
Q24 4.771 0.555 2.750 1.293 3.684 1.293 4.069 1.265
Q25 3.319 1.321 4.100 0.968 2.474 1.264 3.314 1.340
Q26 4.063 0.909 3.750 1.209 3.053 1.471 3.770 1.178
Q27 4.234 0.865 4.200 0.951 2.632 1.422 3.872 1.216
Q28 3.739 1.324 3.150 1.424 2.053 1.224 3.224 1.475
Q29 3.979 1.158 3.350 1.309 2.316 1.250 3.471 1.371
Q30 4.417 0.871 2.300 1.261 2.947 1.649 3.609 1.481
Q31 4.125 0.890 2.900 1.294 2.944 1.474 3.593 1.268
Q32 3.479 1.148 2.750 1.251 3.526 0.905 3.322 1.156
Q33 3.458 1.148 2.750 1.164 3.421 1.017 3.287 1.150
Q34 4.000 0.945 3.350 1.137 4.526 0.697 3.966 1.017
Q35 4.255 0.920 3.600 1.188 4.368 0.761 4.128 0.992
Q36 4.500 0.799 4.300 0.923 4.895 0.315 4.540 0.775
Q37 3.667 1.059 3.650 1.309 3.526 1.307 3.632 1.163
Q38 3.521 1.031 3.700 1.218 3.368 1.212 3.529 1.109
Q39 3.896 1.016 3.500 1.277 3.947 0.911 3.816 1.062
Q40 3.106 1.255 3.450 1.356 2.579 1.465 3.070 1.344
Q41 4.375 0.789 3.950 1.191 4.421 0.769 4.287 0.901
Q42 3.298 1.232 3.600 1.231 3.211 1.437 3.349 1.272
Q43 3.917 1.069 3.900 0.968 3.889 0.963 3.907 1.013
Q44 4.083 0.895 4.000 1.076 4.158 1.015 4.080 0.955
Q45 3.458 1.414 3.700 1.342 3.789 1.134 3.586 1.334
Q46 3.938 1.080 3.550 1.191 3.947 1.026 3.851 1.095
Q47 4.167 0.859 3.350 1.268 4.000 1.202 3.943 1.082
Q48 3.854 1.010 3.300 1.302 3.632 1.300 3.678 1.156
Q49 2.813 1.394 1.600 0.754 1.947 1.079 2.345 1.310
Q50 2.792 1.304 1.700 0.923 1.895 1.100 2.345 1.274
Q51 4.106 0.938 2.150 0.988 4.579 1.017 3.756 1.319
Q52 4.083 1.145 2.800 1.005 3.789 1.228 3.724 1.236
Q53 4.292 0.874 2.350 1.226 3.842 1.302 3.747 1.314
Q54 2.813 1.331 3.500 1.051 2.421 1.427 2.885 1.333
Q55 3.083 1.318 4.100 0.912 2.158 1.167 3.115 1.359
Q56 3.250 1.101 3.150 1.226 3.421 1.346 3.264 1.176
Q57 2.708 1.288 4.300 0.801 2.842 1.259 3.103 1.347
Q58 4.188 1.045 2.050 0.999 3.526 1.307 3.552 1.387
Q59 2.813 1.266 3.150 1.226 2.263 1.327 2.770 1.291
Q60 3.271 1.333 3.300 1.174 2.789 1.437 3.172 1.322
Q61 3.500 1.167 3.450 1.538 2.684 1.376 3.310 1.332
Q62 2.479 1.384 2.650 1.599 2.053 1.177 2.425 1.395
Q63 3.208 1.288 2.950 1.572 2.211 1.182 2.931 1.379
Q64 3.646 1.062 1.950 1.191 2.632 1.342 3.034 1.351
Q65 3.208 1.166 2.100 1.210 2.737 1.522 2.851 1.325
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