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Abstract  
Tourism studies are showing an increasing interest in the analysis of environmental 
sustainability and responsibility in the Anthropocene epoch. In the Higher 
Education (HE) Tourism studies, new concepts and skills are incorporated helping 
students to develop environmental knowledge and responsible attitudes and 
behaviours grounded in closer associations between the Earth systems and 
Humanity. The aim of this study is to examine the extent to which environmental 
education is incorporated in the curricula of Tourism studies at 55 Spanish 
universities throughout a syllabus content analysis. 
The results evidence that HE Tourism studies in Spain has a generalist orientation 
because of the holistic vision inherent to that courses, whereas matters regarding 
environmental issues would be necessary to organise in a more coherent way in the 
form of specialised training tracks devoted to environmental education including 
both sustainability and responsibility issues.  
 
Keywords: Higher Education, Tourism Education, Environmental Sustainability and 
environmental Responsibility, Anthropocentric, Spain 

Subject classification codes: Education and University studies  

 

1. Introduction  
According to Lewis and Maslin (2015), Anthropocene is the geologic epoch dominated 
by the recent global environmental changes due to the relationship between humans and 
the Earth system. The study of territorial impacts in this epoch has been the subject of 
attention in various academic disciplines, devoted to Earth and Social Sciences, especially 
in the framework of the “environmental sustainability.”  According to Leinfelder (2013 
p.9), the Anthropocene, as a conceptual framework, “could hence provide a solid basis 
for envisioning a sustainable human presence on Earth in which humans would no longer 
be ‘invaders’ but rather participants in shaping the natural environment.” In this regard, 
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the same author comments that the concept of Anthropocene is directly related to the 
study of the impact caused by human beings on the Earth.  
Regarding tourism, the issue of environmental sustainability is crucial at this 
Anthropocene epoch, because tourism is a global phenomenon based on the use of the 
territory and its resources, which are in turn its greatest business asset (Boyle et al., 2015). 
Negative consequences related to the tourism sector derived from the current neoliberal 
discourse are  made apparent in overexploitation of resources (Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 
2019), the neglecting of local communities (Boissevain, 1999), social aspects such as 
tourismophobia (Doxey, 1975; Guitart et al., 2018; Blanco-Romero et al., 2019), 
gentrification (Lees, 2000), and decline of the quality tourist experience when certain 
limits are exceeded and overtourism occurs (García-Hernández et al., 2019; Milano et al., 
2019). As Mihalic (2016) stated, environmental education remains difficult because the 
dominant tourism discourse on sustainability (theory, seen as a concept) and 
responsibility (practice, understood as appropriate action). The same author called for a 
solid understanding of the process of how a responsible destination actually implements 
a sustainability agenda. Moreover, the tourism sector has shifted from a passive-oriented 
visitor’s experience towards an active-oriented trend which requires not only a creative 
and active design that takes into account social and economic aspects, but also good 
environmental management of resources in order to avoid undesirable consequences. 
Hence, environmental issues can no longer be ignored. Therefore, all the above-
mentioned facts invite us to go a step beyond issues related to the environmental impacts 
on natural and cultural resources (Inskeep, 1991; Hall et al., 2015), to reflect upon the 
social and economic sustainability of tourism, and definitively to lead us assuming ethical 
responsibilities with our planet. 
In the last few years, there has been increasing interest in considering matters related to 
the Anthropocene in Higher Education (Jickling et al., 2018). Thus, the aforementioned 
scenario forces universities to be concerned not only about how to address the issue of 
solving territorial and environmental problems, but also about identifying new 
opportunities for the tourism sector, and re-addressing and incorporating new concepts, 
ideas, and perspectives to appropriately approach Nature and its resources.   
From the perspective of Higher Education (HE) Tourism studies, territorial resources are 
studied as fundamental elements to be enhanced in the development of a tourist 
destination. The impacts of tourism on atmospheric, geological, geomorphological, 
hydrologic and other Earth systems, as well as ecosystems and geo-hydrodynamic 
processes are also analysed in many HE tourism subjects. In addition, other environment-
related issues focused on Nature itself are considered as the basis and setting for 
developing certain modes of tourism, as is the case of Ecotourism. Besides the cognitive 
contents related to the acquisition of knowledge about environmental sustainability, there 
are also environmental skills that must be attained by university students as well as the 
pedagogical aspects with which to approach these issues. This latter issue is fundamental 
because, on the one hand, as a consequence of the context of the European Higher 
Education Area, we are currently in a situation of change as regards teaching 
methodologies and, on the other, because we need to ask ourselves how to go about 
accomplishing these objectives (Goodwin, 2011).  
 
Hence, this study explores how environmental sustainability and responsibility are 
considered in the Higher Education Tourism studies in Spain in the Anthropocene epoch. 
These questions are highly relevant in the Spanish context, since the tourism sector is one 
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of the pillars of the Spanish economy, and it is necessary to know whether the academic 
programmes on offer respond to the needs of the sector and to the needs of nature 
preservation. The remainder of this article is organised as follows. After the introduction, 
it presents the conceptual framework on “environmental education” (sustainability and 
responsibility) connected to environmental education in tourism academic programmes. 
The results section provides the findings from the analysis of the contents of the courses 
currently available at the 55 Spanish universities that offer Tourism studies in the form 
of bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral degrees and how the issue of environmental 
sustainability and responsibility are addressed in their curricula.  
 

2. Conceptual framework 
Environmental sustainability and responsibility are concepts that fall within the scope of 
“Environmental Education”. This expression can be defined as a social instrument that 
institutions employ to impress on their students understanding of environmental 
sensibility, responsibility and knowledge of environmental issues (Postma, 2006). 
According to Talero (2004), it involves a structured and planned process that seeks the 
implementation of environmental cross-cutting curriculum at educational institutions at 
different levels (elementary school, high school, university, graduate and post-graduate 
levels). At university level, the attention is focused on obtaining environment based- 
professional knowledge and skills within the different disciplines. 
Regarding Higher Education (HE), the soundest and immediate approach to 
environmental sustainability is based on the acquisition of knowledge introduced in the 
curricula. The contributions made by the academia in relation to this issue have been 
tackled from different points of view. Particularly noteworthy are the numerous research 
works from the disciplines of the Earth Sciences (Ellis et al., 2009; Brown et al., 2013; 
Previdi et al., 2013; Corlett, 2015). In university studies related to this scientific field, it 
is common to find subjects that deal with the topic of environmental sustainability in the 
curricula; but in HE studies in Economics, Humanities and Social Science, it is not so 
common. It is interesting to bear in mind that the interrelationships between ecological 
thinking, systemic change, and learning at the individual and institutional scales 
accelerate the educational response to the sustainability agenda (Lambrechst et al., 2013). 
This is why it is important to incorporate this knowledge into these other disciplines as 
authors like Gren and Huijbens (2014) suggested. 
Environmental responsibility is another important component of the students’ 
environmental education. This is a broad concept based on behavioural traits 
(Chettiparamb and Kokkranikal, 2012; Leslie, 2012) which includes numerous aspects 
focused on the basic principles of respect for others and for the environment. This concept 
is usually based on the development of the environmental awareness skills, and ethical 
attitudes and behaviours. 
The aim of incorporating these concepts in the university academic curricula is to help 
students to be able to interact with their environment in an ethical, responsible and wise 
way as well as to solve problems, communicate with stakeholders and inspire and 
motivate their peers, as Willard et al. (2010) pointed out, and also to awake a critical 
spirit. Thus, we can say that environmental responsibility is based on the acquisition of 
competences. UNESCO foundational documents (2004) and in the UN Decade of 
Education for Sustainable Development (UNESCO, 2014) highlights these key learning 
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competences as life skills. The European Union’s CEDEFOP project1 calls this kind of 
competences “green skills”. Likewise, since the signing of the Bologna Agreement, 
universities have been concerned with defining competences that are recognisable at all 
levels across Europe. In this regard, the TUNING2 project is aimed at unifying the core 
competences included in the different university curricula so as to make them comparable 
and compatible throughout Europe. 
Therefore, many curricula and faculties, aware of the need to address these student’s 
abilities, have included environmental responsibility as skills among the basic 
competences in their educational programmes for graduate and undergraduate students. 
The reasons for including those environmental responsibility competences, as we see it, 
are: i) this incorporation is well grounded in its pedagogical effectiveness (Clark et al., 
2011); ii) due to the need to think about the current environmental situation everywhere; 
and iii) because they are a good starting point from which to develop other relevant key 
competences (Kennedy et al., 2007). Without a doubt, the integration of those 
competences in HE programmes can be seen as an important step towards achieving 
sustainability (Lambrechst et al., 2013).  
 
In the framework of the Tourism studies, environmental education is related, at first, to 
the concept of “sustainable tourism”, considering the definition given by World Tourism 
Organization (UNEP and UNWTO, 2005) that states: “Sustainable tourism takes full 
account of its current and future economic, social and environmental impacts, addressing 
the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host communities.” This concept 
became the focus of mainstream academic tourism literature and academic programmes 
and it is the input of many tourism strategies and policies, resulting in a recognised global 
trend towards sustainable tourism development.  
Despite the diverse nature of the HE Tourism studies, it is possible to identify a common 
interest on approaching environmental education in the university programmes, 
confirming, in this way, the versatile and cross-cutting character of these studies (Vera 
and Ivars, 2007). According the curricula, the environmental sustainability knowledge, is 
addressed by each discipline in a different way; but the general trend in all the disciplines 
is to face this topic from an anthropocentric learning pedagogical perspective of “knowing 
about nature” rather than the “knowing with nature” approach based on an ecocentric 
perspective that encourages students to reflect on their ethical relationships with nature 
so they might consider how they are part of nature (Mortari, 2004).  
 
From a geographical perspective, close to the Earth Sciences and strongly linked to the 
territory, the planning of tourist destinations and the use of tourism-related resources is 
associated with environmental sustainability issues. Authors like Sheldon and Hsu (2015) 
consider natural resources as a pillar of HE Tourism studies, but they think it is a topic 
addressed the least in the curricula and state that tourism education programs at all levels 
should be designed to create responsible leaders for the future of tourism. In addition, 
Nature is considered as a physical scenario for the visitors’ enjoyment (Postma, 2006). 
Thus, themes studied include aspects like wise use of the natural resources, the 

 
1https://skillspanorama.cedefop.europa.eu/en/glossary/e (Retrieved: March 2020)   

2https://www.unideusto.org/tuningeu/images/stories/documents/General_Brochure_Spanish_ver
sion.pdf (Retrieved: March 2020) 
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consequences of inappropriate planning, resources overexploitation, uncontrolled 
tourism, overtourism (Milano et al., 2019), limits on use of resources (Gren and Huijbens, 
2014), or problems derived from passenger transport due to its relationship with the 
acceleration of phenomena associated with climate change and pollution. Natural 
resources enhancement is also studied from its attractiveness perspective in order to be 
included in ecotourism offers. Regarding tourism marketing studies, it is common the use 
of environmental labels such as “ecotourism”, “sustainable tourism”, “tourism in natural 
areas”, among others. These approaches might be an excellent context for learning about 
natural environment and develop respectful attitudes and behaviours but, sometimes, 
create a contradictory perception, because its contribution to the mitigation of 
environmental impacts in the Anthropocene epoch is rather questionable (Fletcher, 2019). 
Linked to dissemination, another aspect to consider is the communication of 
sustainability as an emerging research topic that remains to be addressed in the higher 
studies in Tourism in the sense used by Tölkes (2018).  
 
Regarding environmental responsibility in the Tourism context, Mihalic (2016) points 
out that this concept assumes three aspects: accountability, capacity to act, and the 
capacity to respond. This last aspect directly addresses tourism behaviour and involves 
creating solutions and acting to make tourism more sustainable (Leslie, 2012). The 
appreciation and care of the natural environment in the everyday behaviour of people 
(Holden, 2008; Holden and Fennell, 2013) should be considered the core matter of the 
environmental responsibility conception, and it must therefore be integrated into the 
curricula of the HE Tourism studies, because properly trained professionals will can 
encourage a sense of responsibility and environmental awareness in tourists and visitors 
which, in turn, will lead to a longer-term and more sustainable tourism performance 
(Kilipirisa and Zardava, 2012). 
The challenge to achieve this goal is to underpinning them through appropriate learning 
methodologies based on an ecocentric approach that values the environment for its own 
sake and not only because its usefulness for humans (Wattchow et al., 2014). In this 
respect, the “learning with nature” approach suggested by Taylor (2017) seems very 
suitable. On the other hand, authors as Postma (2006) pointed out that environmental 
education requires initiation into practices through involvement in collective deliberation 
and action, not by practicing skills of personal choice. Consequently, the situation invites 
to know firstly how environmental education appears at the HE Tourism Studies 
considering the large number of programmes on offer by universities in tourism, and, 
secondly, it is noteworthy that the way how student learn about environmental related 
competences have not been seriously addressed by academic institutions.  
 
 

3. Methodology  
The present work has been undertaken from an applied research approach, as Bunge 
(1983) defines it, that is to say, looking for the connection between theoretical and 
practical knowledge, in order to obtain in-depth knowledge and thus be able to approach 
the proposed objective. Regarding the analysis of the curricular design of HE Tourism 
studies in Spanish universities, previous research that includes a content analysis of the 
syllabi in Higher Education Tourism studies has been identified (Spanish Agency for 
Quality Assessment and Accreditation – ANECA, 2005; Cervera-Taulet and Ruiz-
Molina, 2008; Ceballos et al., 2010; Majó, 2010; Díaz Fernández and Quirós, 2013; 
Torres-Rojas and García-Delgado, 2015; Porcal, 2019). This is a type of research on 
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Tourism studies that has also been carried out in other countries following a similar 
methodology (Reichel, 2005; Okumus and Wong, 2007; Batra, 2016). There are also 
several studies that analyse the incorporation of environmental education in HE Tourism 
studies, such as the one by Telfer and Hashimoto (2001). 
Accordingly, an analysis has been carried out of the 55 Spanish universities that teach 
Tourism during the academic year 2019-20. The related subjects were chosen among the 
Tourism studies on offer, including bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral degrees (Fig. 1). 
The selection was performed from those subjects in the different undergraduate and 
postgraduate programmes whose courses contain keywords related to environmental 
issues: “sustainability”, “natural”, “Nature” “ecotourism”, Anthropocene”, “transport”, 
“climate change”, “tourism resources”, “territory” or “territorial”.   
The main source for collecting information has been the National Official Register of 
Universities, Centers and Degrees, official reports from the Ministry of Education, 
Culture and Sports of Spain, and those drawn up by the Spanish Agency for Quality 
Assessment and Accreditation (ANECA, 2019). In addition, the official websites of the 
Spanish universities and the tourism studies webpage have also been analysed in order to 
get information about the syllabi contents.  
Apart from the syllabi content analysis about environmental knowledge provided in HE 
Tourism studies, environmental responsibility issues has been approached through a 
qualitative analysis. This was carried out with the aim of determining the specific and the 
general core competences of each subject in order to identify the environmental  skills 
and behaviours that HE Tourism studies try to transmit to the students.   
Thus, in addition to the competences and cognitive contents of the subjects, this research 
has focused on exploring the pedagogical aspects that facilitate the development of the 
concept of environmental sustainability. In this sense, the learning methodologies 
identified in the syllabi of the selected subjects of the Spanish HE Tourism studies include 
field trips, real projects seminars, final projects and inviting professionals. 
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Figure 1. Regional distribution of the academic offer of Tourism studies in Spain in 2019 
 

4. Results 
 
This part shows the findings organized as follow: firstly, general aspects of the curricular 
design of the Tourism studies in Spain, including starting year of studies, distribution of 
credits, the existence of training tracks made up of elective subjects, the production and 
defense of doctoral thesis, among others. Secondly, syllabi content analysis of the 
programmes shows how the concept of environmental education has been developed. 
Finally, the third part includes the pedagogic approach of how environmental education 
is addressed by the universities.  

 

4.1 General aspects of the curricular design of Tourism studies 
University Tourism studies in Spain are relatively recent (they go back only to 1996). The 
rise of tourism as a global phenomenon and academic interest in this topic has grown 
dramatically and Tourism studies have become very popular in the university offer. As a 
consequence, the number of master’s and doctoral degrees in this field has increased 
steadily in recent years. Initially, curricular design was oriented more towards 
professional training and the syllabi have progressively become more research oriented 
over the years.  
Tourism studies in Spain include bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral degrees. The broadest 
range of studies is at undergraduate level (52), where programmes are offered at the 
majority of Spanish universities (55). Furthermore, 29 universities offer master’s degrees 
including 2 Erasmus Mundus master’s degree, and there are 5 doctoral degree 
programmes offered by 10 universities.  
In relation to the general aspects of the curricular design of Tourism studies and academic 
organisational issues, it should be noted that the degrees in tourism of Spanish universities 
base their curricula on the indications dictated by the Spanish Ministry of Education and 
Science (2007), in accordance with Royal Decree 1393/2007 (Ministerio de Educación y 
Ciencia, 2007), which makes it mandatory to offer bachelor's, master's degrees and 
doctoral programmes that are adapted to the new European scenario. The curricula were 
renewed at the beginning of 2010 following the adaptation to the Bologna process (1999). 
Since then, there have been no substantial changes in the configuration of the compulsory 
subjects. 
Spanish bachelor’s degrees in Tourism require a student to obtain 240 ECTS distributed 
over four years, where 60 of them are common to all the degree courses. The current 
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Tourism studies (Tourism Degree) were first implemented in Spain during the 2008-2009 
academic year in the cities of Madrid and Barcelona, and during the years 2010 and 2012 
they became generalised in most of the universities.   
It is observed that all the degrees build their curricula in a multidisciplinary way based 
on the contributions of various academic disciplines related mainly to Economics, Hotel 
Management and Business Administration. All of them also coincide in the areas of Law 
and Economics. Likewise, the subjects of Market Structure, Marketing, Geography, 
History, Mathematics/Statistics and English appear in the definition of all the degrees.  
The training tracks are based on the existence of a broad and varied list of elective 
subjects. The number of credits devoted to elective subjects is around 34 on average. This 
type of training is important because of the flexibility it allows when it comes to 
developing the training tracks and distinctions. Likewise, these subjects are basically 
aimed at providing students with a general training, geared towards preparing them to 
carry out activities of a professional nature. The analysis shows that many universities 
have chosen to develop this offer by grouping the studies according to the 
conceptualisation, above all, of the faculty or school promoting them. In this way, two 
clear lines of specialisation can be observed: one towards business management 
(administration and management of tourist companies), based on subjects related to 
Economics, and the other towards tourism planning, based on Geography. 
Postgraduate Tourism studies (official master’s degrees and doctoral programmes) are an 
excellent opportunity to improve training in the tourism sector, and allow high levels of 
specialisation to be achieved that can later be applied to research in Tourism. According 
to the Spanish Ministry of Science, Education and Universities, there are currently 29 
official master’s degrees and 5 doctoral degrees on offer.  
In Spain, official master's degrees are regulated by Royal Decree 56/2005 of 21 January, 
governing official postgraduate university studies (Ministerio de Educación y Ciencia, 
2005), which distinguishes between second cycle studies (official master's degrees) and 
third cycle studies (doctoral degrees). Official master's degree courses usually last one or 
two years.  
In relation to the preparation and defence of doctoral theses, several academic works have 
focused on analysing this issue, such as those of the Servei d'Estudis i Planificació of the 
Agència Valenciana del Turisme (2006), which provides information about the increasing 
number of theses dealing with Tourism issues after 2002. Most of the theses are related 
to Schools of Economics, and also to the discipline of Geography. Ortega et al. (2013) 
stated that for the period 2000-2012, there was an almost four-fold increase in the number 
of theses compared to the average over the period 1990-1999 and they comment that they 
are highly concentrated in just a few universities, mainly in those located in the tourist 
provinces of Spain and in the Universidad Complutense de Madrid. These same authors 
state that Schools of Economics continue to lead the field in terms of the number of theses 
defended, followed by those in the discipline of Geography. More recently, Torres-Rojas 
and García-Delgado (2015) confirmed this fact, since most of the theses belong to the 
field of Economics and Business Organisation (44.8 %), followed by those related to 
Geography (16.6 %). Sepúlveda and Plumed (2018) highlighted the pronounced growth 
in the production of doctoral theses in Tourism in Spain for the period 2013-2016, which 
they attribute to the approval and expansion of official doctoral programmes in Tourism 
in different Spanish universities within the framework of the European Higher Education 
Area. 
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4.2. HE Tourism studies and related Environmental Education   
Firstly, in the case of the bachelor’s degrees in Tourism, environmental sustainability is 
developed by basic courses under the name of “Territorial Tourist Resources”, and 
“Geography and Environment” as one of the most notable basic training subjects 
identified in the bachelor’s degree programmes of all the Spanish universities.  
Over 30 of the elective subjects are related to topics concerning environmental 
sustainability and tourism-related resources. It could be said that all the universities offer 
at least one subject with these characteristics. These subjects are called “Tourism and the 
Environment”, “Sustainable Tourism”, “Tourism and Sustainable Development”, 
“Sustainability and Accessibility” or “Spaces and society in a global world”. It should be 
noted that few universities address “Tourism and Transport”, which deals with some 
environmental issues that are explored in order to establish the relationship between the 
sector and the sustainability of tourism activity.  
More specifically, we find other subjects such as "Territory, Sustainable Tourism and 
Development" which stands out for having included aspects related to awareness of the 
impacts (overtourism) or in the subject "Regulation of Territory and Sustainable 
Tourism" within the bachelor’s degree in Tourism. In any case, it should be noted that 
the study and application of sustainable management tools such as recreational carrying 
capacity, inventory and evaluation of tourism potential, and visitor flow management are 
included in some way or another in the development of the programmes.  
In addition, some universities have included elective subjects that deal with aspects 
related to new forms of tourism consumption more in line with the principles of 
environmental and social responsibility. The denomination they are given is usually 
“Ecotourism”, as in the case of the bachelor’s degree, or “Environmental Sustainability 
and Ecotourism”. It is observed in any case, the offer of thematic blocks of five or more 
courses clearly oriented towards topics linked to the tourism management of natural and 
cultural heritage, and to Nature.  
In the case of master's degree studies, as this is more specific training, the title of the 
master's programme itself already indicates the vocation of these studies. In Spain, the 
educational system offers master's degrees in environmental and tourism subjects, such 
as “Ecological and Sustainable Tourism Management”, “Tourism, Archaeology and 
Nature” and also the “Sustainable Tourism and ICT”, the curriculum of which includes a 
wide range of subjects linked to destination management from a sustainable perspective, 
to governance, to aspects of corporate social responsibility, to gender issues and to the 
environment. 
The offer of doctoral studies in Tourism in the Spanish educational system is still limited. 
The clearest approach to the aspects of environmental sustainability at this educational 
level may be associated with the research area of specialisation in “Analysis and Planning 
of tourist areas and destinations: Tourism, Development and Local Society”, which is 
shared by the wide doctoral programme called “Tourism” that is delivered at several 
universities. Likewise, there is a doctoral programme in “Tourism, Economics and 
Management” that includes a research area of specialisation in “Tourism and Sustainable 
Development”, which has been based on the concepts of economics, environment, 
sustainability and tourism.  
In relation to the issues of inclusive politics and cooperation for development, this topic 
has so far been little explored by universities. Only a few elective undergraduate subjects 
such as “Cooperation and Solidarity Tourism”, “Social Inequality and Cooperation” or 
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“Ethic Tourism and International Cooperation” or “Social and Accessible Tourism” are 
dealing with this topic.  
 
The other component of the environmental education is in relation with responsibility 
values and skills to be acquired by the students whom, as future professionals, are a very 
important vector of transmission of ethical and social responsibility to the public. It is 
therefore timely to discuss the ways in which tourism education might help to develop 
these skills and behaviours in order to reconnect nature and human beings in search of 
mutual benefit, and to think about avenues leading to collaborative ways of transmitting 
environmental responsibility.  
Thus, the aspects related to "environmental responsibility" have been identified by 
analysing the core and specific competences included in the curricula. This allows us to 
verify that these aspects are evident in both the basic and the compulsory and elective 
subjects in the undergraduate degree courses in Tourism. Specifically, it is developed 
through the following competences:  

- Analysing the impacts generated by tourism. This competence is worked on in 
elective or compulsory subjects such as "Tourism in natural and rural areas", 
which includes the analysis of the impacts caused by tourism, and also "Tourism 
Territorial Impacts", which refers explicitly to the study of the impacts of tourism.  
Likewise, we are beginning to see a growing stream of elective subjects linked to 
sustainable tourism and the environment shared by different universities in Spain.   

- Evaluating and analysing the potential of tourism resources. This competence is 
associated with the development of contents dealing with the application of tools 
for evaluating tourism resources from a sustainable point of view.  

- Managing tourism territory in keeping with the principles of sustainability. With 
regard to this competence, a number of universities have been identified that 
include it in the design of the curriculum in subjects such as “Sustainability and 
Accessibility”, “Local Development and Sustainable Tourism” “Territorial 
Planning and Sustainable Tourism” and “Tourist Areas and the Environment” or 
“Tourism and Sustainable Development”.  

- Analysing the interrelationships between tourism and the environment. This 
competence is developed in subjects like “The Environment and Sustainability” 
and “Spaces and Society in a global world”.  

 
Regarding learning methodologies for teaching environmental sustainability, in general, 
the most widely are seminars in the form of workshops and activities that seek to go 
deeper into some specific knowledge. Similarly, a novel pedagogical resource is to invite 
professionals and social agents to come and deliver their testimonies in person, followed 
by a discussion with students. Another teaching methodology that has been identified in 
this analysis is the implementation of projects for solving real problems. Through this 
type of work, students learn a significant amount as they become aware of the problem, 
explore its possible causes and propose solutions from their own point of view (Ausubel, 
1983). This type of activity, in addition to providing practical knowledge, kindles within 
students the ability to act in a socially responsible way and makes them more aware of 
certain issues related to the conservation and protection of territorial resources.  
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In the hand of teaching environmental responsibility, as Rodríguez et al. (2015) note, field 
trips stand out for their great usefulness both on an academic level and, above all, due to 
the possibility of getting to know different natural spaces, case studies and because of the 
capacity they allow to "learn by discovering" but it is not clear how to apply it for 
“knowing with Nature”. Otherwise, field trips entail an important effort for lecturers 
because it is necessary to make appointments with the sites to be visited and with the 
authorities in charge of managing the resources and destinations; they do, however, offer 
students the chance to learn in situ about the problems faced by tourist sites. In addition, 
field trips provide an opportunity to develop other skills and abilities such as promoting 
harmonious coexistence among students and with the lecturer.  
 

5. Discussion and conclusion 
As has been observed, HE Tourism studies are configured in a multidisciplinary way 
based on the contributions of several academic disciplines, especially those traditionally 
related mainly with Economics and Business Organisation. This research reveals that 
despite the existence of a wide range of subjects that deal in one way or another with 
environmental sustainability, especially in the field of Geography, it would be necessary 
to organise the offer in a more coherent way in the form of specialised training tracks 
devoted to environmental education including both sustainability and responsibility 
issues. 
Regarding the content analysis of the syllabi, “environmental sustainability” aspects are 
only present to a rather discrete extent, although judging by the number of compulsory 
and elective subjects currently dealing with those matters there certainly seems to be a 
growing interest in developing them.  
In this regard, trends point towards the inclusion of concepts such as the study of 
overtourism, gentrification and local community involvement, as major aspects for 
territorial planning. Yet, subjects that look at recreational carrying capacity or resources 
assessment are a very small part of the offer currently available in terms of bachelor’s 
degree courses. Because they are specialised courses, master’s degrees address the topic 
of environmental sustainability the most. Somewhat surprisingly, the doctoral 
programmes on offer are once again not very specialised, as is the case in undergraduate 
studies. 
In general terms, it is concluded that undergraduate studies, except in just a few cases, 
have a generalist orientation because of the holistic vision inherent to such courses. These 
programmes need updating as Tourism studies began over 25 years ago, whereas matters 
regarding climate change and environmental issues have only recently started to be 
discussed, thereby resulting in a mismatch between them. Results show that, initially, 
curricular design was oriented more towards professional economical training. The 
syllabus has progressively considered more research oriented towards environmental 
sustainability but this scientific knowledge is not always clearly represented and framed 
in the teaching programmes and in learning methodologies.  The reason for this is that, in 
most cases, it is framed within a pedagogical approach that some authors, such as Taylor 
(2017), have called “learning about Nature”. 
In this regard, adapting the teaching methodologies to syllabi linked to environmental 
education is a great challenge. As Shephard (2007) suggests, leaders in HE should not 
underestimate the difficulties involving students in achieving affective outcomes or in 
encouraging teachers to seek these outcomes.  
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The analysis carried out allows us to verify that efforts are being made to follow methods 
oriented towards environmental responsibility because these methods will allow 
acquisition of the core and specific competences needed to develop attitudes of 
environmental responsibility. One learning method that is commonly included in the 
syllabi at many Spanish universities to develop environmental responsibility attitudes is 
the field trip. This comprehensive tool stands out as a way to allow students to undertake 
a meaningful learning and emotional outdoor experience. Such trips are also an 
opportunity to initiate them in collective environmental practices by taking part in actions 
aimed at raising their awareness about nature and its resources. Field trips are also an 
instrument for promoting ecocentric sensibilities and biophilic dispositions (Edwards, 
2014), which students would be able to communicate and transmit in their professional 
undertakings. Yet, there are no indications in the syllabi about how to carry out field trips 
or on how the competences associated with these activities can be evaluated. 
Nevertheless, it is known that the use of these methodologies is more widespread than 
what the courses really reflect.  
At this point, it is necessary to highlight the contribution of networks such as TEFI or 
BEST EN (Canziani et al., 2012). These initiatives are playing an important role in 
disseminating and promoting this concept and philosophy with the aim of treating it from 
a holistic perspective and creating awareness among the academia and, above all, among 
the students as future tourism professionals. 
Other methodologies proposed to develop environmental responsibility include the 
incorporation of storytelling techniques (Abrahamson, 1998; Paddison et al., 2019), 
heritage interpretation, role playing and dramatization (Teruel et al., 2014), among others. 
These types of techniques were initially associated with heritage visits, but it has been 
observed, from the professional experience of the authors of this work, that they can be 
very appropriate in the academic environment for learning and developing attitudes and 
behaviours 
To sum up, there is still plenty of room for improvement in Tourism studies in Spain 
before they can address environmental sustainability and responsibility in the 
Anthropocene epoch in a holistic way, since there is considerable evidence that Tourism 
is less sustainable than it has ever been before. Hence, there is a clear need to incorporate 
a new vision regarding the topics of environment and tourism-related resources and social 
concerns that should link Tourism studies more closely to nature and humanity. 
Otherwise, it can be considered a missed opportunity for students as future tourism 
professionals, to emphasise the ecological and social perspectives, such as aspects of 
raising awareness about the importance of resources conservation and protection, and the 
lack of a comprehensive vision of Tourism. 
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