
DESIGNING A TRAINING PROGRAMME FOR STUDENTS IN 
AUDITING UNIVERSITY SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY: A CASE STUDY 

A. Augustiniene, A. Daubariene 
Kaunas University of Technology (LITHUANIA) 

Abstract 
Designing a training programme for students in auditing university social responsibility is very 
meaningful and interesting not only from the point of view of increased knowledge and understanding 
about social responsibility, but also in terms of developing students’ social and communication skills, 
such as teamwork, critical thinking, time management, foreign language, and abilities to work in an 
international setting and team. The aim of this study is to present a case study revealing student 
experience in the formation of a training programme designed to engage them as active agents in their 
learning about USR auditing. The methods used for collecting research data were written reflections 
and interviews of university students participating in the auditor-training programme, data were analysed 
by qualitative content analysis method. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The link between social responsibility and higher education can be considered from both a “top-down” 
or “bottom-up” perspective – it can influence student values through responsible education as well as 
high-level competition in world-class universities leads to them inferring the need to improve their 
attractiveness to key stakeholders ([1], [2], [3]). University social responsibility (further USR) puts 
forward that universities “should go beyond the core functions of teaching, research, and service and 
voluntarily act beyond legal requirements to promote the public good and environmental sustainability” 
[4]. 

The paper is based on the experience of constructing a student-auditor training programme within the 
framework of an Erasmus+ project “ESSA / CertSRA – European Students, Sustainability Auditing / 
Certificate in University Social Responsibility Auditing”, further referred to as “ESSA”). The project 
makes use of the Benchmark Standards for University Social Responsibility across the European Higher 
Education Area, and strives to engage effectively students as active agents of their own learning [14]. 

ESSA project is very meaningful and interesting not only in terms of increased knowledge and 
understanding about social responsibility and its auditing [5], but also in terms of developing students’ 
“soft” skills: they improve their skills of teamwork, critical thinking, time management, foreign language, 
and social abilities to work in an international setting and team. Such skills will be valuable for them in 
the future. 

Researchers such as Tauginiene & Maciukaite-Zviniene [6]; Vázquez et al. [7]; Martínez-Usarralde et 
al. [8]; Belyaeva et al. [3] point out that students distinguish between different facets of the USR. Recent 
studies ([7], [9]) have shown that internal management affects the overall perception, however, other 
aspects of USR (research, education in environmental values, university-firm relationships, education 
in social values and external projection) are outside the students’ daily life and they do not perceive the 
other aspects as facets that affect their overall perception of the USR. 

The aim of this paper is to present a case study revealing student experience in the formation of a 
training programme designed to engage them as active agents in their learning about USR auditing. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
The case study was conducted within a framework of ESSA project at Kaunas University of Technology. 
The project aims at creating a more flexible approach to student learning, learning by doing, assessment 
and certification across Europe’s higher education sector, in a way that will enhance graduate 
employability; develop the concept of facilitation of learning as a key to effective engagement of students 
as active agents of their own learning; measure the way social responsibility is utilized in Universities. 
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The auditor training programme is designed as a two-phase process organised in a blended mode: an 
online preparatory phase, i.e. “pre-course”, an intensive, face-to-face auditor training and evaluation. 
The preparatory phase is carried out by potential students-auditors in their home institutions and 
applying virtual learning environments or online tools to carry out desk research about institutions 
(universities) where social responsibility audits will take place. The face-to-face phase is intended for 
actual training on student audits, auditing of social responsibility in host institutions – universities. The 
learners-students are expected to understand the methodology of University Social Responsibility 
auditing. They will be able to manage the audit procedure (orientation to the audit procedure, 
arrangement of the logistics, determination of the auditability of materials, negotiations of the contract, 
assessment of data, analysis and generation of evidence, preparation of a review, report and 
presentation, renegotiation, and the final audit report). The final phase is related to the assessment of 
learning and the completion of a reflective learning log and provision of feedback, defined as “lessons 
learned” that might indicate room for improvement of the audited university. The auditor-training 
programme has been designed as a process, in which the participants (facilitators and students) observe 
or reflect, explore, act, evaluate and modify. The first stage of observation, or reflection, foresees that 
students carry out desk research on USR, are acquainted with the concept of social responsibility and 
do so some reading. In the second stage, exploration, students tackle a certain problem or a challenge 
and continue with further study. The third stage, intended for action, already includes the training 
activities of students both in the classroom and on site. Students have an opportunity to simulate a real 
audit procedure by collecting, analyzing data and generating evidence by means of interviewing, 
meeting with focus groups and final reporting. The fourth stage, evaluation, is meant for students to do 
the assessment of learning and the completion of a reflective learning log and provision of feedback, 
defined as "lessons learned" that could be helpful in improving the training programme for other cohorts 
of students. And the last, the fifth stage, modification, is related to the further development of the training 
programme that would help student auditors carry out an audit and write an audit report helping set new 
directions with an aim to move forward and increase social responsibility at the institution audited. 

The methods used for collecting research data were written reflections and interviews of students and 
data analysis method – qualitative content analysis according to Sánches-Hernández, Mainardes [10] 
and Smith [11]. The research sample included five research participants, with an age range of 20-25, 
representing different programmes and levels of study. 

3 RESULTS 
The section presents data analysis of the case study from auditor student reflective blogs and interviews 
revealing two distinct categories of self-assessment on performance and experience of university social 
responsibility. 

3.1 Self-assessment on performance 
At the beginning of the training process, students were asked to set their personal learning objectives 
and how they intend to meet these objectives. Some examples from the personal objectives described 
by three research participants: “Objective 1 – to promote the communication on the Social Responsibility 
between different universities across Europe. Objective 2 – to understand the social responsibility 
benchmarks and auditing process. Objective 3 – to have writing and report presenting skills, to be able 
to self-reflect” (P 1). As one could observe, the personal learning objectives are described in a rather 
formal way. Another research participant presented their personal learning objectives in a more 
personalized way: “Objective 1 – to develop the ability to question evidence for relevance and 
significance. Objective 2 – to have the ability to present valid arguments and prove their relevance. 
Objective 3 – to develop the ability to build an effective working environment and to adapt to different 
roles within the working group” (P2). The third participant expressed personal learning objectives in this 
way: “Objective 1 - to deepen knowledge about social responsibility. Objective 2 – to understand the 
process of the auditing. Objective 3 - to compare the practice of universities related to social 
responsibility” (P3). One can make an observation that in this case, personal objectives are also 
expressed in a rather formal way and do not indicate very specific personal needs in the training 
programme. 

The self-assessment of the learning and auditing process in the reflective blogs analysed went beyond 
self-assessment and often included the assessment of the process in the group, e.g. “I was proud of my 
colleagues. However, I saw that the slides were inconsistent, so other time I would take a little bit more 
time <…> to unify format and content” (P2). The following example demonstrates the evidence of self-
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assessment in achieving a personal learning objective set before, “when my idea was approved by all, 
I was satisfied with myself that I was finally able to use arguments to support my opinion.<…> next time 
I will feel more comfortable sharing my thoughts with others (2nd learning objective) (P2)”. The research 
participant demonstrated self-assessment of their skills in the process of the training programme, “I 
identified what kind of competences I have (e.g. detail-oriented, inquisitive mind, high standards of 
integrity, diplomacy skills, etc.) and what I am lacking (e.g. teamwork and communication skills, because 
English is not my native language)” (P4). 

Student satisfaction levels throughout have been impressively high with some students describing their 
overall experience of the training and the audit as transformative and in a few cases, as the best 
experience to date in their university education. To mention a few examples, “I asses the auditor training 
programme in a very positive light and I am happy to know that KTU (Kaunas University of Technology) 
promotes the dissemination of sustainable development and social responsibility by training students 
and developing an international network. The programme itself is of high quality, in my opinion, it could 
be additionally improved by inviting experts (professors and auditors) delivering this subject at a 
university level. In addition, a special “cloud” could be dedicated for sharing research findings in this 
area” (P1). Participants expressed different ideas regarding the improvement of the auditor-training 
programme, “more attention should be dedicated to the document analysis of the university to be visited. 
It is highly appreciated that the learning skills are improved by gaining experience at home university, 
but an additional day should be allocated to study the documents of a host university” (P3). 

As the student auditors were trained for the audits at their home universities, in their native languages, 
there was a useful suggestion to give students an opportunity to conduct some interviews in English, 
the same could be applied to the reflective blog tasks. 

3.2 Student experience of university social responsibility 
The results of qualitative content analysis show not only a high level of enthusiasm of the students for 
the USR project, but also a mature understanding of and support for its overall aims and objectives 
together with a sense of shared ownership of the project and potential future advocacy for its legacy. 
Student experience of learning by doing in USR auditing offered insightful, reflective and constructive 
feedback on the improvement of the training programme design. 

Here some ideas expressed by the research participants about the quality value of the auditor-training 
programme: “I asses the auditor training programme in a very positive light and I am happy to know that 
KTU (Kaunas University of Technology) promotes the dissemination of sustainable development and 
social responsibility by training students and developing an international network. The programme itself 
is of high quality, in my opinion, It could be additionally improved by inviting experts (professors and 
auditors) delivering this subject at a university level. In addition, a special "cloud" could be dedicated for 
sharing research findings in this area" (P1). 

Participants expressed the following ideas regarding the improvement of the auditor-training 
programme, adding more preparation time on familiarising with a host university, “more attention should 
be dedicated to the document analysis of the university to be visited. It is highly appreciated that the 
learning skills are improved by gaining experience at home university, but an additional day should be 
allocated to study the documents of a host university” (P5). 

In the Expectation part of the reflective blog, the research participants expressed willingness to “learn 
more about how URS is understood in different cultural contexts”,  to “develop teamwork skills”. In the 
Contribution part students expressed readiness to “bring some interesting perspectives onto our team”, 
“different perspective to how the university acts of USR framework criteria” (P4). 

Positive student experience of USR auditing was described as a possibility “to learn about USR using 
benchmark criteria and analysing relevant documents also by interacting staff” (P2), “to be part of an 
auditing process, from preparation to evidence review and search for new ones, and analysis...”(P1); 
“all the stakeholders were extremely helpful, and allowed us to gain vital insights into the level to which 
University complies with, and works towards the USR Benchmarks” (P3). 

4 DISCUSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
The results are consistent with other studies ([7],[3], [12]) were education, research, internal and external 
management of USR contents in the University are seen “as a marketing strategy aimed at better 
satisfaction the employment needs of students and better University reputation”. 
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This research based on “bottom-up” perspective in university social responsibility shows possibilities to 
intensify socially responsible behaviour towards major stakeholder ([3], [13]). 

As the philosophy of the project and auditor training activity in the evaluation discuss “lessons learned”, 
the following lessons could be presented as conclusions of this paper: cooperation and work with the 
student union as equal project partners and decision-making partners are very important; the training 
programme and the audit process helped built trust between students and teachers; discussions are of 
the key importance to have a clear vision of what work-packages should look like and how work-
packages are interlinked; more discussions are needed to meet all partner expectations; face-to-face 
communication has proved once again its high value, while virtual communication complemented in the 
continuation of work started; ESSA project has triggered USR related actions at the universities audited. 

There are some valuable practical suggestions made by research participants: USRA process could 
have been further streamlined to aid students during the audit would be the provision of more context 
into how different roles within university fit together; students would have also appreciated more time to 
review all the evidence, both within their teams, as well as a whole group; it would therefore be beneficial 
for the student auditors if USR Benchmarks criteria were further split, in order to provide greater clarity 
to the specific element of USR performance which should be the focus; more information to ground the 
national context of the audited University would allow the student auditors to understand any potential 
limitations that the University has from a higher level, which could affect their USR progress. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
The authors wish to thank the students and partners of the ESSA project who helped prepare this paper. 
The participation of the authors in EDULEARN19 conference was funded by European Commission 
Erasmus+ programme and Kaunas University of Technology. 

REFERENCES 
[1] J. Fullana, M. Pallisera, J. Colomer, R.F. Peña, and M.P. Burriel, “Reflective learning in higher 

education: a qualitative study on students’ perceptions,” Studies in Higher Education, vol. 41, no. 6, 
pp. 1008–1022, 2014. 

[2] M. Nejati, A. Shafaei, Y. Salamzadeh and M. Daraei, “Corporate social responsibility and 
universities: A study of top 10 world universities’ websites,” African Journal of Business 
Management, vol. 5, no. 2, pp. 440–447, 2011. 

[3] Z. Belyaeva, S. D. Scagnelli, M. Thomas and M. Cisi. “Student perceptions of university social 
responsibility: implications from an empirical study in France, Italy and Russia,” World Review of 
Entrepreneurship, Management and Sustainable Development, vol.14, no 1–2, pp.23–42, 2018. 

[4] C. WH. Lo, R.X. Pang, C.P. Egri, P.HY Li. “University Social Responsibility: Conceptualization and 
an Assessment Framework” in University Social Responsibility and Quality of Life. Quality of Life in 
Asia, (D. Shek, R. Hollister eds.), vol. 8, pp. 37–59, Springer, Singapore, 2017. 

[5] R. Morimoto, J. Ash, and C. Hope, “Corporate social responsibility audit: from theory to practice,” in 
Journal of Business Ethics, vol. 62, pp. 315–325, 2005. 

[6] L. Tauginiene and S. Maciukaite-Zviniene, “Managing university social responsibility”, IOSR Journal 
Humanities & Social Sciences, vol. 4, no.13, pp. 84–91, 2013. 

[7] M. J. Martínez-Usarralde, C. Lloret-Catalá, and S. Mas-Gil, “University Social Responsibility (USR): 
Principles for a sustainable, cooperative and democratic university from the participative diagnosis 
of its student body”, Education Policy Analysis Archives, vol. 25, no. 75, pp. 1–11, 2017. 

[8] J.L. Vázquez, C.L. Aza, and A. Lanero, “Are students aware of university social responsibility? 
Some insights from a survey in a Spanish university,” in Int Rev Public Nonprofit Mark, vol. 11, pp. 
195–208, 2014. 

[9] J. Colomer, L. Serra, D. Cañabate and T.Serra, "Evaluating knowledge and assessment-centered 
reflective-based learning approaches," Sustainability, vol. 10, no. 9, pp. 31–22, 2018. 

[10] M.I. Sánches-Hernández, E.W. Mainardes, “University social responsibility: a student base analysis 
in Brazil,” in Int Rev Public Nonprofit Mark, vol. 41, pp. 151–169, 2016. 

1336



[11] P. Smith, “A study of the uses of a blog-based critical incident questionnaire in further education”. 
University of Derby, 2017. Accessed 12 March, 2019. Retrieved from  
https://derby.openrepository.com/handle/10545/623083. 

[12] J.M. Larrán, H.A. López, M.J. Herrera, and P.F.J. Andrades, “Do Spanish public universities use 
corporate social responsibility as a startegies and differentiating factor?,” in International Journal of 
Humanities and Social Science, vol. 2, no. 11, pp. 29–44, 2012. 

[13] F. McDonald, J. Liebenberg, “The perceptions of employees in a private higher education institution 
towards corporate social responsibility,” in SA Journal of Human Resource Management, vol. 4, no. 
1, pp. 27–35, 2006. 

[14] ESSA project (2018), Accessed in 19 January, 2019. Retrieved from  
https://www.essaproject.eu/articles/new-erasmus-project-on-university-social-responsibility. 

1337




