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I am Dr Kanchana Ruwanpura, I am the Programme Director. In terms of my 
research, I work in the broad area of gender and development, that’s how I would put 
it, but I have also, in more recent times, worked on labour issues and post-disaster and 
infrastructure development. It’s in those latter areas that I find the environmental 
angle feeding in.  
 
I would describe Environment and Development as the coming together of two key 
global challenges, which has to do with both environmental issues and development, 
and thinking about ways in which we look at these two issues in an interconnected 
way.  
 
The students come from a wide variety of backgrounds. One way is that they come 
from very different academic disciplines. We’ve had students who have come from 
engineering backgrounds, the biological (01.00) sciences, the social sciences and the 
arts and humanities. The next is that they’re either students who’ve just finished their 
undergraduate degree and they’ve come here to gain further knowledge in the field, or 
because they want to change from the sciences to the social sciences, or vice versa. 
Then, there are others who have been working for quite a number of years and want a 
transition. The third difference is that they come from a wide variety of countries. 
 
The programme is structured around two core units. One is to do with the course on 
development itself, which is called Development: Principles and Practices. The other 
one then brings together the connection between the environment and development 
with another core course called Understanding Environment and Development. These 
two are the cornerstones, in a sense, the foundation through which (02.00) students 
then take very many optional courses. It then ends with a capstone of a dissertation 
which is of their own choosing.  
 
I would recommend the course Environment and Development at Edinburgh for a 
number of reasons. Firstly, of course, it is one of the key global challenges and is 
recognised as such by the research community in the UK, for instance, but I would 
argue globally as well. Secondly, in our teaching, we try to be really innovative and 
exciting, doing cutting edge work. Also, students have this rare opportunity, if they 
came from a social science background, for example, they can do more science based 
courses, if they want to dip their feet, so to speak, in a different area. If they’ve come 
from a science background, they can dip their feet into more social science courses 
and take something away (03.00) from it which they probably didn’t get to do in their 
undergraduate degree, which might have been a bit more focussed. 
 
This batch which is just about to graduate, academic year 2015-2016, one is going 
onto DFID, which is the Department for International Development, another is going 
to Ofgem, the energy regulator in the UK, another is going off to Kenya to work with 
Save the Elephants and a fourth is going to India to work with Seva Mandir, which is 
an NGO. The breadth of jobs they’re going to reflects both what students take out of 
this programme but also where they see themselves in the future. 
 
The best thing about the University of Edinburgh, for me, is actually teaching this 
course. That’s one of my favourite things. The other is seeing them mature throughout 



the year. You find these students who are unsure what they’re doing here, why they’re 
here (04.00), at the beginning, then by the time they’ve been throughout the year, 
they’ve transformed themselves into more assured, confident students, still with this 
curiosity about the world. Just a sense of wanting to make a difference. I think that’s 
one of the other wonderful things I find about teaching.  
 
 


