
Introducing sustainability concepts into environ-
mentally focused courses can be accomplished easily 
enough, but how can universities weave sustainability 
into all academic subjects? Are some disciplines not 
especially conducive to it? Are professors of nonenvi-
ronmental subjects sufficiently well-versed in sustain-
ability to be able to teach it in their courses? And even 
if they are knowledgeable, are faculty members even 
willing to incorporate sustainability into their 
curriculums? Sustainability: The Journal of 
Record gathered a group of academics from around 
the country to talk about how sustainability can be 
incorporated into many disciplines, how professors can 
be persuaded to tackle—and teach—the subject, and 
how success in this area can be measured. Excerpts 
from the discussion follow.

Cross-Training on Sustainability 
Geoffrey Chase: Integrating sustainability into the 
higher education curriculum is really one of the 
incredibly important tasks in front of us. Is sustain-
ability an appropriate topic to be discussed in all 
disciplines, or do you think there are some disci-
plines where it’s not appropriate or where they’re less 
conducive to sustainability? 

Lindy Biggs: It’s appropriate for every discipline. 
We’ve got the evidence here at Auburn University 
to support that. We’ve started our own curriculum 
workshop that we’ve done now for three years, and 
we’ve had faculty from every college on campus 
participating in that. All those faculty have either 
incorporated sustainability into their classes—
existing classes—or created new ones. Our English 
department has converted its composition courses to 
themed courses, and one quarter of those courses are 
now focused on sustainability.

Sandra Wachholz: I don’t even think we can ask 
whether or not every discipline is appropriate for 
environmental sustainability. All disciplines inter-
face in such a complex and important way with the 
environment. I’m a criminologist, and by way of 
example, it really mattered when President 
Clinton put 250,000 more police officers in cars 
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driving around in this nation. There are just endless 
ways in which each discipline interfaces with the 
environment.

Kate Spielmann: At the School of Sustainability 
at Arizona State University, our perspective is that 
sustainability lies at the intersection of society, econ-
omy, and the environment. Once you perceive it as 
an intersection, then every discipline has relevance 
for sustainability.

Within our program, we have faculty from a diversi-
ty of disciplines, and then across the campus we have 
a number of different programs, including business, 
that are partnering with us in creating sustainability 
courses or sustainability concentrations within their 
major. There is very much this sense that sustain-
ability is a topic that can bring multiple disciplines 
together.

William Throop: Green Mountain has its entire 
general education program themed on the environ-
ment and sustainability. A calculus course might be 
an application to environmen-
tal issues. A social perspectives 
course might focus on food, 
society, and environment. The 
required philosophy course 
might be environmental ethics 
or utopias envisioning a good 
society. We go through all of the 
different standard distribution 
areas in a liberal arts curriculum 
and find ways that people can 
make their courses relevant to 
contemporary issues related to 
sustainability.

Jean MacGregor: I’m based in the Puget Sound 
region, and I have an inter-institutional, multi-
institutional project of 32 two- and four-year schools 
and universities in the Puget Sound region, and we’re 
going about it through building faculty learning 
communities in the disciplines. We’re creating inter-
institutional groups of faculty thinking about how to 
integrate sustainability concepts into lower-division 
and introductory courses.
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Last year we had communities in biology and Eng-
lish. This year, we have communities in chemistry, 
sociology and philosophy, and religious studies. 
We’re working around the themes this year of global 
warming, toxics and human health, and environ-
mental justice, which can intersect all those disci-
plines.

We ask faculty members to identify what are the big 
conceptual ideas they’re already teaching in their 
introductory courses that they just wouldn’t want to 
give students credit for that course unless the student 
exited with a grasp or an understanding of that key 
idea. Then we ask, could you get that idea across in a 
sustainability context or linking it to a big, important 
idea in sustainability? Could you then even develop 
an assignment where students have to use that disci-
plinary idea in the sustainability context so you can 
actually assess for confidence and understanding in 
that? Students take assignments seriously, and it’s 
through assignments we can see what they’re really 
learning. This big ideas approach has a lot of trac-
tion with faculty. It doesn’t feel like they’re patching 
something on as an extra.

Sandra Wachholz: Some of the most exciting 
course revisions that I’ve seen at the University of 
Southern Maine have in fact been linked to new 
assignments. ... By way of example, one of our 
professors who teach in the math department has 
her students calculate new versions of eco-footprints. 
This provides a wonderful way in which math par-
ticipates in solutions. It has real-world applications. 
It adds a real richness and texture, a new depth to 
the course.

Other exciting examples are in theater. One of our 
professors had students study various aspects of 
sustainability, and then had students come forward 
as world leaders and discuss climate change and 
other threats to the environment. In accounting, 
we have a professor now who’s having his students 
include environmental performance reporting and 
measurement. 

Lindy Biggs: One of our finance professors teaches 
her finance class as she has always taught it, but now 
all of the case studies she uses are about businesses 
that are following sustainability paths. One of our 
sculpture professors has his students do a project 
where they really study the materials they’re using 
and how these materials relate to their own health 
and the health of the environment. 

Geoffrey Chase: Do any of you have examples 
of faculty members who are teaching at the upper 
division in the highly specialized or technical fields 
where they’ve been able to integrate sustainability 
into their teaching?

Linda Vanasupa: I come from materials engi-
neering. The challenge in integrating it into the 

curriculum has been in chang-
ing the mindset of the people 
in the profession. Oftentimes, 
ethics or the social issues have 
been considered to be on the 
periphery rather than a 
central part of our pro-
fession. In our program, 
we actually went to the 
National Society of Profession-
al Engineers’ code of ethics. It 
says that our profession exists 
for the betterment of society 
and the welfare, to improve 
that, to apply our knowledge 
in that way. We were able to 
use that when we had people 
say, “Well, this isn’t really part 
of engineering. Why are we 
looking at this?” We’ve been able to return to that 
professional code of ethics and use that as a driver 
to encourage a complete revision of how we are ap-
proaching the profession of engineering.

Lindy Biggs: We have several professional schools 
here at Auburn. One of them is architecture. As 
you can imagine, it’s fairly easy for the architects to 
incorporate sustainability. The majority of our 
faculty is doing that. I’m also beginning to see it 
in engineering. A mechanical engineer who does 
solar is going to be teaching a new class on renewable 
energy, something that they’ve never considered 
doing before they started getting involved with us 
through the curriculum workshop.

Sandra Wachholz: In the School of Business at the 
University of Southern Maine, we’ve had tremen-
dous success in integrating environmental sustain-
ability. We have faculty teaching green marketing 
now. We have a myriad of professors that are looking 
at the interface between cost management and envi-
ronmental sustainability, depending on which area 
of business they’re teaching.

The School of Social Work has been very receptive 
to this as a professional school, looking at courses 
on community. They have sent their students out to 
work with organic farms and building community 
with local food sources and providing food resources 
to low-income families in Portland, Maine. 

Faculty Resistance?

Geoffrey Chase: You’ve all been describing remark-
able examples of ways in which faculty across the 
curriculum are integrating sustainability into their 
courses. I suspect, however, that some faculty who, 
even if they’re sympathetic to the notion, may have 
the attitude that they don’t know enough about sus-
tainability to integrate it into their courses, or may 
not even be clear, really, what the concept may mean 

“We’re working 
around the themes 
this year of global 
warming, toxics 
and human health, 
and environmental 
justice, which can 
intersect all those 
disciplines.”

Jean MacGregor
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for their own teaching. Have you run into faculty 
members who have that perspective? And how have 
you worked with them to help them think about 
how they can begin to integrate some of this kind of 
learning into their classes?

Jean MacGregor: I’ll jump in here with the Curricu-
lum for the Bioregion project. When we started, we 
did a pretty extensive set of surveys and interviews 
with faculty members on 18 of our campuses—nine 
community colleges and nine universities. What we 
learned from faculty with a lot of interest in this is 
that there were two arenas that they said they really 
needed help. One was to understand sustainability as 
a field and its key ideas. The second one was that they 
didn’t know much about this region. Many of them 
were trained in other places and were new to the 
Puget Sound region and really wanted to get more 
connected and wanted to be able to apply or engage 
their students in places where they know their stu-
dents are going to live, work, and play.

What we’ve had to do was not only develop curricu-
lum, but also provide faculty development opportu-
nities that connect faculty members to sustainabil-
ity, environmental care, and environmental justice 
issues right on the ground in the region.

Sandra Wachholz: At first some faculty are quite 
resistant to thinking about content for fear they may 
not have the depth of knowledge to fully communi-
cate or field questions about sustainability. But they 
can weave it into process and active inquiry-based 
learning, around service learning or practice, in 
modeling sustainability in the classroom, and mov-
ing through the campus and learning about ways 
we’re trying to foster sustainability on the campus, 
where campus becomes classroom. 

Kate Spielmann: You have faculty who feel that they 
do have the background and are ready to engage the 
topic, and you have other faculty who are resisting it 
or not wanting the content of their classes and so on 
to be sort of top-down manipulated. But over time, 
faculty who are more advanced in this co-teach. The 
co-teaching process is an excellent context in which 
one faculty member can acquire familiarity with a 
topic from another faculty member. Over this past 
couple of years, we’ve seen more faculty beginning 
to embrace the idea once they had a chance to think 
about how they would incorporate it into their own 
particular classes and modes of teaching.

Lindy Biggs: We’ve done something very simple and 
encouraged faculty to attend curriculum workshops. 
Almost everyone who goes through that ends up 
with some level of confidence that they can begin 
teaching sustainability in their classes. Most of them 
do it very gradually. They’ll add a little piece in one 
lecture, and the next year they might add a couple of 
additional lectures, weave it into assignments.

Because we’re a pretty conservative university here in 
Alabama, we’ve taken a real gentle approach to it and 
just let people go at their own pace. We have monthly 
speakers. We get people together as often as we can 
to share ideas about teaching. People have been very 
enthusiastic.

Linda Vanasupa: We were fortunate in our depart-
ment to get a large grant from the National Science 
Foundation to integrate it throughout our single-
department engineering curriculum. From the 
faculty standpoint, the biggest struggle is retooling 
oneself, because none of us, of course, learned in 
this kind of environment. Faculty have to become 
comfortable with the material. But also, for 
engineering faculty, they have to become comfort-
able with the idea that the classroom that cultivates 
the kind of cognitive and affective and social devel-
opment that’s needed to be someone who can design 
things for sustainability is very different than what 
we’ve been working on in the past. Our biggest chal-
lenge is getting the faculty to embrace a different 
style of classroom. 

Jean MacGregor: A lot of people and a lot of faculty 
think sustainability is just a set of handy-dandy “50 
Things You Can Do to Save the Planet” practices.

Sustainable Relationships

Geoffrey Chase: Integrating sustainability into the 
higher education curriculum perhaps shifts the con-
versation and shifts the series of relationships that 
the faculty have with the material they’re teaching in 
their courses. It seems that it also shifts the relation-
ship that faculty have with their students and that the 
faculty have with each other. 

William Throop: It shifts the relationship among 
faculty, students, and administrators, as well. I do 
think that once classes become highly project-
focused and bioregionally focused, there are 
dramatically increasing demands both on the qual-
ity of those relationships and also on the quantity of 
information that an institution or other organiza-
tions in the bioregion are being asked to deliver. ... 
It puts a premium on educating for a kind of social 
or emotional intelligence, which is probably critical 
for sustainability.

Linda Vanasupa: I see the students fully impas-
sioned and wanting to learn and wanting to apply 
themselves. Some faculty are sympathetic, there are 
some who are not, and I think I see people not really 
knowing how to get from point A to point B, with 
point B being a new model. This goes along with this 
discussion in higher ed, what is the role of the uni-
versity in the 21st century?

We do need to rethink what it means to know some-
thing. Who has this knowledge about these ways of 

Kate Spielmann
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knowing and ways of learning that are really dra-
matically different from what they were in the last 
century? Some people are thinking about that, and 
maybe even experimenting with a new frontier of 
higher education. 

Learning communities seem like the way to go, 
rather than a market approach, where students are 
competing with each other for the best position. It’s 
such a big transformation that it’s not taking place in 
a large way yet.

Sandra Wachholz: One of the things that we’re 
observing at USM is that it’s actually breaking down 
disciplinary boundaries. It’s fostering greater con-
nectedness between the faculty. Having participated 
in dialogue around sustainability, faculty from disci-
plines who normally might not have reached out to 
each other or made connections are now having cof-
fee together. I also see changes between the students, 
who are now making connections about where they 
live and what their community looks like. They are 
developing a deeper sense of community, a sense of 
place.

Kate Spielmann: We’re seeing a number of faculty 
co-teaching with each other. An ecologist and a 
social geographer might collaborate on a gradu-
ate seminar. It is happening down at the 100-level 
courses, as well. It’s a challenge because the kinds 
of concepts and the level of, say, mathematical rigor 
that comes up a lot in these conversations may be 
different across disciplines from, say, the social sci-
ences to the natural and physical sciences.

But faculty are figuring out how to address the 
same issue and the same set of topics from differ-
ent perspectives and come together into a more 
coherent whole. There’s a lot of intellectual excite-
ment here around the ability to teach across disci-
plinary boundaries.

Advanced Placement
Geoffrey Chase: Place is important to faculty as they 
begin to think about introduction of sustainability 
across the curriculum. How do you think universities 
might help move forward the sustainability and the 
curriculum agenda in terms of this issue of place? I 
ask this partly because I think at so many campuses, 
the majority of the faculty are not from that place. 
They may have grown up in another bioregion, 
another geographical location, gone to graduate 
school somewhere else and then ended up in Con-
necticut or in Maine or in Alabama or California or 
the Pacific Northwest. How do you think universities 
can help with that issue of place in terms of promot-
ing this kind of work?

Jean MacGregor: Although I’m based at the Ever-
green State College with the Curriculum for the 

Bioregion project, I just want to say that the Univer-
sity of Washington does a wonderful job with a new 
faculty statewide field trip. And I think some univer-
sities have set aside funds to do this. But it’s a four-
day, I believe, bus trip for new faculty and some of the 
institutional leaders that takes faculty literally 
through the state of Washington, stopping and 
meeting with community leaders and people 
connected to all the resources issues around the 
state, from salmon to the wine industry to the apple 
industry to issues of rapid growth, issues of restor-
ing Puget Sound. It’s both a community-building 
experience and a tremendous educational experi-
ence to root people there. 

Also, at Evergreen, we’ve been doing a lot of summer 
institutes with faculty with a leadership group called 
the Sustainability and Justice Cohort of Faculty. We 
do an every-summer workshop now with faculty, 
and literally half of it is in the community.

William Throop: It’s not just getting faculty con-
nected to the place, but students who are only 
going to be there for, hopefully, maybe five years may 
see themselves as transients. At Green Mountain, the 
very first course is a six-credit course called Images 
of Nature, which is a writing course, but it is an in-
troduction to the bioregion with field trips every 
week to different areas in the bioregion, so that right 
after the first course students feel that this is a home 
place, a community that they have an investment in. 
Of course, since faculty across the curriculum teach 
this introductory course, they are all also getting 
connected with various aspects of the bioregion. So 
that’s been very successful for us.

Lindy Biggs: One of the things I’ve tried experi-
menting with in classes is not focusing just on the 
place where we are, even though a lot of our students 
are from in-state. But I’m not. I don’t know all that 
much about the bioregion here in the Southeast. But 
I get them to think about a place that’s important to 
them—a place where they grew up, a special place 
where they played when they were a child—and they 
work on that through a semester in different ways.

So if they’re not from Alabama or if they’re not from 
this part of Alabama, it doesn’t take much to get 
them to start understanding the importance of an 
environment. 

Kate Spielmann: If we use our campuses as laborato-
ries and understand the immense complexity of how 
a campus works and all the different dimensions that 
involve sustainability, and then have student groups, 
classes, and workshops to engage the students in this 
very focused experiment—how do you move your 
college or university to a smaller carbon footprint, 
how do you deal with food in the cafeteria, and so 
on—it’s a meaningful exercise, and it allows them to 
bring different sources of knowledge together.

“Learning 
communities 
seem like the 
way to go, rather 
than a market 
approach, where 
students are 
competing with 
each other for the 
best position.”
Linda Vanasupa

“Place is important 
to faculty as they 
begin to think about 
introduction of 
sustainability across 
the curriculum.”
Geoffrey Chase
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Faculty Development
Sandra Wachholz: What’s critical to all of this is fac-
ulty development funds so that faculty have time to 
sit back and reflect on the process. These workshops 
carry a stipend, and I think that’s very, very impor-
tant for faculty, to feel like their time is honored. 

Lindy Biggs: We need support for this faculty devel-
opment. I’m sure that the faculty experience is pretty 
similar on most campuses, that we’re all doing more 
than we can humanly do, and to add one more—
directives or encouragement—without some kind of 
compensation is not realistic.

One of the things that I’m trying to set up is some 
mini faculty fellowships to buy out the class for a 
faculty member for one semester or two semesters 
so that they could develop a new course, or maybe 
they’d use that time to write a research proposal 
that’s focused on sustainability. I’m also trying to 
create the space in our office for them to do that work 
so that they can be here with people who are think-
ing about sustainability all day, every day, so they’re 
not just in their usual place with all the culture of 
their home department.

William Throop: It helps a great deal if a vast major-
ity of the faculty hires serve more than one program 
and hence have an interdisciplinary aspect. If the 
administration pushes that kind of interdisciplinar-
ity in the hiring, that will, over the long term, break 
down boundaries between programs and push that 

interdisciplinary work, which will lead to more focus 
on sustainability.

The other thing institutions need to do is to ensure 
that offices across the campus are supportive of 
students and faculty who are using the campus as a 
laboratory for sustainability. So from the residence 
life office to the business office and various areas of 
facilities, they have to be ready to provide knowl-
edge, to be transparent, and to enable students to 
engage in helping make these areas more sustainable. 
That’s often a major roadblock for students.

Linda Vanasupa: One thing that would be helpful 
is if universities can invest in experiments on their 
campuses where faculty come together as learning 
communities and as researchers to really experiment 
with a new way of educating the 21st-century citizen. 
Those kinds of really successful new pathways, once 
they’re established, will impassion other people to 
try new things. It’s important to invest in some new 
models of learning and educating in higher ed.

William Throop: Developing a program for learning 
outcomes for sustainability across the curriculum is 
the big goal that’s out there beyond just teaching 
sustainability. Crafting ways of measuring learn-
ing outcomes that can then be made available to 
folks across disciplines so that we can begin to not 
just be focusing on the inputs are part of the future. 
What are the students actually learning in terms of 
sustainability skills and knowledge, and how do we 
document that knowledge? 

Jean MacGregor: Linkages and partnerships on 
campus with other units or initiatives that relate to 
just a host of areas, whether it’s freshman retention 
or documenting learning outcomes or service learn-
ing or civic engagement initiatives, are important. As 
I see the financial pressure on higher education ever 
increasing, resources for faculty development are 
often the first to get shaved off in any kind of bud-
getary retrenchment. But I still think that there are 
resources on campus for sort of bedrock work around 
the critical work that each of our campuses is doing. 

Sandra Wachholz: We’ve tapped into some of the 
resources in our teaching center. What better place 
to reach out to in the sense that we could make this 
argument, “Look, we’re doing this interdisciplinary 
work. Breaking down the silos is what you’ve always 
wanted us to do. So what funds do you have for us? 
How can you support us?” That’s been fairly success-
ful for us.

William Throop
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