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Background 
__________________________________________________________________ 
In April 2013, a partnership of UM 

sustainability allies coordinated the 

University of Montana’s second 

Campus Climate Conversation fo-

cused on the intersection of sustain-

ability in academics and campus op-

erations. Participants included 57 

students, 20 staff and administra-

tors, and 14 faculty from across 

campus. This gathering intended to 

engage a deliberative conversation that would inspire new ideas and pathways for UM to deepen its com-

mitment to sustainability, both in campus operations and in its classrooms. We asked participants to ad-

dress the following question: “How can we (the UM community) strengthen connections between educa-

tion, operations, and decision-making to advance sustainability and UM’s Climate Action Plan at the Univer-

sity?” Responses were diverse and enthusiastic. Participants were seated at round tables with other stu-

dents, faculty, and staff from across UM. The program began with a short introduction and brief reports 

from the University President, the ASUM Sustainability Coordinator, the ASUM President, Steve 

Schwarze (communications faculty), and Nicky Phear. This report aims to summarize and interpret those 

responses in a way that points to “next steps” in UM’s sustainability process, links ideas and proposed ac-

tions to UM’s Climate Action Plan, and gives voice to the many conversation participants. 

Engaging in the Discussion: What motivated participants to attend? 
__________________________________________________________________________ 

“I feel that reaching our carbon neutrality goal is extremely important and this will only happen by getting 

people informed and motivated.”  - Campus Conversation Participant 

To be a part of the campus community: “I want to be a part of this campus, not just another student 

in the system”…”I want to be more involved.”…”I want to be part of the solutions.”  

Interest in the deliberative process: “I participated in the fall event and found the conversation to be 

worthwhile and informative. I was impressed by both the enthusiasm of the students and the efficacy 

of the project and wanted to participate again”…”I want to see what progress can be made in a second 

deliberation”…”Deliberative process is a tool for change.”  

Want to learn more: “I think sustainability is one of the most important issues of our time, yet I know 

very little about UM’s sustainability plans. I‘m very interested to learn more”...”To learn innovative idea 

I could possibly incorporate in my work space.”  

Concerned about climate change: “Climate change is a pressing issue of our time; it is important that 

the University is not left behind. I want to help UM move forward on climate change.” 
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On their Radar 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
At the start of the conversation, participants were asked to name those existing campus sustainability initiatives 
that they felt are particularly innovative or effective. Projects mentioned include: 

UM’s Climate Action Plan  
UM’s full-time Sustainability Coordinator 
Kless Revolving Energy Loan Fund program 
Student groups (UM CAN & 1000 New Gardens) 
UM FLAT (Forum for Living with Appropriate 

Technology) 
Facilities saving the UM $200,000 this year in 

projects 
Farm to College program and its visibility! 
Native American Studies building 
Missoula College Energy Program 
Climate Change Studies minor  
Smart Buildings Initiative 
Green Thread 
PEAS program 
Eco-Rep program 
Alternative Transportation Options 

What they Said 
_________________________________________________________________ 
Before arriving at the event, participants were given a Resource Guide so that they might approach the conversa-

tion with background information on UM’s sustainability initiatives and consider in advance the evening’s guiding 

questions. As noted earlier, participants were organized around tables, each with 8-10 representatives, including 

a mixture of students, faculty, staff, and administrators. The diverse nature of the groups produced diverse re-

sponses to the questions we asked. Below are some of the “Big Ideas” to emerge from the conversation. 

Carbon Offsets– An Immediate Need 

Table 1 discussed the possibility of carbon offsets as an immediate solution to achieving carbon neutrality. They 

argued that this is would allow UM to become 100% carbon neutral this year cheaply and promote incentives to 

implement efficiency projects and behavior change. The consensus seemed to be that UM should move forward 

with carbon offsets immediately to create momentum for additional projects and energy-efficiency improve-

ments.  

Increased Communication & Education  

Some participants at Table 1 mentioned communication as a major point for improvement. They argued that we 

need to raise awareness, make students’ voices heard, and develop a center for ideas to come together. They 

thought that proper communication would move sustainability up on UM’s priority list.  

The major theme from table 4 referred to outreach. Participants wanted to see sustainability education incorpo-

rated into the initial experiences people have at the University through avenues such as the UM advocates, Orien-

tation, Human Resource sessions for staff, and the faculty development office for new faculty. They also talked 

about improving communication and education, perhaps through a new forum or social media group. They 

thought this would establish a set of sustainability expectations and norms of behavior for everyone entering the 

University so that incoming students can begin on the same page as those who have been around for a few years.  
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Increased Communication & Education, cont.  

A big idea that came out of Table 5’s discussion was the need for building avenues for deliberation and discourse 

across campus. Some suggested an online forum to get people talking about potential sustainability initiatives. This 

forum could be on Cyberbear and linked to the main UM page to help facilitate campus-wide dialogue. Another per-

son suggested a “UM sustainability app.” Others talked about getting students to create peer teaching seminars 

that get students talking about sustainability and the chance to post their ideas or write up reports. They seemed to 

all agree that their ideas will work because they bring students, faculty, administration, and staff together to dis-

cuss sustainability and allow students to better understand the University’s structure and decision-making process. 

They saw it as a low cost option that could encourage a sense of empowerment, opportunities for leadership, and a 

place for student involvement.  

Table 6 offered related suggestions, most of which pertained to enhancing communication about the purpose and 

meaning of sustainability. A few participants mentioned incorporating sustainability into Orientation, UM Advo-

cates, and freshman first year. Participants wanted students and sustainability initiatives to be more integrated into 

the planning and assessment continuum. They thought that by increasing awareness about sustainability early in 

students’ careers they could start a movement within the student body. They thought that more student involve-

ment would bring the University as a whole closer and make progress at the administrative level towards carbon 

neutrality.  

Sustainability in Decision-Making 

The major theme from Table 2 was increas-

ing student and faculty involvement in the 

decision-making process. The table was 

concerned about making the planning pro-

cess more transparent and the decision-

making process more inclusive. They be-

lieved that opening the doors of decision 

making at the highest level will help build 

engagement, ownership, and promote the 

campus’ sustainability mission. Participants 

at Table 6 and Table 8 echoed these 

thoughts.  

Sustainable Administrators 

Table 3 developed the idea of a Vice President of Sustainability who runs a diverse committee of students, faculty, 

and staff dedicated to implementing all of our sustainability goals. The VP of Sustainability would report directly to 

the President and would work across all departments on campus to see that UM’s CAP is being implemented, 

tracked, and new ideas are being put forward. These participants envisioned a re-organization of campus structure 

to incorporate a sustainability department with a supportive committee and VP. They suggested that the money 

saved from energy efficiency projects could fund the department. They argued that the current structure is not 

working and we need a person who can be a decision maker who has authority on budgetary issues, one who is 

solely focused on the campus’ mission of sustainability education and the Climate Action Plan.  
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Sustainability in the Classroom 

A few participants at Table 8 talked about incorporating sustaina-

bility into the curriculum as a one- or two-credit “sustainability 

experience” or as a not-for-credit experiential learning opportuni-

ty. One student suggested this one credit experiential course 

might be a General Education requirement related to KRELF, for 

example, while others thought this might cost too much money 

and that we ought to start small and work outside the bureaucra-

cy of General Education requirements. Some believed that a 0-2 

credit experiential learning class would attract students because 

it is not classroom-oriented, but rather skills and experience-

based. They thought this dual approach would address both education and sustainability implementation. Overall, 

many agreed that changing education and getting sustainability into the curriculum was the crucial piece.  

Normalizing Sustainability 

Table 10 felt that the term “sustainability” ought to be rebranded to help normalize sustainable practices across 

campus. They wanted to help empower a committee to include sustainability in all decisions by encouraging con-

versations and support across campus. One idea to encourage this cultural shift was to create a column on the main 

UM website or in the Kaimin called “This is What I Do.” This would be a place to show pride in one’s sustainability-

related actions and spread awareness about sustainable practices that students, faculty, and staff have taken in an 

attempt to normalize sustainable behavior. They suggested that by creating a cultural shift that focuses on individ-

ual action, sustainability projects across campus would move forward as people assimilate to what surrounds them. 

They acknowledged how cheap this plan would be, yet how empowering it could be for students (current and in-

coming), the community, and the planning committee in terms of committing to sustainable projects and values.  

Greening the Requirements 

The big idea from Table 9 was that sustainability-themed classes should become a requirement for graduation. 

Some suggested that this can come from all departments by incorporating sustainability into already required 

courses or modules. Another suggested that we create a sustainability class that is a graduation requirement. The 

idea is that by incorporating sustainability into the general requirements we could broaden the consciousness of 

sustainability and help to raise issues surrounding sustainability. If this were a reality, every student would at least 

be aware of sustainability on campus by the time he/she graduates and this could expand conversation to every 

single department.  

 

Taking Action! 
_________________________________________________________________ 
Communications/Outreach:  To promote and build the culture of sustainability on campus... 

Embrace and scale up the sustainable branding – share what people are already engaged in and  
popularize it! 
 
Communicate our stories – how are we thriving here?  Make more visible what UM community members are al-
ready doing to live sustainably.  
 
Sustainability campus newsletter (or e-newsletter?) to keep campus updated and perhaps  
increase participation and goodwill towards sustainability initiatives, progress, and challenges, as well  
as opportunities for involvement. 
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Communications/Outreach, more… 
 
Database of actions and projects or initiatives for student/staff/faculty engagement. 
 
Increase visibility & accessibility of the Climate Action Plan 
 
Get sustainability message to first year students via Orientation, etc.  
 
Increase scale and breadth of Campus Conversations...maybe a low-commitment class for freshmen? 
 
Sustainability in the Student Involvement guide for students (given to all freshman) with advice on how to engage 
in campus decision-making. 
 
Identify and publicize high use activities and areas around campus that people could avoid if they wanted to be 
mindful of their carbon footprint. A brochure or online guide about this would be a good resource. 

 

Service Learning: Education and application of sustainability; Scale up community engagement. 
 
Create a database of possible sustainability-related projects or thesis ideas: for example, research into a wind farm/
offsets done by an individual or class. 

Climate Change or Sustainability Lab: create a one credit “sustainability experience” required within major depart-
ments.  
 
Allow faculty to take on a certain number of “student experiences” rather than courses to work intensively with 
students on sustainability measures. 
 
Smart meter installation and monitoring that involves students.  
 
Academic opportunities related to the new Missoula College: planning logistics, natural resource issues, communi-
cation with campus community, marketing, etc.  
 
Sustainability in Public Speaking: students present a sustainability project to the class, with the option of entering 
it in a competition for a cash prize and the chance to present in front of UM’s President. An essay contest in a similar 
format was also suggested for students in WRIT 101. 
 
Create a sustainability certification of some sort to encourage non-related majors to be involved with sustainability 
and CAP.  

 

Decision-making: Elevate sustainability to a higher level of decision-making at UM. 

Vice President of Sustainability under the President that runs a di-
verse committee of students, faculty, and staff dedicated to imple-
menting our sustainability goals. 
 
Regular student meetings with the President so that they may voice 
their support for sustainability and the Climate Action Plan. 
 
Clear administrative support for reducing our consumption on cam-
pus with the hope of a trickle-down effect on students. Make this sup-
port obvious by mitigating the negative effects of things like the sta-
dium lights, travel footprint, etc. 
 
Foster meaningful dialogue behind change-making initiatives. In 
order to implement something, there must be a proposal, an effective 
implementation structure, and proper resources.  It is important for 
students and staff to approach decision-makers with a “this is a priori-
ty and we are willing to take it on and work with you to achieve it” 
mindset.  



7 

Where have we heard this before? UM’s Academic Strategic and Climate Action Plans! 

UM’s Campus Climate Conversations echoed many of the goals outlined in the University of Montana’s 
2010 Climate Action Plan (CAP) and also President Engstrom’s Academic Strategic plan, one outcome of 
which is to: 
 
“Create a campus climate that actively supports sustainability, including environmental responsibility, sus-
tainable operations, and stewardship in our community.” 

In terms of UM’s Climate Action Plan, there are three central goals that relate to integrating sustainabil-

ity into the classroom and co-curricular activities:  

1. Establish Sustainability and Climate Change as rec-

ognized, emphasized, and common themes across 

the University curriculum. 

2.   Make Sustainability and Climate Change a center of 

academic excellence for the University. 

3.   Supplement formal education on Sustainability and 

Climate Change with informal, practical, and career 

oriented education that enhances relationships be-

tween UM and community partners. 

The Climate Action Plan proposes possible strategies for meeting these goals, including increasing sus-

tainability-focused service learning opportunities at UM, emphasizing sustainability in orientation, cre-

ating a “sustainability track” in General Education, and collaborative teaching and research across depart-

ments around sustainability themes. All of these ideas, in addition to others, were independently men-

tioned during the Campus Climate Conversations. 

Ways to get involved: 

The Campus Climate Conversations revealed an enduring and passionate commitment on behalf of our 

students, staff, faculty and administrators to advance sustainability in education and operations. These 

Campus Conversations offered a forum for generating creative ideas for how UM can move forward with 

its sustainability goals. Taking further steps will require sustained commitment and engagement on be-

half of our community. For those interested, there are many access points and more still to be created.  

Please contact the ASUM Sustainability Office if you would like to be involved in next steps, visit the 

Greening UM website site and read through the Campus  

Conversation Resource Guides, which can be found here: 

http://www.cfc.umt.edu/ccs/pdfs/Resource-Guide-

October2012.pdf  

http://www.cfc.umt.edu/ccs/pdfs/Resource-Guide-April2013.pdf  

 

ASUM Sustainability Office 
University Center Room 105 
University of Montana  
Missoula, MT 59812 
(406) 243-4856 
asum.sustain@mso.umt.edu 

http://www.umt.edu/greeningum/default.aspx
mailto:asum.sustain@mso.umt.edu

