
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

President’s	  Universitywide	  Sustainability	  Committee	  (PUSC)	  Minutes	  
Minutes	  of	  January	  17,	  2013	  
Office	  for	  Sustainability	  

	  
Welcome and Introductions 
Members: Tim Palmer, Jamie Hirsh, Bill Davis, Harold Glasser, Matt Hollander, Paul Pancella, Sarah Pratt, Dave 
Reinhold, Lu Tavares, Jeff Spoelstra, Leah Omilion Hodges, Andrew Targowski, Mervyn Elliott, Jorge Rodriguez, Paul 
Farber, Caroline Webber 
Guests: Kim Juwong, Taylor Daugherty, Jonna Johnson 
 

PROCEDURAL ITEMS 

APPROVAL	  OF	  AGENDA	  
Motion by Pancella to approve the Agenda as presented; seconded by Hollander; Agenda approved. 

APPROVAL	  OF	  MINUTES	  
Previous meeting minutes will be provided by e-mail. The Office for Sustainability Annual Report presented at the last 

meeting can be viewed at http://www.wmich.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/121115%20PUSC%20Annual%20Report_1.pdf. 

 

SUSTAINABILITY TRACKING, ASSESSMENT, AND RATING SYSTEM (STARS) 
OVERVIEW 
Jeff presented a brief overview of the STARS (http://www.aashe.org/files/documents/STARS/stars_overview_presentation.pdf) 
focusing on the curriculum and research credits (Attached). In order to determine academic courses that are “focused on” 
or “related to” sustainability, STARS participants must first adopt definitions of those terms.  A definition must also be 
adopted for sustainability research. 
 
DRAFT	  JOINT	  DEFINITION	  FOR	  DISCUSSION 
The Office for Sustainability reviewed curriculum and research definitions from other participating STARS institutions 
and presented the following joint definition for discussion: 
 

Sustainability refers to both a state of dynamic equilibrium and a social process that is desirable and ecologically 
sound. It requires that society can, at a minimum, support continuous improvements in quality of life for all and renew 
itself and its members by supporting: 

• flourishing communities and rich cultural and biological diversity;  
• institutions and forms of governance that are just, egalitarian, transparent, and participatory;  
• economies that are sufficient, equitable, accountable, bioregionally sound, and function within global carrying 

capacity limits; and 
• production and consumption that promotes universalizable lifestyles and keeps its wake in check by both 

learning from and working with nature and limiting its total life-cycle costs (social, environmental, and 
financial). 

 

DISCUSSION 
• The committee did not object to linking curriculum and research definitions. 
• Paul F. suggested considering posing the 4 bulleted points as questions. 



	  

• Andrew T. suggested that the definition should be shorter and less nuanced. 
• The group discussed how or whether faculty would be approached with the definition.  Harold indicated that 

there is no current PARS database or equivalent that can be queried in order to review curriculum/research. 
• Dave suggested that the General Education curriculum process might be a good model to consider.  It has certain 

criteria in certain areas. Detailed course syllabi are key to this process.  Courses are reevaluated every 7 years.  It, 
however, only looks at courses requested. Paul P. indicated that he has trouble imagining any other process. One 
constraint can be the difficulty finding volunteers to serve on review committees. 

• Mervyn suggested just e-mailing requests to faculty.  Dave indicated that when the Deans are actively engaged in 
promoting responses from faculty, response rates are higher.  Mervyn also suggested that any request be sensitive 
concerns about academic freedom. 

• There was general agreement that creating a survey would be relatively easy and that we would want the highest 
levels of the administration to express support and urge faculty to respond.  Harold indicated that the president is 
supportive of universitywide efforts to advance sustainability curriculum. 

• Paul F. posed the question of what it meant to be or not to be on board with sustainability (e.g., irrelevant to the 
discipline).  Certain instructors may feel challenged to infuse sustainability, and Mervyn suggested that it would be 
helpful to be able to offer assistance to instructors. Harold suggested that the professional organization, 
Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education, should be considered a resource for 
finding colleagues or examples of sustainability in curriculum and research. 

• Paul F. asked if sustainability was a political movement.  Andrew answered yes and offered the example of the 
Green Party in Germany. 

• Andrew suggested that there is no “end product” in the definition and that it could be seen as circular. 
• Harold indicated that with students he often poses the question of sustainability for what?, for whom?, for how 

long?, with what form of governance?, and he pointed out that that many people never consider non-humans. 
 

BREAKOUT	  SESSION 
Four small discussion groups broke out.  Table materials were provided including raw and summary data from other 
STARS participating institutions. 
 

REPORT	  BACK 
Table 1 
• Several members suggested that the first paragraphs might be sufficient enough. 
• Caroline suggested that when surveying for curriculum and research, the PUSC should consider collecting data to 

be populated into the forthcoming asset map and idea database. 
• Dave suggested that words like “universalizable” are meaningless without definitions of their own. Any definition 

should be field tested before use. 
• Jeff suggested that Wesustain interns might be able to visit faculty to encourage participation in the survey. 

 
Table 2 
• Supported the Duke University definition for its simplicity compared to the definition presented by the OfS. 

 
Table 3 
• The definition should be half as long or shorter.  Consider making it easier to read (e.g., lower reading level). 
• Mervyn liked the Duke University definition. 
• It is unclear what equilibrium means.  Examples? 
• It was suggested that the survey could offer examples of sustainability in curriculum and research for each college. 
• Andrew had several suggestions and points, stressing that both ecology and economy should be sound.  The 

definition means different things when considering shallow versus deep economics of the triple bottom line.  He 
suggested adding a reference to population.  He also suggested that “flourishing communities” be removed 
because it is not the subject of sustainability to establish egalitarian societies. 

• Matt suggested casting the widest net possible the first time around.  This encourages future participation. 
• Leah suggested that shorter definitions are less prone to “skimming” by readers. Any survey should be less than 

two pages and clearly indicate how long it will take the user. 
• Given the suggested cuts and changes, a simple boilerplate definition should be considered. 



	  

• Replace “global carrying capacity limits” with “regional carrying capacities”. 
• Replace “universalizable lifestyles and keeps its wake in check by both learning from and working with nature and 

limiting its total life-cycle costs (social, environmental, and financial).” With “rational lifestyles which save strategic 
resources”. 

 
Table 4 
• They liked the idea of a two sentence definition, particularly one that is slightly more nuanced and rich than the 

Brundtland Commission definition adopted by many other schools.  Oberlin’s definition is one example of this. 
• Tim suggested that offering college level examples of sustainability in curriculum and/or research might serve to 

narrow the responses.  Sarah suggested that it could be done strategically ranging from broad to narrow. 
 

FURTHER	  DISCUSSION 
• Dave R. indicated that conducting a written survey may not be the best method. When initiatives such as this are 

clearly tied to the strategic plan and are a presidential priority, charging the Deans and Chairs with data gathering 
can yield excellent results. Harold will meet with Dave to further discuss appropriate survey/data gathering 
strategies. Sarah suggested that if such a strategy was used, it might make more sense to not offer examples of 
sustainability in curriculum and research. 

• The group discussed whether or not we would request or even want to collect syllabi during any survey/data 
gathering effort. 

 

SUMMARY 
• support for a common definition of sustainability in both curriculum and research 
• majority of members would like a simpler definition 
• ACTION ITEM – Harold and Jeff will develop a revised definition and e-mail it to the group in a week 
• charging the Deans and Chairs is probably the most effective strategy for data collection 
• any serious effort to evaluate sustainability coursework will, at some point, require a thoughtful review of syllabi 

 

BRIEF ANNOUNCEMENTS 
• StART-II Faculty Learning Community is about to get underway.  Faculty leaders are scheduling meetings and 

activities. 
• Visiting – Dr. Mitchell Thomashow will be on campus for a series of activities with ample opportunities for 

students, faculty, and staff to meet and interact with him.  Jeff will share more details by e-mail next week. 
o Keynote – Feb. 7 
o Workshop – Feb. 8 – Faculty Administrators 
o Small group meetings – TBA 

• 2012 A Draft OfS Highlight’s Report is in review and will be shared with the PUSC by February 
• The next round of Student Sustainability Grants are available – Due by Feb. 28 
• Gibbs House Fellowships are available – Apply by March 30 

  
 


