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STUDENT VALUATION OF SUSTAINABILITY IN CURRICULUM 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Purpose: To gauge how strongly undergraduate students at McGill value having an understanding of 
sustainability upon graduation, and to explore how such an understanding can be conferred. Student opinion 
on this subject is not continually and formally documented, and this study aimed to provide such a forum. 
 
Methodology: In the 2010 winter term 398 undergraduate students completed paper surveys distributed in-
person in dining areas all over the Downtown and MacDonald campuses. The paper surveys contained five (5) 
statements asking for respondents to identify agreement for each on a 5-point Likert scale, and one open-
ended question. For the 22 298 undergraduate students enrolled at McGill, having 398 randomly selected 
respondents makes the data 95% accurate, 19 times out of 20. In-person surveying in dining areas was 
deemed the most random and accurate approach as compared to email and in-class surveying.  
 
Data Collection: Below are the statements as they appeared verbatim. Their mean response values out of 5 
and standard deviations (std dev.) are included. 1 indicates “strongly disagree” and 5 “strongly agree”. 

Statement Mean std dev. 
1. As a future McGill graduate, having an understanding of sustainability is something I would 
value. 

4.21 0.839 

2. Upon fulfilling my program requirements (not electives), I believe I will be satisfied with 
the understanding of sustainability I have developed. 

3.25 1.017 

3. I would be willing to have a required course in my program directly addressing relevant 
sustainability issues. 

3.36 1.309 

4. I would like to have sustainability issues taught more in my existing courses. 3.42 1.054 
5. I understand how sustainability is linked to my discipline. 3.57 1.229 

The open-end question read: “Briefly, what about sustainability would you like to learn more of and 
how might that happen at McGill?” Out of 398 students, 231 provided a written response to this question. 
Responses were diverse in their scope with the majority (213) providing ideas for improving sustainability 
education and few (18) arguing against having sustainability being (more) a part of undergraduate curriculum.  
 
Discussion: McGill strives to provide excellence through teaching and student experiences, but the responses 
to statement 2 in relation to statement 1 expose a gap between what students want and how they feel that 
desire is being met. It is evident that students strongly value having an understanding of sustainability as 
reflected in the mean response value of 4.21 for the first statement. The mean value of 3.25 for statement 2 
reflects that students are nearly neutral regarding their level of satisfaction. If excellence is expected, students 
should feel more satisfied with how well they understand sustainability. The path forward is less clear than the 
snapshot captured here. 51% of students were openly in support of a required course, meaning 49% were not. 
This was the most contentious issue. Integration into existing courses was more palatable. Written responses 
showed how department-specific this issue is and how multi-pronged any solutions must be.   
 
Recommendations: Students are not generally proactive on finding opportunities to build their understanding 
of sustainability. It needs to be brought to them. Or rather, they are waiting for some entity to take initiative 
to bring it to them. Any such entity needs departmental support. Looking at individual departments and how 
they make curriculum choices is a necessary step. Gathering a base of committed faculty champions is the 
next. Collaboratively building extra-curricular experiences is also powerful and essential in the big picture.  


