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ABSTRACT: This study examines opinions of 398 undergraduate students (N = 398) at McGill 
University in Montreal on the subject of understanding sustainability in their curricula. A paper 
survey was distributed in person at various locations on the campus. Responses were analyzed 
altogether and also divided into demographic and academic categories. A Likert scale was used 
and respondents agreed with statements where “1” signified strong disagreement and “5” 
strong agreement. Students were found to value having an understanding of sustainability 
upon graduating at a mean of 4.21 (σ = 0.839). They projected having a satisfaction with their 
understanding of sustainability upon graduation at a mean of 3.25 (σ = 1.107). Willingness to be 
required to take a course on sustainability and on willingness to integrate sustainability more 
into existing classes were investigated. The study concludes undergraduates did not expect to 
have a highly satisfactory understanding of something they valued strongly: an understanding 
of sustainability. The study recommends that initiative be taken by various student and 
administrative entities to confer a better understanding of the subject. 
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Rationale for the Survey 

 

The aim of this research is to determine how current McGill undergraduate students 

value “sustainability” as part of their university degree1. That sustainability in higher education 

was important was widely acknowledged in 1990 with the writing and signing of the Talloires 

declaration by hundreds of universities worldwide. The document, of which McGill University is 

a signatory, highlights the power that universities have to address issues of pollution, ecological 

destruction, resource depletion and associated poverty. The Talloires Declaration recognized 

the responsibility of universities in “creating an equitable and sustainable future for all humankind in 

harmony with nature”2. The Declaration points out succinctly that:  

“Universities have a major role in the education, research, policy formation, and 
information exchange necessary to make these goals possible. The university heads must 
provide the leadership and support to mobilize internal and external resources so that their 
institutions respond to this urgent challenge.”3 

Within the McGill community, the subject of sustainability in education has been of 
growing prominence. McGill School for the Environment’s George McCourt and Teaching and 
Learning Services Educational Developer Marcy Slapcoff attended an AASHE “Sustainability 
Across the Curriculum Leadership Workshop”, students in the Sustainable McGill Project held a 
competition for essay responses from students on the subject, and the Annual ReThink McGill 
Conference of 2009 was entitled  “Education & Sustainability”.  

One approach to understanding how populations value information and knowledge is to 
ask them to answer questions on the subject. While an interview of all undergraduates 
currently enrolled at McGill is an unrealistic goal for any research team to undertake, a brief 
survey distributed to an adequately large portion of the population could serve as a useful tool 
to gauge the value they place on sustainability as part of their education.  

Student voice is increasingly becoming valued as a consideration in the decision making 
process at McGill, in the realms of academics and institutional behavior. In 2006, the Principal’s 

                                                             
1 A definition of sustainability was designed for the purposes of this study and was based on established definitions 
and personal communications with McGill professors. The definition used is as follows: 
 
‘Sustainability is a term meant to encompass interrelated issues concerning the state of air, soil, water, habitat, 
biodiversity, waste, and energy on earth multiplied by factors of social justice and human nature, all complicated 
by climate change. Being able to identify these issues and adapt decision-making to their implications is what is 
meant by having an “understanding of sustainability”.’ 

 
2 The Talloires Declaration: University Presidents for a Sustainable Future. 1990. 
3
 The Talloires Declaration: University Presidents for a Sustainable Future. 1990. 
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Taskforce on Student Life and learning recommended McGill focus on becoming a student-
centered university. To this end, Deputy Provost Student Life and Learning, Morton Mendelson 
emphasized at a Faculty of Science meeting in 2006 that: 

“-McGill would make students' best interests a focus of the academic, administrative, and 
support staff, and would make decisions with due consideration for their impact on students.  

-Students would participate in McGill's governance and in ongoing dialogue, and would 
influence McGill's goals.”4  

This survey can help achieve both goals by acting as part of the ongoing dialogue where 
student are surveyed for their opinions and the results are shared with McGill staff. The results 
of this survey could also be useful and interesting to the student population in understanding 
their commonalities.  

In addition to providing a better understanding of student opinion at McGill, this 
research may provide some insights into the nature of student opinions in the discourse of 
sustainability in higher education more broadly. This study will draw on similar research from 
other universities and may be used as a reference in the future on other campuses.  

The results of the survey will be made available online via the Student Society of McGill 
University Environment Committee, the Office of Sustainability website and potentially the 
McGill School of Environment website. This can act as a reference document for student 
representatives while in discussions with administrators to advocate for what students value. 
The first presentation will likely be at the May 17th meeting of the McGill Sub-Committee on 
Environment. It is also to be used as a reference for presentation to various administrators at 
McGill, including deans of faculties, deputy provosts, and heads of departments to make them 
aware of where students stand on the issue. Interested professors will be able to access the 
document but, as it does not target any one class in particular, professors will not be a focal 
point for presentations of this research. Hopefully the report will help inform future decision-
making on the subject.  

 

Literature Review 

  

 Concerted research on the subject of student opinions and desires related to 
sustainability in higher education began around the beginning of the 21st century. A published 
paper in 2001 in the International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education (IJSHI) features a 
14-question survey deigned to gauge student and staff environmental knowledge at a 

                                                             
4 Page 2 of the Minutes of a Meeting of the Faculty of Science held on December 5, 2006. Available at 
https://home.mcgill.ca/files/science/FacultyMinutesDecember5_06.pdf (accessed April 21, 2010) 
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university in Tanzania5. The survey briefly looked to determine what the respondents wanted to 
see change at their university to allow for the kind of environmental knowledge they wanted. 
Also in 2001 a study was conducted to look at the environmental education of students in non-
environmental undergraduate programs in the USA. While the survey focused heavily on the 
differences between types of universities, it did discuss the growing prominence of “learning 
outcomes” in its programs with environmental literacy being discussed as a desirable outcome. 
The study pointed out the small proportion of universities that have required courses on 
environmental issues and the large proportion that provide options for learning about 
environmental issues that can be part of general degree requirements.   

The academic community has been evolving techniques to accurately gauge student 
perceptions on the subject of sustainability in education In a 2007 paper in the IJSHI, researcher 
Fumiyo Kagawa noted a broad lack of research on subject of university students’ perceptions of 
sustainable development and/or sustainability6.  A large online survey was undertaken by 
Kagawa at the University of Plymouth in 2005 to assess how students responded to a number 
of questions on the topic of sustainable development. The questions mostly investigated how 
well students thought they understood sustainable development, how important they thought 
it was, and how positively or negatively they thought about the future of society7.  

The survey showed that students thought that there was collective and radical social 
change necessary to combat sustainability issues such as climate change but the questions on 
this topic did not address curriculum directly8. Participating students responded that they had 
much more experience with sustainable development inside “Formal Curriculum” than in “Out-
of-school activities”9. This would indicate, that for the student population in question, formal 
education was playing a very important role in their understanding of sustainable development 
and out-of-school experiences alone could not be relied upon to teach the subject. This would 
indicate that relying on campus groups and extra-curricular activities may not be  sufficient to 
engage most students to understand sustainability. 

Perhaps one of the most revealing papers on this subject in Canada is an open-ended 
examination of university principals’ conceptualizations of sustainability in higher education 
and was published in January 2010 in the IJSHE by Tarah Wright of Dalhousie University. A total 
of 21 individuals were interviewed from 17 universities, all of which were Talloires Declaration 
signatory institutions10. The research aimed to understand how university principals thought 
about sustainability at their institution through an interview method. While curriculum was not 
a formal focus of the study, “the interviews revealed that most presidents and vice-presidents 

                                                             
5 Wemmenhove, Roos and Wouter T. de Groot, 2001. Principles for university curriculum greening – An empirical 
case study from Tanzania. International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education 2:3: 267-283. 
6 Fumiyo Kagawa, 2007. Dissonance in student’s perceptions of sustainable development and sustainability: 
Implications for curriculum change. International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education 8:3: 317-338. 
7
 Ibid. 

8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10

 Tarah Wright, 2010. University presidents conceptualizations of sustainability in higher education. International 

Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education 11:1: 61-73. 
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were unaware of the emerging field of SHE” (sustainability in higher education)11. The 
interviewees thought that their institutions should be playing a role in transforming society to 
abide by more sustainable practices, but none advocated for the major restructuring of 
disciplines towards a sustainability focus that many SHE scholars insist is essential for 
sustainability12. 

Debbie Cotton et al., in 2009 published an article exposing university instructors’ 

opinions on sustainability and sustainable development in higher education. The article 

highlighted the recurrent themes that, according to lecturers, sustainability has limited 

relevance to some disciplines and that sustainability teaching often comes into conflict with 

traditional higher education pedagogies13. The study discussed at length that institutions and 

instructors often do not have the resources to best teach course material from a sustainability 

standpoint as that teaching style often works best in small group settings requiring more 

individualized attention14. That many courses are taught to large audiences and with little time 

for discussion makes it difficult to have transformative learning experiences with lasting impact. 

Some instructors used this as an excuse for not attempting to integrate sustainability into their 

courses but the article concludes by calling for “second-best solutions” involving a continuous 

evolution of existing pedagogies to help students develop an understanding of sustainability15.   

Some of the instructors responses identifying limitations of integrating sustainability 

into courses as seen in the Cotton et al. study were reiterated by McGill University professor of 

Engineering Jim Nicell at a January 2010 meeting of the Senate sub-Committee of the 

Environment (SCE). Professor Nicell was not opposed to integrating the subject into various 

disciplines at McGill, but was able to point out these  aforementioned limitations as obstacles in 

some curricula areas. 

A basic search for more recent research on the subject in the reputable IJSHE and 
through the internet search engines such as Google provides more variety on the subject. A 
University of British Columbia on-line survey conducted in 2009 asked undergraduate students 
to evaluate how well their degree covered sustainability, whether they wanted to learn more, 
and what they wanted to learn more about16. The survey was conducted from high in the 

                                                             
11 Tarah Wright, 2010. University presidents conceptualizations of sustainability in higher education. International 
Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education 11:1: 71. 
12 Ibid. 
13

 Debbie Cotton, Ian Bailey, Martyn Warren and Susie Bissell, 2009. Revolutions and second-best solutions: 
education for sustainable development in higher education. Studies in Higher Education 34:7: 719-733. 
14

 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16

 Academic Programs Working Grouo – Vancouver and the Campus Sustainability Office, 2009. Sustainability 

Education at UBC: A Student Pespective. Page 2. Available at http://www.sas.ubc.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2009/04/ubc-student-sustainability-survey_final-for-web.pdf accessed on April 25, 2010. 
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administration as a joint project of the Working Group on Academic Programs (WGAP) of the 
President’s Advisory Council on Sustainability and the UBC Sustainability Office. They found that 
students thought sustainability should be part of their degree, that students preferred taking 
classes on sustainability rather than pursuing degrees, and that students saw great value in 
undertaking interdisciplinary classes as they got to interact with their peers in other 
disciplines17.  

A survey published in March 2010 at Georgetown University was undertaken jointly by 

one group comprised of staff and students and by the Georgetown Campus Sustainability Advisory 

Board. The report drew on undergraduate and graduate student opinion to conclude “that 

students need to understand the “complexity of sustainability”—that is, how it applies to social 

justice and the economy”18.  

 

 

Methodology 

Designing the Survey 

Very few of the research articles discussed the process of forming their interview or 
survey questions and instead focused on the ambiguity of the terms “sustainability” and 
“sustainable development” as understood by respondents. This ambiguity is handled by various 
means. The term “sustainable development” was more accessible to University of Plymouth 
lecturers and so was used in research there instead of “sustainability”. The USLF questionnaire 
used for the Atlantic Canada research by Wright 2010 used the term “sustainability”. There is a 
general principle in survey design that one should avoid comprehension error wherever 
possible, that the terminology should be familiar to the community. Looking at the McGill-
specific case, it can be noted that “sustainability” was in the name of the much publicized 8th 
annual ReThink Conference in November 2009, “sustainability” was the key word used in the 
ReThink Your Curriculum Challenge held in the winter of 2009 that attracted entries from over 
50 departments at McGill, the recently drafted Sustainability Policy is soon going before McGill 
Senate, and there is an Office of Sustainability with a Director of Sustainability who administers 
a Sustainability Fund. Given the McGill context, this survey will use the terminology of 

                                                             
17

 Academic Programs Working Grouo – Vancouver and the Campus Sustainability Office, 2009. Sustainability 

Education at UBC: A Student Pespective. Page 26. Available at http://www.sas.ubc.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2009/04/ubc-student-sustainability-survey_final-for-web.pdf accessed on April 25, 2010. 

18
 Molly Redden, 2010. Sustainability survey looks at how students can conserve, and where Georgetown can 

improve. Printed in Vox Populi and accessed at http://blog.georgetownvoice.com/2010/03/18/sustainability-

survey-looks-at-how-students-conserve-and-where-georgetown-can-improve/ accessed on April 25, 2010. 
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“sustainability” in place of “sustainable development” or “sustainable” as it is in frequent usage 
in the community. 

 The survey reported in the article of Kagawa 2007 chose not to define sustainability or 
sustainable development partially to allow survey participants to self-identify with the 
terminology as part of the research process. A definition was provided in this survey and was 
largely drawn from conversations with McGill School of Environment professor Madhav 
Badami. Professor Badami has publicly made clear that definitions of sustainability are general 
to vague and without substance, that they do not talk about the specific issues that comprise 
the concept. A series of discussion with him in 2009 led to the development of the definition 
used in the survey. Though the definition is part of the survey it appears physically above any of 
the questions and respondents do not necessarily need to read it. 

Key aspects to designing a workable survey to extract useful information from a 
population include; defining the target audience, defining the data elements to be collected, 
creating questions that are accessible to the audience, creating questions that work together in 
a specified arrangement, and creating responses that are easily understood by respondents in 
the same way they are by the researcher19.  

In this case, the target audience has been defined as undergraduate students at McGill 
University. Time restraints unfortunately disallowed Continuing Education students from being 
included in the study. Demographic data, such as year of study, gender and faculty were 
collected to see if trends could be seen between groups in the analysis.  

The survey includes five statements that respondents are asked to state their degree of 
agreement with and a final question where respondents may provide a written response to a 
single question. The five statements are graded by respondents on a Likert scale from 1 to 5, 
with “1” showing strong disagreement, “3” being neutral and “5” showing strong agreement. 
The written response question is completely open and responses were categorized upon 
collection of the surveys. 

The first statement was meant to gauge how students value an understanding of 
sustainability upon graduation. The second was to try to understand whether they were 
satisfied with their understanding developed from their curriculum. These first two statements 
were designed to be analyzed and compared to identify whether or not students agreed that 
they value having an understanding of sustainability and are satisfied with that understanding 
equally. If they value having such an understanding and are satisfied with that understanding to 
equal degrees, then their university degree will have prepared them as much as they see 
necessary. If there is a discrepancy between how they value their understanding and how 
satisfied they will be with it, this may indicate they feel under-prepared by their degree. 

The third statement was designed to see what students thought about being required to 
take a course on the subject of sustainability. The fourth is different from the third in that it 

                                                             
19

 Risto Lehtonen and Erkki Pahkinenm. Practical methods for design and analysis of complex surveys. J. Wiley 

2004, England 
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seeks to determine how students feel about having sustainability integrated more into their 
existing classes. Whether sustainability education should be more actively integrated into 
existing classes or rather introduced through new courses is part of an unresolved debate 
apparent in the literature review.  

The fifth statement is an attempt to understand if students feel they understand how 
their discipline fits into the concept of sustainability. This is hoped to be a benchmark for the 
Office of Sustainability and to look for patterns in perception of sustainability understanding 
between academic and demographic categories.  

The written response was designed to gather ideas specific to McGill and to understand 
positive and negative attitudes of students on the subject. The survey may spur on some 
thoughts from students and this would be a good place to collect those and to understand 
sentiments on the subject not captured by the five previous statements. 

While previous studies influenced the subject matter of the survey, the phrasing of the 
content is original and not copied from previous research. The vocabulary and phrasing used 
was meant to be easily accessible to McGill undergrads. Preliminary drafts of the survey were 
shown to Marcy Slapcoff, Dr James Gray-Donald, and approximately 20 undergrads at McGill. 
Feedback was received and the final product was distributed once only very minor issues of 
phrasing remained among a handful of peers. The survey was designed to apply to the McGill 
setting and may not be as applicable for other campuses with different settings and attitudes. 

 
The survey as distributed is displayed on the next 2 pages. In the paper version 

distributed the margins had been modified to allow the survey to fit on one page and was 
printed double-sided to allow two surveys to be collected from one piece of paper. 
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McGILL UNDERGRADUATE SURVEY 

This survey investigates the opinions of undergraduates at McGill University. The word 
“sustainability” is used here. For this survey, please consider the following definition: 

 

‘Sustainability is a term meant to encompass interrelated issues concerning the state of air, soil, 
water, habitat, biodiversity, waste, and energy on earth multiplied by factors of social justice and 
human nature, all complicated by climate change. Being able to identify these issues and adapt 
decision-making to their implications is what is meant by having an “understanding of 
sustainability”.’ 

 

Survey - Circle or write the designation you most identify with     
Year:  U0   U1   U2   U3    Other______                     Gender:_________________ 
Faculty:________________ Major / Program: _________________, _______________  

Before studying at McGill, I went to school in:  Quebec       Rest of Canada       USA       Rest 
of world 

 

As a future McGill graduate, having an understanding of sustainability is something I would 
value. 

Strongly disagree  Neutral   Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5  

 

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

Very unsatisfied   Neutral    Very satisfied 

1  2  3  4  5  

 

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

Strongly disagree  Neutral   Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5  
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I would like to have sustainability issues taught more in my existing courses.  

Strongly disagree  Neutral   Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5  

 

I understand how sustainability is linked to my discipline. 

Strongly disagree  Neutral   Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5  

 

Briefly, what about sustainability would you like to learn more of and how might that happen at 
McGill?: 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

Thank you for your participation! To learn more about this project, feel free to contact: 

Researcher: David Gray-Donald, BA&Sc. candidate    Supervisor: Marcy Slapcoff  

Contact: david.gray-donald@mail.mcgill.ca (514 889-1225)  marcy.slapcoff@mcgill.ca 

Purpose of the research:  A survey to better understand what McGill undergraduate students 
expect from their education and how they value education on the subject of sustainability. The 
survey asks for subjective opinions of undergraduates in an attempt to understand general trends 
in student opinion at McGill. Like all such works, the finished text will be available to the public. 
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Distribution of the Survey 

 The distribution of the survey was meant to be as random as possible given the time 

restraints. A paper survey was chosen over an electronic survey. The rationale for this decision 

partially stems from personal experience at McGill. Many students receive more emails than 

they can handle and pay little attention to them. The people who would be willing to complete 

a survey on sustainability could be pro-sustainable in their views and would skew the result 

from being truly representative. Deciding how to publicize the survey electronically would be 

another confounding factor. The simplicity of a paper survey was favoured over an electronic 

survey. The paper from the survey is being recycled once all the data has been stored 

electronically. 

The original distribution method involved seting up tables in buildings of various 

faculties for periods of time dictated by the population of the faculty as compared to the total 

undergraduate population. This was far too slow of a method as McGill undergraduates seem 

desensitized to tables and largely ignore what is happening at them. In response to a 

lamentation on a fruitless tabling session, McGill Office of Sustainability employee Nicole 

MacLaren suggested the survey be distributed in the dining areas of the libraries on campus. 

This technique proved very successful and surveys were completed at a rate near one per 

minute, depending on time of day and term.  

The Redpath Library dining area was the primary location of survey collection with 10 

sessions being conducted there. The Redpath Library has a reputation for attracting students 

from all over campus due to its long opening hours and diverse dining options. It was thought 

that a good cross-section of the undergraduate population could be found there. 4 sessions 

were conducted in the McConnell building dining hall, 3 sessions in the Bronfman building, and 

1 each in Trottier, the Music building, the Education building, the Law building, Stewart Biology, 

Burnside, MacDonald Campus Link, and the Medical building. Time spent in various locations 

did not correspond directly to the size of the faculty as the survey was first conducted in 

Redpath and then proportions were determined and underrepresented faculties were targeted. 

The survey was not conducted in any classrooms or within any campus groups or sub-

populations that would skew the results away from the typical McGill undergraduate 

population20.  

The survey was distributed from March 24th until April 20th, 2010 and 398 students were 

surveyed (N = 398). This allowed for a 95% confidence level and 5% confidence interval, making 

                                                             
20

 Approximately 20 of the respondents were friends of the survey administrators and they were surveyed because 

they were in the dining areas being surveyed during one of the sessions. 
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the survey 95% accurate, 19 times out of 20. While a larger survey would have yielded a more 

accurate representation of the student population, this was made difficult by a lack of time and 

available helpers.  
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Results of Data Collection and Analysis 

 398 completed paper surveys were collected from undergraduates currently enrolled in 

McGill University. Five surveys were completed by students in graduate studies and those were 

excluded from the study and are not included in the 398. Tables 1 through 5 provide 

information on the demographics of the sample surveyed. 

 While it is not standard academic procedure to discuss results in the analysis section, 

brief discussions follow some striking figures for ease of reference. More thoroughly explored 

insights are found in the Discussion and also Conclusion & Recommendations sections. 

Year 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

0 55 13.8 14.0 14.0 

1 146 36.5 37.1 51.0 

2 102 25.5 25.9 76.9 

3 83 20.8 21.1 98.0 

4 7 1.8 1.8 99.7 

5 1 .3 .3 100.0 

Year 

Total 394 98.5 100.0  

Missing  6 1.5   

Total
21

 400 100.0   

Table 1. Representation of students by year. The number corresponds to their “U” number 

where a “2” signifies that they are in U2 of their undergraduate studies. Students entering the 

university from the Quebec CEGEP program or with a set of advance credits enter U1 in their 

first year of study. Year “0” is for freshmen with little to no advance credits expected to take 4 

years to graduate. 

 

 

 

 
                                                             
21

 The total is written as 400 but N = 398. There were two lines that were made on the spreadsheet that remained 

empty. The surveys were numbered from 1 to N as they were distributed. Being double-sided there were two 

surveys that were only answered on one side. By the time of data entry, it would have been too burdensome to 

change all the numbers on the paper surveys. 
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Gender 

 Frequency Percent Valid 

Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Missing  3 .8 .8 .8 

F 254 63.6 63.6 64.3 

M 143 35.8 35.8 100.0 

Gender 

Total 400 100.0 100.0  

Table 2. “F” signifies female and “M” signifies male. The “f” is an input error and is meant to be 

an “F”. As of October 2009 the undergrad population was 58.4% female and 41.6% male22. The 

sample proportions and population proportions are fairly similar. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
22McGill University Enrolment Report Fall 2009: Total (FT and PT) Enrolments by Faculty, by Degree and by Gender. 
Available at http://www.mcgill.ca/files/es/Fall_2009_szrfrgs3.pdf (accessed April 22, 2010) 
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Faculty 

 Frequency Percent Actual 

Proportions 

Cumulative 

Percent 

 ? 8 2.0  2.0 

AG 24 6.0 4.38 8.0 

AR 160 40.0 26.87 48.0 

AS 22 5.5 2.26 53.5 

ED 18 4.5 6.91 58.0 

EN 14 3.5 11.37 61.5 

LA 4 1.0 2.80 62.5 

MA 31 7.8 9.71 70.3 

ME 6 1.5 5.88 71.8 

MU 6 1.5 2.29 73.3 

RS 1 .3 .17 73.5 

SC 106 26.5 17.02 100.0 

Facult

y 

Total 400 100.0 89.66  

Table 3. Frequency of responses by Faculty. Actual Proportions column adds to <100 as not all 

faculties were represented. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4. Actual proportions of population make-up by 

faculty. Arts, Science, Arts & Science and Agricultural and 

Environmental Sciences were over-represented while nearly all others were under-represented. 

 

AG = Agricultural and 
Environmental Sciences 
AR = Arts 
AS = Arts and Science 
ED = Education 
EN =Engineering 
LA = Law 
ME= Medicine 
MA = Management 
MU = Music 
RS = Religious Studies 
SC = Science 

Faculty Percent 
of Total  

Agricultural and 
Environmental 
Sciences 

 
4.38 

Arts 26.87 

Arts and Science 2.26 

Continuing Education 9.84 

Dentistry 0.51 

Education 6.91 

Engineering 11.37 

Law 2.80 

Management 9.71 

Medicine 5.88 

Music 2.29 

Religious Studies .17 

Science 17.02 
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Previous Study 

 
Frequency Percent 

Valid 

Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

  41 10.3 10.3 10.3 

C 135 33.8 33.8 44.0 

Q 127 31.8 31.8 75.8 

R 48 12.0 12.0 87.8 

U 49 12.3 12.3 100.0 

Location 

Total 400 100.0 100.0  

Table 5. Breakdown of respondents based on location of previous study. The actual population 

proportions are not included in this study and so under- or over-representation cannot be 

noted. (Differences between groups may be noticed within individual questions, as seen in 

Table 7.)  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q = Quebec 

C = Rest of Canada 

U = USA 

R = Rest of World 
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Entire Sample-Population Analysis 

Graphs 1 through 5 are bar graphs depicting the frequency of responses to various opinion 

statements. The statement appears above the graph as it was phrased on the paper survey.  

 

Graph 1. Responses gauging agreement with a statement that understanding of sustainability is 

something they value. The large majority of responses indicate that McGill undergraduates 

agree with this statement (81.7% reported a 4 or a 5).  
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Graph 2. Responses gauging agreement with a statement that they will be satisfied with their 

understanding of sustainability drawn from their degree. This looks like a fairly normal 

distribution around 3 but moved a little bit to the right, in favour of the statement. As 

compared to the 81.7% who agreed that they valued an understanding of sustainability, 42.7% 

of respondents agreed with this statement by responding with a 4 or a 5. The majority were 

either neutral or in disagreement (57.3%).  
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Graph 3. Frequency of responses gauging agreement with a statement of willingness to have a 

required course directly addressing sustainability issues. 26.4% were in disagreement 

(answering a 1 or 2), 22.1% responded neutrally (with a 3), and 51% were in agreement 

(responded 4 or 5). The population is almost perfectly split between endorsing a required 

course and not openly endorsing such a requirement. This statement elicited a standard 

deviation of 1.309, the largest of any of the statements posed, meaning the responses were 

widely distributed and not consistently tending around one value. One person responded with 

a 4.5 and so that response was honoured, altering the appearance of the graph. 
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Graph 4. Frequency of responses gauging agreement with a statement of desire to have 

sustainability issues taught more in existing courses. The majority of respondents were either 

neutral or in agreement with this statement. Only 16.3% of students disagreed with this 

statement. 33.9% were neutral, indicating they have no definite preference either way.  49.7% 

of students agree with the statement. One person responded with a 3.5 and so that response 

was honoured, altering the appearance of the graph. 
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Graph 5. Frequency of responses gauging agreement with a statement that the student 

understands the link between sustainability and their discipline. Respondents tended to agree 

with this statement. No further tests were undertaken to evaluate the legitimacy of their 

response. 43.5% of students do not agree with this statement. This may indicate that they do 

not understand the link to their discipline and might benefit from being shown some of the 

links. Potentially, it could be showing that some students are of the opinion that sustainability 

does not relate to their discipline. A question addressing this issue may have been useful. This 

may be a lesson for future surveying efforts. One person responded with a 3.5 and so that 

response was honoured, altering the appearance of the graph.  
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Demographic Analysis 

Year  

Year Q1 – value 
m = 4.21 
(.839) 

Q2 – satisfaction 
m = 3.25 
(1.017) 

Q3 – required 
m = 3.36 
(1.309) 

Q4 – existing 
m = 3.42 
(1.054) 

Q5 – linked 
m = 3.57 
(1.229) 

0 (N’ = 55) 4.22 (.896) 3.13 (1.106) 3.25 (1.312) 3.47 (.979) 3.51 (1.184) 

1 (N’ = 146) 4.08 (.768) 3.30 (.929) 3.23 (1.213) 3.44 (.949) 3.45 (1.166) 

2 (N’ = 102) 4.19 (.924) 3.32 (.979) 3.37 (1.419) 3.28 (1.169) 3.70 (1.216) 

3 (N’ = 83) 4.42 (.798) 3.23 (1.097) 3.58 (1.308) 3.42 (1.117) 3.69 (1.359) 

Table 6. Mean and standard deviation described by year of study at McGill.. For the most part, 

the means were similar looking between students’ year of study. Some differences between 

newer and more senior students can be seen. Question 1 shows the only statistically significant 

difference in the data set while using a 95% confidence interval. Students in U3 value an 

understanding of sustainability more highly than U1 students. The difference between U0 or U2 

and U3 students is visible but it is not statistically significant. Question 3, pertaining to 

willingness to have a required course, shows a noticeable difference between senior year 

students and new students. This difference is however not significant in a 95% confidence 

interval as the error bounds of the means overlap one another.  

 
Gender 

 The means calculated for each of the 5 opinion questions showed very little difference 

between self-identified genders. The largest differences in means were seen in Questions 2 and 

5. Question 2, asking for an opinion of how satisfied students were with their understanding of 

sustainability saw females reply with a mean value of 3.29 while a slightly lower value of 3.17 

was provided by males. Question 5, addressing understanding of sustainability to disciplines 

saw the mean value for females at 3.57 and 3.65 for males. In all questions, the 95% confidence 

interval bounds of the male and female means overlapped, indicating that any differences have 

little to no significance. 
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Area of Previous Study 

 The survey asked respondents to self-identify where they were educated before coming 

to McGill. This should not be equated with nationality but rather should be used as a tool to see 

the effect of previous circumstances on opinions. 

  

Area of 

Previous Study 

Q1 – value 
m = 4.21 
(.839) 

Q2 – satisfaction 
m = 3.25 
(1.017) 

Q3 – required 
m = 3.36 
(1.309) 

Q4 – existing 
m = 3.42 
(1.054) 

Q5 – linked 
m = 3.57 
(1.229) 

Quebec  

(N’ = 127) 

4.04 (.877) 3.07 (.960)  3.32 (1.284) 3.32 (1.105) 3.56 

(1.226) 

Rest of Canada 

(N’ = 135) 

4.31 (.674) 3.39 (1.005) 3.26 (1.399) 3.40 (1.062) 3.45 

(1.192) 

USA (N’ = 49) 4.27 (1.01) 3.25 (1.041) 3.42 (1.284) 3.65 (1.047) 3.67 

(1.393) 

Rest of World 

(N’ = 48) 

4.47 (.984) 3.35 (1.00)  3.73 (1.252) 3.60 (.978) 3.88 

(1.136) 

Table 7. Mean and standard deviation described by area of previous study. Here, “m” signifies 

the mean and “N’” signifies the number of individuals within a grouping. Differences are fairly 

minimal but the Quebec portion of the sample appears generally lower than the rest of the 

groups.  
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Faculty 

Faculty Q1 – value 
m = 4.21 
(.839) 

Q2 – satisfaction 
m = 3.25 
(1.017) 

Q3 – required 
m = 3.36 
(1.309) 

Q4 – existing 
m = 3.42 
(1.054) 

Q5 – linked 
m = 3.57 
(1.229) 

Agricultural & 

Environmental 

(N’ = 24) 

4.33 

(.761) 

3.71 

(.690) 

3.75 

(1.073)  

3.33 

(1.049) 

3.92 

(1.349) 

Arts (N’ = 160) 4.20 (.933) 3.07 (1.048) 3.22 (1.369) 3.33 (1.064) 3.48 (1.281) 

Arts & Science 

(N’ = 22) 

4.64  

(.590) 

3.91  

(.964) 

3.62 

(1.431) 

3.68  

(1.007) 

4.09 

(1.117) 

Education (N’ 

= 18) 

4.00 (.686) 2.72  (.826) 3.44 (1.617) 3.56 (1.042) 3.06 (1.056) 

Engineering 

(N’ = 14) 

4.57 (.646) 3.79 (.699) 3.36 (1.336) 3.50 (1.225) 4.43 (.852) 

Management 

(N’ = 31) 

4.29 (.739) 3.45 (.888) 4.00 (1.000) 4.00 (.932) 3.90 (.978) 

Science  
(N’ = 106) 

4.10 (.827) 3.25 (1.033) 3.22 (1.242)  3.39 (1.001)

  

3.43 (1.155) 

Table 8. Mean and standard deviation described by faculty (faculties with very few responses 

not included). Here, “m” signifies the mean and “N’” signifies the number of individuals within a 

grouping. Two values are shown in each box, the first being the mean of the group and the 

second being the standard deviation specific for that mean within that group. Differences are 

apparent between faculties more so than between other demographic factors. Oddly enough, 

students of the Faculty of Arts & Science responded with greater agreement to all the 

statement than did students of either Arts or Science. Management students seemed to want 

more sustainability orientation in their courses, which breaks some preconceptions about 

management students and shows them as some of the most progressively opinionated 

students on the subject. Engineers seem to see the value of understanding sustainability and 

they would tend to agree that they are getting a fairly satisfactory understanding from their 

education, which is encouraging. Further study within Faculties could provide better insights as 

to why these differences exist. 
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Seeing as there were notable differences between faculties, another table was constructed to 

show the mean values from programs that students are primarily engaged in that had 10 or 

more respondents. 

Program Q1 – value 
m = 4.21 
(.839) 

Q2 – satisfaction 
m = 3.25 
(1.017) 

Q3 – required 
m = 3.36 
(1.309) 

Q4 – existing 
m = 3.42 
(1.054) 

Q5 – linked 
m = 3.57 
(1.229) 

Political 
Science  

(N’ = 32) 

4.19 

(.998) 

3.19 

(1.03) 

3.03 

(1.307) 

3.47 

1.107) 

4.02 

(.866) 

Psychology 
(N’ = 23) 

4.13 

(.757) 

2.64 

(.864) 

3.30 

(1.259) 

3.00 

(1.044) 

2.78 

(1.204) 

Economics 
(N’ = 25) 

4.00 

(.956) 

3.36 

(1.075) 

3.16 

(1.434) 

3.32 

(1.108) 

3.72 

(1.173) 

History  

(N’ = 12) 

4.25 

(.754) 

2.67  

(1.231) 

3.25 

(1.357) 

3.33 

(.888) 

3.50 

(.905) 

Biology (N’ = 
10) 

4.00 

(.667) 

3.70 

(1.059) 

3.10 

(.994) 

3.40 

(.699) 

4.00 

(.667) 

Anatomy & 
Cell Biology 
(N’ = 16) 

4.38 

(.806) 

3.44 

(.892) 

3.00 

(1.211) 

3.63 

(1.147) 

3.00 

(1.155) 

International 
Development 
Studies (N’ = 
15) 

4.60 

(.507) 

3.67 

(1.175) 

3.93 

(1.223) 

3.27  

(.961) 

4.20 

(1.373) 

Environment 
(N’ = 19) 

4.74 

(.910) 

4.25 

(0.786) 

4.63 

(.955) 

4.00 

(1.124) 

4.60 

(.940) 

Table 9. Here it is evident that responses differ based on program. All departments shown 

value an understanding of sustainability at a mean of at least 4.00. Only Environment students 
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have a understanding of sustainability that is satisfactory enough to warrant a mean above 

4.00. Environment students placed higher mean values on every statement as compared to all 

other programs shown here. 

 

Non-numerical data 

All written responses to the question “Briefly, what about sustainability would you like 

to learn more of and how might that happen at McGill?” have been categorized and are 

available by referring to Appendix B. They were categorized by Marcy Slapcoff and David Gray-

Donald after all surveys were entered into Excel and the comments had been read over quickly 

several times. Themes began to emerge almost immediately. Compiling a list of frequently used 

words would not provide much insight into the intention of the comments as similar vocabulary 

could be used for positive or negative comments. It was decided that the comments should be 

divided into categories that encompassed a number of viewpoints expressed by respondents. If 

a comment fit into two categories, it was either put into both in its entirety or it would be split 

up and put separately  into the relevant sections. In total, there were 30 comments out of 231 

written that were split up and put into multiple categories. 

Below are the categories used with the number of responses placed in brackets and a 

short description of the category following the colon. 

Sustainable lifestyle (27): These comments showed a desire for McGill to teach them how to live 

a more sustainable lifestyle. 

 Campus life (39): These comments asked about what was happening to make McGill more 

sustainable and often asked to see this addressed in the classroom. 

 Community-based projects / service learning (4): These comments advocated for projects to be 

undertaken in the Montreal community that students could become involved with 

Curriculum positive (95): These comments were often specific to departments and were positive 

suggestions of how to integrate sustainability into existing curriculum. 

Curriculum negative (8): These comments were often specific to departments and were negative 

rhetoric arguing why sustainability should not be integrated into existing curriculum. The importance of 

other subject matter is an example of a reason to neglect sustainability. 

Curriculum required (7): Rhetoric arguing for a required course on sustainability. Often these 

commenters were Environment students. 
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Curriculum not required (10): Rhetoric arguing against a required course on sustainability. The 

idea that people will pursue sustainability if they think it is important but it should not be forced on the 

masses is visible here. However, 10 of 231 is a small proportion and there is consistently an anti-

sustainability population that cannot be persuaded otherwise. 

Curriculum elective (11): Students who proposed that elective courses could help develop an 

understanding of sustainability. Promoting old courses and designing new courses such as 

“Sustainability” as a bird course were proposed suggestions. 

Non-credit (11): Students sometimes advocated for mandatory or voluntary out-of-classroom 

workshops to become more sustainability-minded 

Understanding of issues and application after graduation (7): Comments specific to being able to 

address sustainability issues after graduation. Students expressed that they were under-prepared and 

wanted practical and useful knowledge. 

News and contemporary relevance (6): Students expressed a desire to understand 

contemporary happenings and the relevance of these happenings to their discipline in terms of  

sustainability. 

Satisfaction with status quo (13): Some students expressed that they were fine with the way 

things are now. Many of these students were Environment students who felt comfortable with their 

understanding of sustainability but uncomfortable with other people’s understanding. This led some to 

recommend a required course on sustainability or more integration into existing courses. This is not 

surprising as education of all global citizens on the issues of sustainability is a common theme in the 

McGill School of the Environment programs.  

General statements (21): These statements held little discernable meaning. For example “I’m 

open to anything”. 

 

  

Discussion 

 Seeing as students agreed to the first statement posed on the survey with a mean of 
4.21, an understanding of sustainability is something students value and want to acquire as an 
outcome of their learning experiences at McGill. It is clear that students are not highly satisfied 
by how well their programs of study have provided them with an understanding of 
sustainability. This suggests that students would appreciate getting a better understanding of 
the subject through the course of their degrees. How this is to be accomplished is not 
immediately apparent from the results. The high standard deviation (1.309) seen in response to 
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the statement about their willingness to have a required course on the subject (Question 3)  
shows that students are not unanimously in favour of this approach. With a near 50-50 split 
between those who endorse a required course and those who are either neutral to the idea or 
openly disagree with it, there is latent potential for a poorly executed class to turn many 
students off of the subject. This is not to say that the subject matter is not important, it is only 
to say that curriculum developers should be wary about the divide in the population.  

From the comments, one can see that many people are aware that there are immense 
environmental and social problems in the world. Merely being told this again is an approach 
that many students may find tiresome. Finding new and positive ways to covey sustainability 
issues will be required to engage this student population. That the mean in Q5 was 3.57 shows 
that many students have thought about how sustainability links to their discipline. Tables 7 and 
8, showing the differences between faculties and also between programs, show that any 
curriculum specific adjustments are going to have to be tailored to that particular circumstance.  

 

The curriculum factors far outweigh the gender, year of study, or area of previous study 
factors. This suggests that approaches to integrating sustainability into student experience 
should focus specifically on curriculum and that other factors are likely less at play.  That the 
program of study was of great importance in this subject was apparent from the ReThink Your 
Curriculum Challenge 2009 and discussions with Dean of Science Martin Grant. This study 
began to show just how big the differences are and where various faculties and programs stand 
relative to one another, from a student point of view.  

The opinions of Environment students provide a unique perspective on the issue. While 
Environment students believe they will have a satisfactory understanding of sustainability upon 
graduation (4.25), several students expressed opinions that they think other students do not 
have a satisfactory understanding. As an Environment student, I realize that I have maintained a 
similar argument for several years now. This is largely a product of the Environment program 
itself, where students are taught that people need to become aware of sustainability issues and 
become active participants in the community in order to see progress. A science student who is 
unaware of the links from their discipline to sustainability cannot willfully use their skills to aid 
sustainability efforts, the rhetoric goes. This is somewhat substantiated by the results of Q5, 
where 43.5% of respondents do not agree that they understand how sustainability is linked to 
their discipline. How can this 43.5% be active participants in the movement if they are unaware 
of how they are academically linked to it? Some careful combination of required material and 
integration into existing courses of sustainability-oriented material could prove valuable in 
showing this 43.5% how they are linked and giving them the understanding of sustainability 
that they value so highly. 

Another point from the comments that complements the curriculum aspects of this 
discussion, are the non-curriculum aspects. 259 comments appear in the 13 categories and 88 
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of those are found in “Sustainable lifestyle”, “Campus life”, “Non-credit” and “News and 
contemporary relevance”. The operations of the university and communications to students 
can play a role in developing an understanding of sustainability and are desired by students. 
The McGill Office of Sustainability has begun to do this and there is room for a much greater 
presence on campus. Integrating developments on campus into relevant classes, publicizing 
initiatives generally, and helping students live more sustainable lifestyles are all roles the Office 
of Sustainability is beginning to fill and can continue to do so at an accelerated rate. A campus 
experience that complements a classroom one in terms of developing a sustainability 
understanding may be highly beneficial to many students at McGill.             

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

 The faculty and department-specific nature of curriculum at McGill make it very difficult 
to say with certainty that one path or another should be followed by academic administrators 
at McGill. The survey results show that students want to have an understanding of 
sustainability and they seem to be waiting for some entity to take the initiative to give it to 
them, whether it be through classroom experiences, general campus life, or some other form of 
learning. This somewhat discredits the idea that people will vote with their feet, that if they are 
concerned with sustainability issues, they will take courses on the subject. People want to 
understand the issue but they also really want to learn what they are personally interested in. 
These areas of personal interest do not always have obvious links to sustainability issues. 
Indeed 43.5% of students do not clearly see the links. 

It may be interesting to look more closely at the differences between entering students 
and U3 students to see how their perceptions changed from the beginning to the end of their 
degrees. The mean value of 4.21 in Q1 shows that students want an understanding of 
sustainability to be an outcome of their learning experience, but how this can happen might be 
a question to pose to an audience of U3 students who have been through the whole 
experience. Various experiences and proposed learning outcomes of comparable schools are 
provided in Appendix C. 

 The study itself cannot be said to be perfect. There were slight misrepresentations of 
numbers of students in various faculties and departments but the overall number and variety of 
students is not all that skewed from the actual population. Disproportionate numbers of U1 
students appeared to take the survey, perhaps suggesting they frequent dining areas on 
campus more than students of other years. However, this did not seem to significantly alter the 
results.  

 En evident next step would be a more detailed investigation of a particular faculty or 

large department, such as the Faculty of Education, or the department of Political Science. 
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Given the experiences and resources described here, it should not be all too difficult to develop 

and administer another similar survey. Given the relative simplicity of this survey, students 

should not fear that their study will lack originality as there are lots of intricacies to add to such 

a survey and in the particular nature of a faculty or department these will quickly become 

apparent.  

 Another ENVR 490 project might reasonably be carried out in the next few years. This 

should depend on the reception of this study in the community of academic administrators at 

McGill, and by the success of various initiatives by the Office of Sustainability. 

 It is recommended that the result shown here be presented in the upcoming months to 
administrators who have expressed interest, Morton Mendelson being the first name that 
comes to mind. Community based projects, such as this, are only as powerful as the effort to 
follow them up is strong and well organized. Having dedicated students such as Jonathan 
Glencross and Maggie Knight around for another year will ensure that this document does not  
“sit and gather dust” as Mr. Glencross would say but that it is displayed prominently in the 
community. I would also recommend this document be worked on further in the month of May 
in conjunction with the Office of Sustainability, and the author to ensure that all relevant and 
revealing tests are undertaken. (November 25, 2010 note: such tests were not undertaken as 
no immediate need was seen but they could be completed using basic statistical software). 
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Appendix A – Composition of Undergraduate Population  

All enrolment figures taken from: http://www.mcgill.ca/files/es/Fall_2009_szrfrgs3.pdf 
Based on 2009 registration totals as of October 15, 2009. 
 

Faculty Females (% 
of faculty) 

Males (% of 
faculty) 

Total Percent of 
Total 

Agricultural 
and 
Environmental 
Sciences 

 
796 (73.5) 

 
287 (26.5) 

 
1083 

 
4.38 

Arts 4495 (67.6) 2150 (32.4) 6645 26.87 

Arts and 
Science 

406 (72.8) 152 (27.2) 558 2.26 

Continuing 
Education 

1425 (58.6) 1008 (41.4) 2433 9.84 

Dentistry 78 (61.9) 48 (38.1) 126 0.51 

Education 1325 (77.5) 384 (22.5) 1709 6.91 
Engineering 636 (22.6) 2177 (77.4) 2813 11.37 
Law 380 (54.8) 313 (45.2) 693 2.80 
Medicine 1011 (69.6) 442 (30.4) 1453 5.88 
Management 1265 (52.7) 1136 (47.3) 2401 9.71 
Music 266 (47.0) 300 (53.0) 566 2.29 
Religious 
Studies 

18 (42.9) 24 (57.1) 42 .17 

Science 2345 (55.7) 1864 (44.3) 4209 17.02 
ALL 14446 

 
10285 24731 100 

Table 1. Breakdown of faculties by gender and as a proportion of total undergraduate population. 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix B – Written Responses 

The responses have been categorized under the following headings and may appear multiple 

times under different headings where applicable: 
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Sustainable lifestyle, Campus life, Community-based projects / service learning, Curriculum 
positive, Curriculum negative, Curriculum required, Curriculum not required, Curriculum 
elective, Non-credit, Understanding of issues and application after graduation, News and 
contemporary relevance, Satisfaction with status quo, and General statements (typically benign 
statements that could not be allocated elsewhere) 

 

Sustainable lifestyle (27 Comments) 

Practical ways to live a sustainable lifestyle 
Direct applications that are relevant to student life 
How I am contributing, perhaps unconsciously, in a negative way and how I may easily prevent 
that. 
Methods of being sustainable, Statistics, the effects of sustainable vs. unsustainable, ,  
What sustainability means in day to day situations 
Sustainable lifestyle choices - water use, food choice and preparation, heating, materials - all 
the practical aspects of sustainability. Also: sustainability and health. 
How to critically asses if my day to day actions are sustainable. To learn about how medical 
problems can be made more sustainable  
I would like to learn more about how to work it into my life as a student. Making sustainability 
economically important + putting it into my daily life is s a must. 
What can be done at the individual level 
Buying food from eco-friendly vendors 
How individuals can contribute to the environment - how much of a dif. Can one person make? 
applying to own lifestyle - i.e. composting in apartment 
Practical info to help the environment 
HOW SUSTAINABILITY CAN BE ACHIEVED ON AN INDIVIDUAL STUDENT LEVEL 
What can I do other than recycle? That's what I want to know 
More info about sustainable options. 
Practical step - what we can do in everyday life - More focus on the News. What's going on day 
to day in the world in terms of sustainability- 
Practical methods to be sustainable. Not the usual consequence of not being sustainable. 
How to integrate small lifestyle changes into a no 
How can we contribute at an individual level. 
the use too much plastic 
Things I can do to help / promote sustainability 
sustainability in the home, workplace, + school environment - just how to help the environment 
in positive ways 
Daily home activity - Business place activities - World wide issues2 
Easy ways to promote it --> more improvement in everyday life --> Make it more visible 
How in general in our everyday lives we can preserve and protect the environment. 
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I would like to learn more about how to live a more sustainable lifestyle and I would like to see 
a more sustainable campus. 
 
 

Campus life (39 comments) 

Direct applications that are used / could be used at McGill / 
How a regular student can be involved in sustainable initiatives (without putting in too much 
time…) 
Create measures to help environment (on the campus, day to day actions…) 
I would like to learn what is being done at McGill with regard to sustainability 
future McGill plans on sustainability 
Possibly what 1 student at McGill can accomplish. I like walking past the posters at McGill - I 
read them on the way to class 
I would like to learn more about what the McGill community is doing to be sustainable. I would 
be willing to read newsletters or attend meetings to learn more about it. 
I think that guest speakers can come to present at McGill and other environmentally friendly 
group initiative 
I would like to know what are some concrete things we could do as students to increase 
sustainability by creating posters or displaying booths. 
How McGill is more sustainable in its activities, and how students can EASILY get involved. Is 
this paper recycled? 
Compulsory workshops + "environmental / sustainability days" / activities 
Stuart Bio should have a compost 
Sustainability @ McGill - Recycling 
Learning about it is good, but seeing it in action would be better… 
Funding towards awareness groups would help dissemination of information. 
HOW THE CAMPUS ITSELF COULD BE TRANSFORMED INTO AN ENTIRELY SUSTAINABLE 
INSTITUTION 
More info about sustainable options. 
What kind of grants and political initiatives are available to help promote sustainability and 
individual initiatives 
I would like to be more informed about the actual effectiveness of our efforts to be 
environmentally friendly (e.g. recycling, etc.,) 
I feel like I'm learning plenty about sustainability but McGill itself doesn't do well at putting 
these concepts into effect. 
More recycling, how it works. Greener building, how? 
I want to see more action. The buildings are too cold, lower the AC. Use better building 
practices! (illegible)! 
Creating sustainable communities @ McGill, i.e. perhaps more environmentally-friendly 
residences, campus institutions, etc. 
What is McGill doing to promote sustainabililty on campus? 
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More seminars and more advertising for large audience conferences 
How expensive would it be to turn McGill into a fully sustainable campus? 
I don't feel the need to learn anything more, though it would be good if McGill increase 
awareness, because I don't really know about it. 
More farmers markets! 
How sustainability pertains to the university campus in particular. 
I just want to see some more recycling bins! (heart) 
Better info on recyclage 
learn more about how sustainable McGill is? 
how sustainable is the McGill campus? - how sustainable is res life? 
Put it on the homepage. Links to newspapers - science journal articles, etc. 
I'd like to know if McGill is taking any specific measure towards improving sustainability & how I 
can help out. 
demonstrations by our institution of how we are continuing to address, inform and help resolve 
such issues. 
I think sustainability should be put into place institutionally, but it is not closely linked to art 
history or literature studies. Rez Dining halls, offices, etc. are good sites for sustainability 
education. 
I would like to see a more sustainable campus. 
 
 
 

Community-based projects/service learning (4 Comments) 

Direct applications that are used / / Montreal 

It would be great to have practical classes where we discuss of ideas and then try to solve it on 
our own campus or neighborhood. 
What projects people can do with the community at large (ex: planting, ways to reduce 
garbage, etc.) so that people can get a sense of how actions can have a larger societal impact 
even when done on an individual level. 
Sustainable initiatives in Montreal - city we are all living in 
 

Curriculum Positive (95 comments) 

Methods of being sustainable, Statistics, the effects of sustainable vs. unsustainable,  how to 
build with sustainable materials 
For my program and line of work there is a lot of waste / materials that are thrown out. It 
would be nice to have knowledge on how to decrease it and work in a more environmentally 
friendly manner. 
More class on environment / sustainability in the curriculum 
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The factors involved in producing a sustainability-oriented society 
I would just like to see disciplines at McGill work with direct relevance to sustainability 
addressing such issues while currently I feel that there is a certain state of denial 
Specific classes being required would be a waste of resources but as a theme in the material, it 
is important.  
I would like more classes on film's relation to sustainability 
Sustainability in different sectors of food industry 
Environment students, for the most part, seem to have an understanding of sustainability. 
However, I would like to see other programs integrate sustainability into the curriculum 
Policy and law 
I would like to learn about how sustainability and how it links to development 
More strict definitions, such as the models used to calculate human carrying capacity, oil and 
natural resource reserves, etc. instead of just throwing out vague ideas which we already know 
from the media. 
Nothing in particular, but I wouldn't be opposed to learning more 

about medical wastes and other hospital used materials. Water and air around hospitals might 
also be interesting.  
Sustainability related to social justice & its relation to economic determinants of a successful 
economy. 
Geothermal energy + wind energy 
How to be a corporate manager and be sustainable 
I think that sustainability ought to be introduced in classes as a new type of value - maybe not 
right word (goal) - such as peace and order - that is a necessary condition for human society. 
Because it obviously has affects on human relations, and it is a prerequisite for further 
development or flourishing 
As a future teacher having a broader understanding of sustainability and issues surrounding it - 
designing curriculum that can be implemented into classroom practices for young people 
Weekly seminars 
The intersection between issues of sustainability and social justice with specific emphasis on 
human health and healthcare. 
In terms of my program, I feel that it is important for students entering the business field to 
understand the world beyond profit. 
Pretty much anything. I never thought about it before this survey. 
As a future teacher, sustainability issues relate heavily to empowering today's youth 
How to critically asses if my day to day actions are sustainable. To learn about how medical 
problems can be made more sustainable  
the science surrounding it and the options going fwd. how to balance the financial benefit 
Canada gets from, for example, the tar sands w/ sustainable energy development w/o 
undermining social programs. Canada + R+D 
Realistic ways we could change + improve sustainability. 
Global warming or more specifically, issues directly affecting Canada such as tar sands, over 
production of lumber. Perhaps a geo/poli sci course "Canada's Sustainability" 
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Sustainability in academic research projects e.g. some projects involve use of toxic solvents, etc.   
Practical info to help the environment 
So perhaps just promote classes all faculties can take related to sustainability. 
Obvious suggestion: Interesting course offerings like "Christianity and Sustainability" or "The 
Politics of Sustainability" etc. 
More obviously applied and useful curriculum. Enviro rhetoric might be helpful. :) 
I appreciate seminars wherein discuss sustainability at a micro-level i.e. domestically - I get the 
"Big Picture" - but what can I do other than recycle? That's what I want to know 
Sustainability (illegible) water and energy (illegible) subjects I would like to learn more about 
How to engineer w/ it in mind 
In political science I see how issues about sustainability would help in policy making etc --> Also, 
similarly in IDS there are many area which the environment is critical to development 
An effort made at integrating the issue into my discipline. This could be done by simply having 
an article to make students reflect on the issue. 
I think in Political Science specifically, the lack of policy courses is a big issue. More courses 
centered on public policy would allow for environmental policy relating to sustainability to be 
examined. 
More recycling, how it works. Greener building, how? 
I would like to learn more about sustainability, but not as a required course, rather as an -
qquired course 
How it can be integrated into a more socially responsible business environment. 
in IDS it would be appropriate to have a mandatory GEOG course about development and the 
environment. 
I would like more political science courses focused on sustainability 
Corporate issues and how each firm can do their part to be sustainable 
Sustainability and cultural studies: how culturally constructed systems of thought + socialisation 
affect ones perception and direct participation in sustainability  
Sustainability could be tied in with English Literature through landscape description, the 
common theme of the relation between humanity and nature, etc. which would be interesting. 
The issue could be directly addressed in important ways - the cultural implications of 
sustainability 
How research will be applied to technological advances 
Ho to be more green in labs. Micro labs use up a lot of resources maybe a class on how to 
merry sustainable research techniques would be nice. 
Core courses --> each implementing a section of th outline / syllabus dedicated to sustainability 
/ CSR 
Learning about it is in the context of you discipline is a good idea, but not a one size fits all 
course. Econ should have ecological economics or environmental econ. Bio should have a 
course that focuses on sustainability in labs, hospitals, etc. 
Everything major about it should be talked about, either in class or during conference. 
How sustainability pertains to the university campus in particular. 
Practical methods to be sustainable. Not the usual consequence of not being sustainable. 
Petition to include in lectures - incorporate sustainability into areas of courses -  
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How to apply it directly in business 
I would like to see how sustainability can be part of economic decisions. But I think it's already 
done. 
Environmental sustainability on a global level. 
Conservation, Global warming 
Sustainability is barely mentioned at McGill. Awareness of life (real life) outside the McGillian 
sphere seems to evade the curriculum. Adding sustainability to the current curriculum would 
prove fruitful for both the McGill community and society as a whole.  
More concerning the research side - new technology aimed at sustainable development 
How we are personally effected and how we are contributing, what we can do etc.  
How I can expect to make a difference within my field relating to sustainability 
Would like to learn about the state of global warming + certain geography courses might teach 
me this. 
Relevance to economics maybe in terms of dwindling resources but I believe those courses 
already exist…  
Learn more about global warming and the bad impact of firms on the environment. 
It would be interesting to learn more about how it will affect people's long-term health whould 
no  changes be made 
How corporations contribute to an unsustainable world and what we can change going 
forward. Developing an understanding of the impact of our decisions. 
Sustainability needs to not just be its own separate course, but instead be very interlinked to 
ALL courses, in ALL faculties in today's world. This is (illegible) only way to fully understand it 
and apply it. 
I wanna know mooore 
Not just environmental impacts, but sociological, political, and economic impacts as well. 
How to make mad cas $$$ out of enviro sustainability! 
Sustainable energy - Finding new ways to become less dependent on non-renewable resources 
- need more research-intensive classes in engineering with focus on renewable energy 
How it relates to my major. 
I would like to learn more about practicle applications of the concept of sustainability 
Energy impact, vs social justice - environmental changes affecting human nature 
Gimme Gimme Gimme 
The importance of sustainability in rapidly growing economies as well as major world 
economies  
Link between poverty + sustainable development - specifically within IDS a focus on specific 
projects that may have failed due to their unsustainabilty 
Sustainable design 
How to build a sustainable career / business. 
I'd like to learn in interdisciplinary terms how I'm affected by sustainability and specifically what 
influence I can have as an individual 
Sustainable design and how influences the (illegible) (illegible 
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I'd like to learn about how sustainability applies to the biological sciences, specifically to 
biomedical sciences. Perhaps there should either be a course designed, or profs should be 
asked to consider it in existing classes. 
1. I have recently been interested in the sustainability of global health efforts as big movements 
only seem to occur when dramatic events take place to "respond to crisis" 2. I would like to see 
a more proactive culture at McGill and more awareness being raised about what people can do 
within their disciplines 
I would like to learn more about modern issues concerning sustainability as opposed to past 
struggles, as well as  
The ethics of sustainability through integration in science courses 
Well, Canada right now is not a leader in promoting environmental sustainability, more 
information about the detrimental effects of the tar sands could be disseminated  
I would like to have a course in Education focusing on the environment / sustainability 
water, forest --> How can we still use those resources efficiently without wasting --> Find an 
optimal strategy 
In psych classes we could teach "good habit forming", to help get better at doing eco-friendly 
things. 
How sustainability is related to a healthy lifestyle and how our decisions today can impact what 
happens tomorrow 
Sustainability of industry process. Would best be implemented as a new course or by reworking 
an intro course. 
 
 
 

Curriculum Negative (8 Comments) 

I think environmental issues should not be included in course material because there are so 

many other important issues and we don't include them as mandatory class. 

If I was interested in the topic I would simply take a class on it. I don't want anyone's political 
agenda forced on me. 
I don't think it's relevant to my program - if I want to take electives I will 
In general sustainability should be taught in the community and sustained by government. The 
role of this in a classroom however in not something necessary to receive a major program. 
I don't really care all that much… 
Not interested. 
Maybe not at McGill; should be taught at highschool + elementary levels 
I think sustainability should be put into place institutionally, but it is not closely linked to art 
history or literature studies. Rez  
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Curriculum Required (7 Comments) 

I do think having a mandatory sustainability course for other programs is very important. I'm an 
environment student, so I get taught this, but most other students don't and it would be useful 
for them. 
I think that a mandatory course per faculty would be an important improvement because 
sustainability is something that affects / will / should affect all of us 
I'm in environment so I already have a lot of course dealing with environmental issues. But I 
think a course "sustainability" should be a core part of other programs (this is a pretty biased 
opinion though). 
It would be nice to have this integrated into our required ethics course. 
in IDS it would be appropriate to have a mandatory GEOG course about development and the 
environment. 
Core courses --> each implementing a section of th outline / syllabus dedicated to sustainability 
/ CSR 
Perhaps there should either be a course designed, or profs should be asked to consider it in 
existing classes. 
 

Curriculum not required (10 Comments) 

Specific classes being required would be a waste of resources but as a theme in the material, it 
is important. But not just the scientific aspect, it's happening, we get it! 
I would not want to be forced to take such a course but it would be (illegible) to do it as an 
elective 
I do not feel that I need to learn any more about sustainability that I already have. It is really 
linked to my field of study, and adding more required courses that don't have very much to do 
with my major would not help anyway  
it shouldn’t be a requirement. Offered as electives is sufficient. If some people want to do it 
they can. 
I would like to learn more about sustainability, but not as a required course, rather as an -
qquired course 
Learning about it is in the context of you discipline is a good idea, but not a one size fits all 
course. Econ should have ecological economics or environmental econ. Bio should have a 
course that focuses on sustainability in labs, hospitals, etc. 
(beside 3rd question) I like it but not relevant to neuroscience!! 
I believe that sustainability is pretty dope but I strongly disagree to have it become an extra 
course in my program. People that were taught (illegible) can respect the environment without 
having to take a course at McGill to understand what happens around us 
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If you want to learn about sustainability, just pick a course that talks about that subject. I would 
not want to take a mandatory course about sustainability. 
I would like to learn more about the societal construction that are inhibiting sustainability so 
that I can develop an idea of how to deal with ideas of sustainability in the modern context. 
This will never happen at McGill. 
 
 

 
 

Curriculum Elective (11 Comments) 

Include it in first year programs as a seminar. Make it a bird course 
A class with no tests just an integrative project 
I think environmental issues should not be included in course material because there are so 
many other important issues and we don’t include them as mandatory class. If people are 
interested, then it would be a good thing to have the opportunity to take a class on 
sustainability. 
I would not want to be forced to take such a course but it would be (illegible) to do it as an 
elective 
I don’t think it’s relevant to my program – if I want to take electives I will 
it shouldn’t be a requirement. Offered as electives is sufficient. If some people want to do it 
they can. 
More courses on green building & sustainable development policy, perhaps at a low course 
level intended as an elective that students from multiple disciplines would consider taking. 
Energy use. Through electives (courses) in the faculty of Environment, perhaps? 
I feel people interested in it will look for classes. So perhaps just promote classes all faculties 
can take related to sustainability. 
Elective courses in sustainability – not only in specific programs like IDS 
Environmental conservation – Me exploring electives in that area 
 
 

Non-credit (11 Comments) 

How I am contributing, perhaps unconsciously, in a negative way and how I may easily prevent 
that. This could happen through optional lectures 
Through conferences that students could freely attend if they wish. 
- Maybe minicourses or seminars and guest lectures. Documentaries. 
Compulsory workshops + "environmental / sustainability days" / activities 
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Outside of class time but required for each program / faculty to make sustainable initiatives & 
seek to involve students (ie. Wilson Hall's 'Reusable Mug Project' started by Soc. Work Students 
Association) 
Sustainable development 
Interesting guest lecturers, documentary screenings 
I would like to see more of a debate between different definitions of sustainability and how to 
achieve it. McGill could host debates and offer courses in every discipline that touch on 
sustainability, 
Sustainable living / "Green" politics 
More seminars and more advertising for large audience conferences 
Talks by prominent academics / politicians on sustainability 
 
 

Understanding of issues and application after graduation (7 Comments) 

How to apply it to a world concerned with profit 
To learn about the different shapes of sustainability. How it applies across different contexts 
and strategies to improve it or affect it in a real time frame 
How we can apply the models and system we have established in a more sustainable matter. 
Just sustainability in general, and how pressing of an issue it is to all of us, and why we should 
all be well informed 
what exactly are the best things I can do w/ my degree 
As a future teacher having a broader understanding of sustainability and issues surrounding it - 
designing curriculum that can be implemented into classroom practices for young people 
How to live sustainable lifestyle after McGill.  
 
 

News and contemporary relevance (6 Comments) 

Current environmental issues 

I would like to learn more about what programs are being put in place in Quebec to help 

sustainability 

Current going ons, 

sustainability in Canada compare to world 
Practical step - what we can do in everyday life - More focus on the News. What's going on day 
to day in the world in terms of sustainability- 
More news. 
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Satisfaction with status quo & MSE students’ perspectives (13 Comments) 

Being in env't at McGill, I feel my background in sustainability is sufficient 
I'm in envr and none of the required courses, even the ENVR### ones, take a direct approach at 
sustainability. ENVR 200 a bit. 
Environment students, for the most part, seem to have an understanding of sustainability. 
However, I would like to see other programs integrate sustainability into the curriculum 
I do think having a mandatory sustainability course for other programs is very important. I'm an 
environment student, so I get taught this, but most other students don't and it would be useful 
for them. 
In classes, workshops and presentations this semester alone, I've learned a lot about 
sustainability. So I feel pretty satisfied.  
I'm in environment so I already have a lot of course dealing with environmental issues. But I 
think a course "sustainability" should be a core part of other programs (this is a pretty biased 
opinion though). 
(beside 4th question) I feel like environment courses do good job addressing the issue from 
multiple perspectives. 
I already learn about sustainability in community nursing as it is an important issue 
In English, there's been plenty of opportunity to examine sustainability through particular 
theatrical / literary works. I'm happy about that. 
I feel like I'm learning plenty about sustainability but McGill itself doesn't do well at putting 
these concepts into effect. 
I don't feel the need to learn anything more, though it would be good if McGill increase 
awareness, because I don't really know about it. 
Relevance to economics maybe in terms of dwindling resources but I believe those courses 
already exist… Honestly I think it's already well incorporated into curriculum 
I'm a forestry / sustainability student, so I got it covered 
Already have Social Context of Business --> Class a lot about sustainability 
 
 
 

General statements (21 Comments) 

Everything. Journal / Publicity. 
We're all connected 
I'm open to anything 
It's cool! 
No idea 
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I believe that the consequences of not complying to sustainability should be more implemented 
into the general public so that they may get a better understanding of how this will affect them. 
This is the only way that change will be implemented. 
How we can reorganize our world to be sustainable  
Whether recycling actually works. 
Post consumer material 
I understand the importance of sustainability. But this question should fall under the more 
general category of liberal vs. specialized undergraduate experience. 
I don't really care all that much… 
I don't know 
What it is, I'm not sure what it really mean and what it has to do with my program 
Sustainability is not terribly relevant (as far as I know) to the field of psychology… 
Engineering offers many courses on sustainability which I'm taking next year, I'll tell you how 
they go. 
Real life 
*HOW TO GET RECYCLING BINS INTO THE CITY OF MONTREAL. 
(heart) WITH LOVE!! 
The most valuable part in sustainability is knowing how to separate unimportant matters from 
really crucial issues and not lecturing people who don't have the same views 
NO COMMENTS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix C – Overview of Sustainability Understanding as a 

Learning Outcome at Comparable Universities 
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Comparable schools have begun to mandate that sustainability be a learning outcome 

but this is not uniform across the board. What is very prevalent is a desire to be more 

interdisciplinary and to show the potential for exploration into this field. With 40something% of 

students not agreeing that they understand how sustainability is linked to their discipline, this 

may could be an area where carefully applied effort could yield good results. Below is a 

summary of what sorts of progress is being made at other universities: 

 

Berkeley: Environment is a “theme of exceptional promise” as of 2002, meaning that it is being 

developed in an rigorous interdisciplinary fashion to include students of a broad range of 

disciplines (http://sustainability.berkeley.edu/pages/academics/overview.shtml) . 

  

University of Alberta: They hope to produce graduates with a “sense of social responsibility”  

(http://www.ualberta.ca/~univhall/vp/vpa/AcademicPlan/CLEUndergraduateExperience.pdf).  

 

University of Boulder Colorado: “Understanding and appreciation of environmental issues” is a 

proposed attribute of graduates 

(http://www.colorado.edu/flagship2030/downloads/GraduatesReport_030407.pdf) 

 

Harvard: Sustainability Science program to make the subject academically rigorous and having 

large positive impact http://www.hks.harvard.edu/centers/cid/programs/sustsci/about-us. 

University of Ottawa: Have an online list of courses relating to sustainability (not just from 

looking at the names but by looking at the content) 

http://www.sustainable.uottawa.ca/index.php?module=CMS&id=10&newlang=eng 

 

University of Calgary: Providing students with interdisciplinary opportunities to expose them to 

the issues and to develop approaches to various problems 

(http://www.ucalgary.ca/sustainability/curriculum) 

 

University of British Columbia: Offers students the opportunity to take “alternative credit 

options” to allow students to develop their own ideas and work in unique atmospheres and 
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gain academic credit (http://www.sustain.ubc.ca/node/437). While such opportunities exist at 

McGill, their availability could be better promoted and the process made simpler. 

 

Council of Ministers of Education (CMEC) Canada 2007: No mention of sustainability 

http://www.cmec.ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/Attachments/95/QA-Statement-2007.en.pdf 
 

 

Ontario Council of Academic Vice-Presidents (OCAV):  behaviour consistent with academic 
integrity and social responsibility 
 
http://www.uwo.ca/univsec/handbook/general/OCAV_Guidelines_2005.pdf 
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Final Reflection 

  

This feels like a fitting conclusion to a long undergraduate career at McGill. When I told 

some people I was doing this for a 3-credit Independent Study, they would often say it sounded 

more like a Master’s Thesis project. Undertaking a project as extensive as a Master’s Thesis is 

exactly what I wanted to do by the fifth year of my undergraduate, and while this is not exactly 

Master’s quality, it has allowed for a new area of research to be undertaken at McGill and a 

reference document to be created. This document should not be thought of as a fully complete 

representation of undergraduate student opinion at McGill. It should be thought of as an 

overview, a starting point for further study. 

 The most obvious next step would be a more detailed investigation of a particular 

faculty or large department, such as the Faculty of Education, or the department of Political 

Science. Given the experiences and resources described here, it should not be all too difficult to 

develop and administer another similar survey. Given the relative simplicity of this survey, 

students should not fear that their study will lack originality as there are lots of intricacies to 

add to such a survey and in the particular nature of a faculty or department these will quickly 

become apparent.  

 Another ENVR 490 project might reasonably be carried out in the next few years. This 

should depend on the reception of this study in the community of academic administrators at 

McGill, and by the success of various initiatives by the Office of Sustainability. 

 It has been a fun experience overall, and once I got over the initial fear of approaching 

people to fill in the survey, it was fun collecting and looking at all the information. Inputting the 

data is annoying but listening to full albums of nice music made the hours of data entry into a 

nice break from the intense effort required for various 300 and 400 level classes. All in all, I am 

very glad to have done this and I hope it may prove useful to the community. 
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