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RECOMMENDED ACTION 
  

 Provide comments to Dr. Gough for inclusion on the COPS and BOR coversheets. 

ACADEMIC AFFAIRS COUNCIL 
 
 

AGENDA ITEM: 4.D.1 
 

DATE: September 8, 2011 
 

****************************************************************************** 
 
SUBJECT:  Intent to Plan - USD, BA/BS in Sustainability 
 

The University of South Dakota requests Board authorization to develop a proposal for a 
B.A. and B.S. in Sustainability. (Attachment I) 
 

USD notes South Dakota government initiatives relate to sustainability and related 
careers.  The University reports that undergraduate sustainability programs have been established 
at Arizona State University, Johns Hopkins University, Columbia University, University of 
Oklahoma, University of Florida, University of Kentucky, and San Diego State University.  
These programs have attracted students.  USD students have been interested in sustainability 
issues in recent years. 
 

The curriculum example is from the University of Oklahoma. 
 

USD does not intend to ask the Board to request new State resources or to approve new 
or increased student fees.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



ATTACHMENT I 
University of South Dakota 

Intent to Plan: B.S. & B.A. in Sustainability 
 

South Dakota Board of Regents 
Intent to Plan for a B.S. and B.A. in Sustainability 

 
UNIVERSITY: The University of South Dakota 
DEGREE(S) AND TITLE OF PROGRAM: B.S./B.A. in Sustainability 
INTENDED DATE OF IMPLEMENTATION: Summer 2012 
 
University Approval 
To the Board and the Executive Director: I certify that I have read this intent to plan, that I 
believe it to be accurate, and that it has been evaluated and approved as provided by university 
policy. 

   
President of the University  Date 

 
After approval by the President, a signed copy of the proposal should be transmitted to the Executive 
Director.  Only after Executive Director review should the proposal be posted on the university web site 
and the Board staff and the other universities notified of the URL. 
 
1.  What is the general nature of the proposed program? What is the expected demand for 
graduates in South Dakota? What is the need for the proposed program? 
 
The University of South Dakota requests permission to plan Bachelor of Science and Bachelor of 
Arts degrees in Sustainability. The program would contribute to the development of the South 
Dakota workforce in industries that the State of South Dakota has identified as crucial to the 
future of the state. South Dakota’s commitment to the development of wind energy, 
hydroelectric power, geothermal energy technologies, “green” construction techniques, and 
biofuels reflects a state-wide awareness that sustainable energy sources – a key dimension of 
sustainability – will be an essential part of South Dakota’s economy for the foreseeable future.1  
The State of South Dakota has also identified Energy/Communications Infrastructure as an 
industry with significant workforce needs.2  In keeping with this effort, the Board of Regents’ 
most recent Request for Proposals for research infrastructure development gives preference to 
projects that will support wind energy, biofuels development, and materials science, among other 
topics.3  USD graduates with a Sustainability background will be well prepared to join the 
workforce in these important existing industries as well as to contribute to the development of 
new opportunities in these and related fields, whether immediately after graduation or following 
additional professional education.  
 
In 1987, the United Nations’ World Commission on Environment and Development presented 
Our Common Future, a comprehensive report requested by the UN General Assembly to serve 
multiple purposes, the first of which was to “propose long-term environmental strategies for 
achieving sustainable development by the year 2000 and beyond,” in the words of its chairman, 

                                                 
1 http://www.sdreadytowork.com/ 
2 http://www.workforce2025.com/default_sec.aspx?loc=bdakota 
3 http://www.sdbor.edu/services/infogovrelations/documents/PerfImprovFundedits.docx 
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Gro Harlem Brundtland. 4Now known as the Bruntland Report and considered a founding 
document in the international movement towards responsible management of the planet’s natural 
and human resources, this document defined sustainable development as “development that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs.”5 The concept of sustainability, as deployed by the Bruntland Report and since, 
encompasses a wide range of topics and endeavors, including economic development, 
population, food security, ecosystems, energy, industry, and conflict resolution. However, its 
unifying core is a commitment to development that can be sustained over time while preserving 
the health of both human society and the environment.  
 
The University does not intend to request new state resources or student fees to operate the 
program. The University would redirect existing resources. 
 
Workforce Demand for Graduates 
 
The demand for expertise in this field is growing. As part of the South Dakota Workforce 2025 
initiative, the Governor’s Office of Economic Development has identified renewable energy, a 
subject at the core of sustainability, as one of six “emerging needs industries” in the state. In 
keeping with these priorities, over the past two years the state’s Department of Labor & 
Regulation has made significant investments in “green jobs training,” including academic 
coursework, with the intent of helping future workers develop “the skills required in emerging 
energy efficiency and renewable energy industries” (Labor Secretary Pam Roberts, 12 May 
2010).6  Such industries have been identified by Labor Secretary Roberts as providing “high-
wage and high-growth occupations.”7 Many of the occupations involved fall into the category of 
“professional, scientific, and technical services,” a category for which the State has predicted a 
healthy growth rate of 19.9% from 2008 to 2018. 8 
 
More specifically, students majoring in Sustainability will be prepared to pursue careers in the 
private sector or government in the areas of sustainable practices, natural resource management, 
renewable energy, community planning, non-governmental organizations focused on sustainable 
development, and education. Some career options are new; in 2007, Forbes Magazine 
highlighted sustainability coordinators as one of a “constellation” of new green careers.9  A wide 
variety of organizations, including corporations, local governments, school districts, utilities, and 
hospitals, are hiring sustainability coordinators. A survey of openings at “green job” websites 
reveals a wide range of entry level positions with job titles such as: sustainability coordinator 
(food production corp.), energy conservation specialist (consultant), environment and energy 
associate (trade organization), sustainable programs coordinator (nonprofit org.), project 
coordinator/residential energy efficiency (consultant), land steward/educator (conservation org.), 
and education program assistant (nonprofit org.).  

 
4 http://www.un-documents.net/ocf-cf.htm 
5 http://www.un-documents.net/ocf-01.htm 
6 http://dlr.sd.gov/news/releases10/nr051210_sdsu_energy_grant.pdf 
7 http://dlr.sd.gov/news/releases10/nr051210_lati_energy_grant.pdf 
8 http://dlr.sd.gov/lmic/industry_projections.aspx  
9 http://www.forbes.com/2007/07/02/environment-economy-jobs-biz_cx_bw_0703green_greenjobs.html 
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Some of these services are contracted externally to a growing number of sustainability consulting 
firms. One example is the Verdis Group, an Omaha-based sustainability consulting firm co-
founded by University of South Dakota alumnus Craig Moody, whose clients include Omaha 
Public Schools, the Nebraska Medical Center, and Sarpy County (Nebraska), demonstrating the 
spectrum of demand. Another USD alumnus, Brian Yeoman, built a successful green building 
consulting firm in Houston, Texas before being hired by the William J. Clinton Foundation as 
Houston’s City Director for the Clinton Climate Initiative. In that role, Yeoman has led and been 
recognized for a variety of sustainability projects for the city, including the retrofit of municipal 
buildings to reduce costs and greenhouse gas emissions.10  In an email message on 1 July 2011, 
Yeoman wrote, “There are no corners of the earth that have remained unaffected by humans. 
That alone should cause higher education to . . . pause and recognize that it has a responsibility 
to analyze these impacts and to propose solutions through the discourse of discovery, debate and 
leadership. This is particularly the case for American universities. . . . American universities 
need to seize this issue and become the leaders of the sustainability movement in America.” 11 
 
South Dakota’s efforts to create economic opportunity in industries related to sustainability are 
now in the preliminary stages. In both the near future and the longer term, the state will be well 
served by graduates who are prepared to contribute to this new and rapidly evolving field. Major 
companies such as HR Green, Inc., a national engineering and technical consulting firm with an 
office in Sioux Falls, are beginning to promote sustainable practices among the services they 
offer their clients. Originally based in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, HR Green is ranked in the top 200 
design firms in the country.12  The website Green Careers Guide lists a total of 272 open jobs in 
Iowa alone, many of them in wind energy.13  This total suggests great potential for employment 
of graduates in the immediate region – and in South Dakota as these industries continue to 
develop in this state. 
 
Student Demand for the Program 
 
The Chronicle of Higher Education (31 August 2009) highlighted sustainability as one of five 
majors on the rise across the United States. Arizona State University established a School of 
Sustainability in 2007, offering an array of undergraduate and graduate degrees. As of December 
2009, that university had more than 600 students who had declared majors in sustainability.14  
Other schools that have recently created undergraduate sustainability majors include Johns 
Hopkins University, Columbia University, University of Oklahoma, University of Florida, 
University of Kentucky, and San Diego State University. Sustainability also has an increasing 
presence as a graduate degree. Several prestigious universities have interdisciplinary doctoral 
programs in Sustainability, and more than 35 institutions now offer master’s degrees in 
Sustainability, including American University, California State Polytechnic University 
(Pomona), Columbia University, Portland State University, and the University of South 

 
10 http://www.clintonfoundation.org/files/cci/cci_casestudy_houston_2010.pdf; 
http://www.clintonfoundation.org/files/cci/cci_overview_houstonwalmart.pdf 
11 Used with permission 
12 http://www.hrgreen.com/index.aspx 
13 http://www.greencareersguide.com/ 
14 http://www.usatoday.com/money/industries/environment/2009-12-27-green-colleges_N.htm 

09-2011AAC_4.D.1_I2P_USD-sustainability Page 4 of 11 Printed 9/2/2011 9:34:00 AM 



ATTACHMENT I 
University of South Dakota 

Intent to Plan: B.S. & B.A. in Sustainability 
 

                                                

Florida.15  By establishing a Sustainability major at this time, the University of South Dakota has 
an opportunity to be at the leading edge of this national development and to establish itself as a 
regional leader in the field. 
 
Student interest and University commitment to sustainable ideals over the past few years have 
laid a solid foundation for the program to be planned. Over the past seven years, hundreds of 
students at USD have held consecutive, annual Earth Day events raising thousands of dollars for 
the South Dakota Wildlife Federation. Additionally, the IdEA program at the University offered 
a class entitled “Sustainability and Environmental Leadership” that proved to be one of the most 
appreciated classes within the program as measured by student opinion survey scores. A group of 
twenty-two students traveled to New Zealand two years ago to observe state-of-the-art renewable 
practices developed through a cooperative effort between the indigenous peoples and the 
government. Collaborative research between faculty and students on sustainability issues 
concerning the Missouri River continues at USD and is often at the forefront of sustainability 
discussions concerning rural, economic, and environmental policy.  
 
The development of a major in Sustainability is consistent with a range of established initiatives 
at USD, including the Missouri River Institute and the Biology Department’s specialization in 
conservation and biodiversity. Further, students at USD formed a sustainability working group 
that offered green policy suggestions to the administration and established programs such as 
“RecycleMania” that are based on a commitment to sustainable principles. A Sustainability Task 
Force consisting of faculty, students, and staff addresses a variety of ongoing sustainability 
policy issues on campus. Student and faculty interest in the issues surrounding sustainability is 
apparent.   
 
Learning Objectives and Experiential Component 
 
As an academic subject, sustainability encompasses all knowledge that contributes to an 
understanding of how society deals with growth in a world of limited resources and an 
environment that is sensitive to human actions. The preliminary vision for the major is that it 
would consist of two specializations, a Society and Sustainability specialization and an 
Environmental Science and Sustainability specialization. The specializations would share a 
common core focusing on central issues in sustainability studies.  
 
The envisioned learning objectives for the proposed major will be:  

1. demonstrate understanding of natural resources and the environment; 
2. gain familiarity with technologies to improve efficiency in resource use and 

environmental protection; and 
3. show comprehension of development and implementation of policies at multiple levels in 

government, the economy, and industry.  
 
Coursework in the common core of the proposed program will encompass all of these areas. The 
Environmental Science and Sustainability specialization will add expertise in areas 1 and 2, and 
the Society and Sustainability specialization will add expertise in area 3. Because sustainability 

 
15 http://www.aashe.org/resources 
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is a rapidly developing field whose trajectory will depend on many regional, national, and 
international factors, USD students will be well served by the scope of knowledge that they will 
gain in the Sustainability major, whether they move directly into the workforce or (like many of 
their counterparts at the institutions listed above) they continue their education in professional 
fields such as planning, business, or law, or in a STEM or social science discipline.  
 
Discussions with directors of sustainability programs at other institutions have highlighted the 
importance, both pedagogical and professional, of an experiential component in their programs. 
The USD program will provide this through the capstone course and aggressive efforts to 
connect students with internships relevant to their intended career paths. 
 
 
2. What is the relationship of the proposed program to the University’s mission as provided 
in South Dakota statute and Board of Regents Policy? 
 
The statutory mission of the University of South Dakota is provided in SDCL 13-57-1: 
 

Designated as South Dakota’s liberal arts university, the University of South Dakota, 
established and located at Vermillion, in Clay County, shall be under the control of the 
Board of Regents and shall provide undergraduate and graduate programs of instruction 
in the liberal arts and sciences and professional education in business, education, fine 
arts, law and medicine, and other courses or programs as the Board of Regents may 
determine. 

 
The mission is provided in BOR Policy 1:10:1, University of South Dakota Mission Statement: 
 

The legislature established The University of South Dakota as the liberal arts university 
to meet the needs of the State and region by providing undergraduate and graduate 
programs in the liberal arts and sciences, and professional education in business, 
education, fine arts, law, and medicine, and other courses or programs as the Board of 
Regents may determine. (SDCL 13-57-1) 

 
The Board implemented SDCL 13-57-1 by authorizing undergraduate and graduate 
programs in the liberal arts and sciences and in professional education and by requiring 
the University to promote excellence in teaching and learning, to support research, 
scholarly and creative activities, and to provide service to the State of South Dakota, the 
region, and beyond. The University of South Dakota is the comprehensive university with 
the South Dakota System of Higher Education. 

 
Both the statutory mission and Board of Regents mission statement for the University of South 
Dakota designate the institution as the liberal arts university for the State of South Dakota. While 
the objectives of the program will be clearly defined and specifically associated with several 
traditional areas of study, breadth of education is also critical in a developing and rapidly 
changing field such as sustainability. As such, the proposed program would be an archetype of 
the tradition of teaching and learning in the liberal arts, which privileges creativity, character, 
and independence of mind in addressing issues of importance to the world. Offering a degree in 

09-2011AAC_4.D.1_I2P_USD-sustainability Page 6 of 11 Printed 9/2/2011 9:34:00 AM 



ATTACHMENT I 
University of South Dakota 

Intent to Plan: B.S. & B.A. in Sustainability 
 

                                                

Sustainability thus strongly supports the statutory mission and Board of Regents-approved 
mission for the University of South Dakota.  
 
University Priority 
 
USD’s Strategic Plan for 2007-12 leads with the goal of graduating students “who are well 
prepared to make a positive contribution to our world.”16  Clearly, a major in Sustainability is 
consistent with and will advance that goal. In addition, the aims of a Sustainability major align 
precisely with the Strategic Plan’s list of student learning outcomes17:  
 

• Achieve competence in communication, analysis, quantitative reasoning, and information 
literacy 

• Acquire deep knowledge of at least one discipline or program area 
• Gain problem solving skills that transcend disciplinary boundaries 
• Develop a tolerance for ambiguity and complexity 
• Commit to ethical conduct 
• Become open to diverse people, ideas, and experiences 
• Be dedicated to the ideals of democracy and freedom 
• Recognize his/her responsibilities as a global citizen 

 
USD has also made a commitment to sustainability in creating the current campus physical 
environment. The newest campus buildings are LEED Silver rated (Akeley-Lawrence 
renovation, Coyote Village, Wellness Center). The USD Medical School building, which was 
completed before the State required LEED standards to be met, was LEED certified at USD’s 
initiative. Other recently constructed buildings are designed to LEED specifications although 
certification was not sought (Beacom Business School, Muenster University Center). According 
to its sponsor, the U.S. Green Building Council, the LEED program “promotes a whole-building 
approach to sustainability by recognizing performance in key areas,” including site and materials 
selection, water efficiency, energy use, air quality, and design innovation. LEED also 
incorporates “awareness and education” into certification ratings.18   
 
In recognition of these and related efforts, the Princeton Review included USD in its 2011 Guide 
to 311 Green Colleges. Listed institutions “demonstrate a strong commitment to sustainability in 
their academic offerings, campus infrastructure, activities, and career preparation.”19   

 
16 http://www.usd.edu/about-usd/president/upload/StrategicPlanWeb.pdf 
17 http://www.usd.edu/about-usd/president/upload/StrategicPlanWeb.pdf 
18 http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=1989 
19 http://www.princetonreview.com/green-guide.aspx 

09-2011AAC_4.D.1_I2P_USD-sustainability Page 7 of 11 Printed 9/2/2011 9:34:00 AM 



ATTACHMENT I 
University of South Dakota 

Intent to Plan: B.S. & B.A. in Sustainability 
 

                                                

3.  Are there any related programs in the regental system? If there are related programs, 
why should the proposed program be added? 
 
There are no bachelor’s degree programs in Sustainability in South Dakota. There are several 
environmental programs which are related to, but quite distinct from, the envisioned 
Sustainability major at the University of South Dakota. These programs are: 
 

• B.S. in Environmental Physical Science at Black Hills State University 
• B.S. in Environmental Science with specializations in Bioremediation and Wildlife 

Management at Northern State University 
• B.S. in Environmental Management at South Dakota State University 
• B.S. in Environmental Engineering at South Dakota School of Mines & Technology 
• Minor in Sustainable Energy Systems (a technical program of engineering and physics 

courses) at South Dakota State University  
 
Given its explicit focus on sustainability, the Sustainability major envisioned at USD is distinct 
from these existing programs, which focus specifically on science, management, and/or 
engineering. The USD Sustainability program would be a unique, multi-specialization major in 
the liberal arts tradition, with breadth encompassing both the scientific aspects of sustainability 
and the social science contexts of sustainability policy, implementation, and communication.  
 
 
4.  Are there related programs at public colleges and universities in Minnesota, North 
Dakota, Montana, and Wyoming?20 If there are related programs in these states list below 
under each state and explain why the proposed program is needed in South Dakota.  
 
Minnesota 

There are no bachelor’s degree programs in Sustainability in the public institutions of 
Minnesota. Eight universities offer Environmental Science or Environmental Studies degrees, 
or other degrees with an Environmental Science option.  

 
North Dakota 

There are no bachelor’s degree programs in Sustainability in the public institutions of North 
Dakota. North Dakota State University offers a B.S. in Biological Sciences, Environmental 
Science option.  

 
Montana 

The University of Montana – Missoula offers a B.A./B.S. in Environmental Studies, with 
three of six focus areas explicitly addressing sustainability: Sustainability Studies, 
Sustainable Business, and Sustainable Food and Farming.  
 
Montana State University – Bozeman offers a B.S. in Sustainable Food & Bioenergy 

 
20 This question addresses opportunities available through Minnesota Reciprocity and the Western Undergraduate 
Exchange in adjacent states. List only programs at the same degree level as the proposed program. For example, if 
the proposed program is a baccalaureate major, then list only related baccalaureate majors in the other states and do 
not include associate or graduate programs. 
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Systems; as well as several Environmental Science/Studies degrees. The Sustainability major 
at the University of South Dakota will be distinct in considering a wider spectrum of 
sustainability issues than the Sustainable Food & Bioenergy Systems program. 
 
Three other Montana public universities offer Environmental Studies, Sciences, or 
Engineering degrees.  

 
Wyoming 

There are no bachelor’s degree programs in Sustainability in the public institutions of 
Wyoming. The University of Wyoming offers a B.S. in Environment and Natural Resources, 
and a B.S. Environmental Geology/Geohydrology.  

 
The major at the University of South Dakota will be distinctive vis-à-vis these programs in other 
states because of its explicit focus on sustainability and its greater breadth. The University of 
Montana probably has the closest fit to what we are describing, and it is far enough away that it 
would not harm enrollments in our proposed program. 
 
5.  Are students expected to be new to the university or redirected from other programs? 
How many majors are expected in the first years of the program? How many graduates are 
expected? 
 
The University of South Dakota anticipates that the initial class of students declaring a 
Sustainability major will be students who were either undeclared or had declared another major. 
In addition, a significant number of students may select Sustainability as their second major. The 
value students place upon the breadth offered at USD is highlighted by the fact that 
approximately 10% of current undergraduates with declared majors have chosen to double major 
(approximately 340 students in February 2011), although no program on campus requires a 
double major. An attractive Sustainability major will contribute strongly to marketing and 
recruitment, and will thus help increase institutional enrollment. As a double-major option, the 
Sustainability major will ultimately enhance rather than reduce the number of majors in related 
fields.  
 
We anticipate 10-15 new majors in Sustainability in each of the first few years that the degree is 
offered, leading to a stable head count of around 50 majors with 10-15 graduates per year after 
four years. These estimates may be conservative, given that other institutions that have initiated 
Sustainability programs have substantially exceeded enrollment targets in the first few years of 
the programs (e.g., Arizona State University).  
 
6.  Does the university intend to seek authorization to deliver this entire program at any 
off-campus locations? Does the university intend to seek authorization to deliver this entire 
program by distance technology?  
 

Off-campus No 
Distance delivery No 
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7.  What are the University’s plans for obtaining the resources needed to implement the 
program? Indicate “yes” or “no” in the columns below. 
 

 Development/Start-up Long-term Operation 
Reallocate existing resources Yes Yes 
Apply for external resources No No 
Ask Board to seek new State resources No No 
Ask Board to approve new or increased 
student fee No No 

 
The University does not request new State resources. The new major will be supported by 
existing courses and by reassigning faculty to a small number of anticipated new courses. Almost 
all courses will be taught by the faculty currently at the University of South Dakota. The few 
courses to be developed will mainly serve the common core shared between the two anticipated 
specializations. The hiring of one additional faculty member to teach in the core will be 
necessary for the delivery of the major. The University will fund this position through an internal 
reallocation of resources. The anticipated increase in enrollment from this major will contribute 
to the ongoing support of this program.  
   
8.  Curriculum Example: Provide (as Appendix A) the curriculum of a similar program at 
another college or university. Identify the college or university and explain why the 
program may be used as one model when the proposed program is developed. 
 
Arizona State University is the “gold standard” in Sustainability curriculum, but their curriculum 
was not selected as an example because, with a School of Sustainability, they are able to offer a 
curriculum based largely on sustainability-specific courses. Most institutions offering 
Sustainability majors have constructed their curricula utilizing more pre-existing courses, as 
USD intends to do. The criteria used in selecting an example curriculum were: 
 

a. a multi-track Sustainability major with at least one science track and one social science track; 
b. a curriculum constructed largely of courses that exist in support of other majors, versus those 

specific to the Sustainability program; 
c. a spectrum of supporting departments that parallels those expected to contribute to a 

Sustainability major at the University of South Dakota. 
 
The selected example is the University of Oklahoma’s Environmental Sustainability major 
offered by the Department of Geography and Environmental Sustainability. The University of 
Oklahoma major is summarized in Appendix A. OU’s Environmental Sustainability major 
includes B.A. and B.S. degrees with three tracks: Science & Natural Resources, Culture & 
Society, and Planning & Management. The two envisioned specializations in the proposed 
University of South Dakota Sustainability major align well with these, as the Environmental 
Science and Sustainability specialization parallels OU’s Science and Natural Resources, and the 
Society and Sustainability specialization parallels the other OU tracks. The scope of the 
programs is similar, and the OU program is consistent with the envisioned learning objectives for 
the USD program.  
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APPENDIX A 
CURRICULUM EXAMPLE 

 
The University of Oklahoma B.A. and B.S. in Environmental Sustainability 

(Source: http://checksheets.ou.edu/atmosgeogindex.html) 
 
 
  
PLANNING AND  SCIENCE AND NATURAL 

RESOURCES (B.S.) MANAGEMENT (B.A.) 
 

 

 

 
CULTURE AND SOCIETY 
(B.A.) 
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