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Inspiring Climate Action by Envisioning Higher 
Education for Sustainability after the Sh*t Hits the Fan



Inspiring Climate Action by Envisioning Higher 
Education for Sustainability after the Sh*t Hits the Fan



Engage in deep dialogue and a thought 
experiment aimed at articulating transformational 

climate initiatives, and generating leadership 
momentum for overcoming barriers to action.



















Climate Change









“When we meet together in February 2020, 
the world will have only ten years left to make 
the changes necessary to avoid the most 
devastating impacts of climate change.” 





Governments around the world must make 
"rapid, far-reaching and unprecedented changes 
in all aspects of society" to avoid disastrous 
levels of global warming (IPCC, 2018).



Despite significant progress, “award winning” 
accomplishments, and a greater sense of urgency, 
higher education has not yet made the bold 
transformations needed to address the depth and 
scale of the climate crisis.  Efforts have not been 
“rapid, far-reaching and unprecedented.” 

It all amounts to . . . 





WITH 
A LITTLE LESS 
CARBON





1) What are the real and perceived barriers
to making rapid, far-reaching and 
unprecedented changes in our institutions?

2) What would have to happen to loosen or 
dissolve these barriers?  What could shake 
us out of ‘business as usual’?



Talk amongst yourselves



1) What are the real and perceived barriers
to making rapid, far-reaching and 
unprecedented changes in our institutions?

2) What would have to happen to loosen or 
dissolve these barriers?  What could shake 
us out of ‘business as usual’?





At some point in the near future . . .



Not Apocalypse Now





Miami









California



Australia



Pivotal Moment









Barriers Evaporate

Obstacles to action will melt away, and 
higher education sustainability advocates 
and leaders will be called on to present their 
plans for rapidly transforming the purposes 
and practices of higher education in order to 
respond to the planetary crisis.





What exactly would colleges 
and universities have to be or 

become to make them relevant 
. . . after the sh*t hits the fan?



In Groups
What changes would you propose 
when barriers to implementation 
melted away? Generate a list of 
initiatives & priorities . . .



Evaluate your initiatives & proposals

• Do the proposals match the depth and urgency of 
the crisis or are they business as usual with a 
whiff of transformation? 

• How do your/our current initiatives compare to 
what we imagine we would do if barriers to action 
were dissolved?  How can we generate the 
momentum needed to move our visions from the 
margins to center . . . before the sh*t hits the fan? 



Examples

• Business As Usual Proposals

• Transformative, Paradigm-Shifting Proposals







How can we individually and collectively 
generate the momentum needed to 

move our visions from the margins to 
center before the sh*t hits the fan?



Individually







What changes do we fear saying 
out loud or asking for? Why? 



Together







Pedagogy







The argument of the book

“We have failed to prevent unmanageable global warming 
and that global capitalist civilization as we know it is 
already over, but that humanity can survive and adapt to 
the new world of the Anthropocene if we accept human 
limits and transience as fundamental truths, and work to 
nurture the variety and richness of our collective cultural 
heritage. Learning to die as an individual means letting go 
of our predispositions and fear.  Learning to die as a 
civilization means letting go of this particular way of life and 
its ideas of identity, freedom, success, and progress” (24).



What does it mean to be human? 

What does it mean to live? 

What is good? 

What is truth? 



Our institutions must become 
simultaneously more like a retreat 

center and more like a hub of 
community engagement.







“The future-building school is 

concerned with building the 

capacity of its students and 

communities to imagine and 

build alternative futures.”











Principles and proposals . . . .



• Higher Education's Public Purpose (Jun 20, 2016)

by Bethany Zecher Sutton

https://www.aacu.org/leap/liberal-education-nation-blog/higher-
educations-public-purpose

PRESIDENTS AND CHANCELLORS ASKED TO AFFIRM ACTION 
STATEMENT ON PUBLIC PURPOSES OF HIGHER EDUCATION

https://compact.org/presidents-and-chancellors-asked-to-affirm-
action-statement-on-public-purposes-of-higher-education/

Action Statement: https://compact.org/actionstatement/statement/

https://www.aacu.org/leap/liberal-education-nation-blog/higher-educations-public-purpose
https://compact.org/presidents-and-chancellors-asked-to-affirm-action-statement-on-public-purposes-of-higher-education/
https://compact.org/actionstatement/statement/


Commitments from the 30th Anniversary 
Action Statement
• https://compact.org/actionstatement/

https://compact.org/actionstatement/


How Universities Can Help Create a Wiser World

• SLIDES:  https://slideplayer.com/slide/7782117/

https://slideplayer.com/slide/7782117/
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Description

This session will engage Summit participants in deep dialogue and a thought 
experiment aimed at articulating transformational climate initiatives, and 
generating leadership momentum for overcoming barriers to action. Our 
collective conundrum is that despite significant progress, higher education 
has not yet made the fundamental transformations needed to address the 
scale and urgency of the climate crisis. To address this conundrum, we will 
first engage participants in dialogue around barriers to change. Participants 
will then engage in a thought experiment titled, Envisioning Climate 
Leadership after the Sh*t Hits the Fan. After generating a list of 
transformational initiatives, as a group we will assess how current initiatives 
compare to what we imagine we would do if barriers to action were 
dissolved. The session will conclude with an invitation for participants to 
commit to visionary climate action before the sh*t hits the fan.



• Individually
• (En)courage

• Slow down . . . From busy-ness

• Together
• New Mission & Vision (e.g. Sterling College)

• Revive and/or Emphasize the Public Purposes of Higher Education

• Pedagogy – Neil Postman, A Fable of Student Power

• Initiatives – e.g. Swarthmore

• Higher Ed must become more liberal AND more practical (reference Jane 
Tompkins here)

• Keri Facer – Learning Futures

• Research (Nicholas Maxwell – How Universities Can Help Create a Wiser 
World)



REMOVE

[Brief introductions including our 
qualifications for making this presentation]
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