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Abstract

We live in an era of unprecedented planetary and social challenges, including: the
climate crisis, globalization of economic markets, social injustice, inequalities, poverty,
food insecurity, biodiversity loss, migration, technological automation, and most
recently, the COVID-19 pandemic. For decades scientists around the world have
sounded the alarm on planetary boundaries, yet there is a profound discrepancy

between knowledge and action. These challenges urgently need to be addressed with

practical solutions if the world is to achieve the United Nation’s Transforming our world:

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

Universities play a distinct role in society and a critical role in helping achieve the
Sustainable Development Goals to rebuild a more resilient and equitable world. My
specific research question is: How have universities integrated the Sustainable
Development Goals, and what lessons might be learned and applied therein? This
research was conducted through a qualitative, case study-based methodology, where
findings were derived from a literature review, analysis of select universities and
empirical evidence from SDG related information sessions. Findings include best
practices of how universities have integrated the SDGs through a whole-institution
approach. Key lessons learned are 1) SDGs are an integral blueprint towards a
sustainable university; 2) the Campus as a Living Lab is a tool to accelerate the
integration of the SDGs; 3) SDGs require an impact solution-oriented approach; and 4)

it also requires a holistic approach integrating Indigenous Knowledge, other worldviews



and different ways of knowing. The findings and lessons learned are applied to York

University as a case study.

Foreword

The MES program has allowed me to pursue continuous and lifelong learning, as well
as complement my experience as a sustainability professional in higher education,
enabling continuous improvement with the knowledge and skills acquired. My area of
concentration is sustainability and organizational change. This focus stems from a
passion for being a changemaker for environmental sustainability and social justice. My
Plan of Study has evolved from the commencement of the program in 2017 when | was
narrowly focused on sustainable transportation and I've realigned my plan to coincide
with my current role as the Program Director, Sustainability at York University. This has
given me a unique opportunity for experiential learning and to completely embody both

the theoretical and practical applications of sustainability.

This Major Paper is the final element of my Plan of Study where | have explored in

detail components of my area of concentration to have an in-depth exploration and

understanding of integrating the Sustainable Development Goals within universities.
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EARTH SPIRIT

Whenever life gets me down
When I feel disconsolate, disillusioned, disconnected
Wandering aimlessly and wondering wistfully
When something’s amiss and I don’t know what it is
I find it helps to call upon the spirit of the Farth
To invoke that which moves and breathes and infuses all life
To remind me of my vital place in the universe
Where I am inextricably linked, connected, enmeshed
Swaying in sync with the moon and tides
Stretching for the skies along with trees and birds
Singing in unconscious harmony with nature’s chorus
And never truly alone, or cut off ov superfluous
Never really without direction or bereft of love
For the great Earth Spirit enfolds me and entwines us
It binds our actions and amplifies our intentions
It is the spirit of possibility and positivity
The source of our energy and the web of our dreams
It bathes us in the wisdom of countless aeons
And heals us with the gentle rays of time
Therefore, in our hour of need and season of doubt
Let us be open to the promise of the Earth Spirit
To the hope that vises within us
To the faith that extends beyond us
To the love that gathers around us
Let us welcome the invisible power of the planet
And the indivisible power of the people
Let us be guardians and advocates of our Farth
Even as the Earth nurtures and cares for us
Let our Farth Spirit invocation be a commitment
To live and love in the highest and truest way we know
For the sake of ourselves
For the future of our children
And for the life of our only home, Earth.

- Wayne Visser, 2019



1. Introduction

Universities have a substantive role to play in shaping a sustainable future, and in addition,

universities play a critical role in helping society achieve the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), established by the United Nations. With many universities embracing SDGs as part
of their mandate, we are at an early stage of understanding the impacts that these mandates
are fulfilling. This major paper investigates the approaches taken by universities with regards

to implementing SDGs, explores the lessons learned, and identifies areas to pursue further.

The world's population has more than tripled within the last century, with more than 7.8 billion
people now living on the planet. This increase in population combined with rapid technological
advancements means that for the first time in 4.6 billion years, one species alone is not only
influencing environmental systems, the oceans, the atmosphere, etc., but is also
fundamentally altering earth's climate (IPCC Report Summary for Policymakers, 2019). Nobel
laureate and atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen named the new epoch the Anthropocene:
"The New Human Age". We are facing global environmental, social and economic challenges,
and the world is rapidly approaching a tipping point that threatens to cross our planetary
boundaries. While | was researching and writing this major paper, the world has been
experiencing a vast number of planetary crises, including the COVID-19 pandemic, extreme
poverty, biodiversity loss, and, most significantly, climate change. We continue to see
evidence that climate change is worsening, not only because of sea-level rise, widespread
drought, wildfires burning around the world, and extreme weather events like recent

devastating and catastrophic flooding in Canada, Europe and Asia; but also due to record-



breaking temperatures across the globe. The impacts of climate change are also seen in
Canada; for example, in July 2021, Lytton, British Columbia hit a record temperature,
reaching 49.6C, which was the hottest temperature ever recorded in Canada. At the same in
the Summer of 2021, according to NASA, imaging showed a peak ground temperature of 48C
near Verkhoyansk, Russia (a small Siberian town with a reputation for having extremely cold
temperatures). According to the World Meteorological Organization, the most dramatic
changes are occurring in the Arctic, where temperatures are rising twice as fast as in the rest
of the world. In August 2021, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
released its latest assessment report on climate change. The report is widely considered to
be the most comprehensive assessment since 2014, and it is sounding the alarm for a code

red for humanity.

Inequities and injustices are equally as troubling, as Canadians are waking up to a deep,
shameful history of colonization with the findings of hundreds of unmarked graves at
residential schools within Canada. This comes on the heels of the recent Black Lives Matter
movement, which has drawn international attention to racial and social injustices. There are
many examples of social injustice; these are only a few. Further, inequities and injustices are
a reality for people across the world living in poverty. Many marginalized communities are the

most impacted from the effects of both climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic.

The world is faced with a wide range of global sustainability and social justice issues due to
human civilization's unprecedented progress, and to address these interconnected issues, we

need an aggressive transformation. Humans and nature, society and the biosphere, industry



and the planet, all need to co-exist in harmonious ways to maintain current and future

generations in a secure, prosperous, and resilient environment (Horton and Horton, 2019).

To achieve a better and more sustainable future for all, the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) were developed in 2015 by the United Nations, replacing the Millennium
Development Goals. The SDGs address global challenges, including poverty, inequity,
climate change and environmental degradation. The illustration below provides an overview

of all seventeen of the Sustainable Development Goals.

Figure 1: The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

Note. From the United Nations Department of Global Communications, 2015

(https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/)




In September 2015, 193 Member States of the United Nations adopted the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development as a call to action and blueprint for ecological planetary health,
eradication of poverty, and to ensure prosperity and peace for everyone by 2030. The
framework is a voluntary set of objectives with 17 goals and 169 targets (United Nations,
2015). To attain the Sustainable Development Goals, also known as the ‘Global Goals’, all
countries need to take action in five areas of critical importance: People, Planet, Prosperity,
Peace and Partnership. Each country must target these areas in a way that benefits all
people globally; and this framework outlines the global transformation objectives to be carried
out over the next decade. It is the commitment that “no one will be left behind” (United
Nations, 2015) that is central to achieving these SDGs, and it requires the use of metrics to
measure progress (United Nations, 2015). In July 2021, at the High-level Political Forum on
Sustainable Development, Canada reaffirmed its commitment to the 2030 Agenda and its 17
Sustainable Development Goals and published the 2021 Canada’s 2030 Agenda National
Strategy Moving Forward Together. This aligns with the five key elements that led to the 17
SDGs, which constitute the 5 Ps Framework: People, Planet, Partnership, Peace, Prosperity,

as illustrated in the graph below.



Figure 2: The five key elements (5 Ps) that led to the development of the SDGs

Note. From the Sustainability Dashboard, 2015,
(https://sdg.gdrc.org/post/128479353317/the-five-key-elements-5-ps-that-led-to-the)

The Sustainable Development Goals are composed of economic, social, and ecological
components. Additionally, Carl Folke and his team developed a 'wedding cake' model to give
a different perspective on the SDGs, as noted in figure 3 below. The model aims to
interconnect social, economic, and ecological development rather than treating them
separately in isolation. The goal is to make the economy serve society so that it evolves

within the safe operating space of the planet.



Figure 3: "The Wedding Cake"

Note. From the Stockholm Resilience Centre, 2016 (https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2016-06-
14-how-food-connects-all-the-sdgs.html) Creative Commons license (CCBY 4.0) Credit: Azote for Stockholm Resilience
Centre, Stockholm University.

This model makes it is easier to view the interconnectivity of goals using this approach
compared with a traditional sectoral approach to development that separates social,
economic, and ecological development. The model complements the nine planetary
boundaries concept developed by the Stockholm Resilience Centre (2015) under the
leadership of Johan Rockstréom. This theory proposes that crossing quantitative planetary
boundaries will result in irreversible large-scale ecological changes (Stockholm Resilience
Centre, n.d). Furthermore, this model also complements The Doughnut Model, presented by
Kate Raworth (2017), which defines a "safe zone" between environmental boundaries and

social equity that we should strive to achieve. It is here that the "Era of the Planetary



Household" (Raworth, 2017, p.55) is introduced by explaining how we can organize

collectively within these inner and outer boundaries.

As the SDGs are interconnected, no one goal can be achieved without addressing the others;
failure to address any one goal can negatively impact another. Because of this, collaboration
and interdisciplinary thinking are critical. For the SDGs to be realized, urgent action needs to
be taken by all nations and through global partnerships involving developed and developing
countries to address global issues like poverty, inequality, climate change, sustainable
consumption, the need for innovation, and the importance of peace and justice (United
Nations, 2015). Amidst its commitment to the United Nations, Canada has called on every
segment of society—including higher education—to become involved in supporting the SDGs,

requesting leadership, engagement, and accountability.

Despite the global commitment to the SDGs, there are significant data gaps when it comes to
assessing impact and progress, and although some advancements have been made, we are
not on track to meet the goals set for the 2030 Agenda. Additionally, in 2020, the SDG Index
Score decreased for the first time. This decline was primarily caused by increased poverty
rates and unemployment as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. As the SDGs are so
important, there are numerous tracking data points in the SDSN Sustainable Development
Report (2021) that indicate that Canada has advanced in meeting Goal 4: Quality Education.
However, significant challenges remain for Goal 12: Responsible Consumption & Production;

Goal 13: Climate Action; Goal 15: Life on Land; and Goal: 17 Partnerships for the Goals.



In light of these complex issues and how they affect people, input from education will play a
major role in the development of real solutions, and for this reason, it is imperative that we
reimagine education systems (knowledge, teaching and learning). A key objective of higher
education is to advance knowledge and to positively impact society. Therefore, universities
play a critical role in advancing sustainability and the SDGs by integrating them within the
university's operations, research and curriculum. Furthermore, by developing an
interdisciplinary system perspective, universities provide students with experiential learning,

demonstrating best practices and providing solutions to these complex challenges.

1.1. Statement of Research Topic

The planet and humankind are facing a wide range of global sustainability issues due to
civilization's unprecedented progress, and the severity of these issues has created the urgent
need for transformation. To support current and future generations, people and the Earth
need to co-exist in harmonious ways that focus on people, the planet, prosperity, peace, and
partnerships. As noted, to promote a better world that supports this philosophy, the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were
adopted by the United Nations in 2015. The intent is to collectively work towards a
sustainable future addressing global challenges, including poverty, inequality, climate change,

environmental degradation, peace, and justice.

Universities play a crucial role in helping to shape a sustainable future through the SDGs.

The higher education sector is cited for its role in sustainability for the first time in the UN



2030 Agenda is seen as playing an essential role in training future generations of leaders,
developing essential research agendas, and shaping the future. As a result, universities wield
significant power to be able to promote and advance SDGs and sustainability initiatives more
broadly. Therefore, we need to assess and enhance the role of universities to adapt to these
new realities. While there are several perspectives on the purpose of universities, this
research will focus on universities being utilized to advance knowledge for the purpose of
improving all aspects of society, primarily by integrating sustainability and SDGs into
research, curricula, community service, and operations. Further, by developing an
interdisciplinary-system perspective and using the campus as a testbed for innovation through
the “Campuses as Living Labs” concept, students can be provided with experiential learning,
an understanding of best practices, as well as a toolkit of practical solutions to these complex

challenges moving forward.

A crucial question in this time of uncertainty is how universities are integrating the Sustainable
Development Goals, and how these efforts can be accelerated. We must look for new,
actionable solutions that will not be hindered by antiquated habits and cultural resistance;
solutions that enable universities to facilitate radical change and regeneration to achieve the
SDGs during the decade of action moving towards 2030. Simply put, sustainability and
sustainable development principles need to be at the centre of institutions' strategies, and
organizations need to embed them into their cultures. When implemented successfully,
universities will also influence the society in these matters, largely through leading by
example (e.g., promoting SDGs, key subjects such as poverty, reducing inequalities,
achieving a circular economy, and decarbonization). This can be promoted by using different

communication and engagement methods with students, staff and faculty.



But the SDGs are complicated. They are interconnected, and represent a broad range of
economic, social and environmental dimensions of our global challenges. They require
significant awareness, engagement, organizational transformation, and a shift in both mindset
and behaviour at all levels of the institution. Yet critical institutional challenges—such as
incorporating sustainability principles into existing operational frameworks, navigating a highly
political climate, and optimizing the interest of key stakeholders—must be addressed. With
this in mind, despite the urgency, many universities are still unsure how to incorporate the

SDGs since they are still new and evolving.

1.2.  Specific Research Question

My specific research question is:
How have universities integrated the Sustainable Development Goals and what lessons

might be learned and applied therein?

Universities have taken steps to embed and integrate sustainability through research,
curriculum, and within operations; yet resolving the most critical problems will require more
work, more adaptation of value-based approaches and philosophies, and greater promotion of
innovation, experiential learning, and responsibility towards future generations. To integrate
the SDGs within universities, a whole-institution approach is required, which includes
governance and administration, research, teaching, operations, and collaboration with local

communities. The SDGs and universities both have significant complexities, and the purpose
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of this study is to identify and understand best practices, lessons learned, and challenges to

integrating the SDGs in universities.

Research findings stemming from this project can be used by institutions to critically reflect on
how they have integrated the SDGs and how to continuously improve their paths to success.
This research could also assist York University, which released a five-year Academic Plan
(UAP) from 2020 to 2025 to create positive change for its campuses, students, and
communities. The plan has six priorities for action and presents a university-wide challenge of
contributing to the 17 Sustainable Development Goals. York can greatly benefit from
establishing best practices and lessons learned that are relevant to its efforts in achieving

these goals.

This paper will include a literature review of SDGs in universities, the methodology for this

research, key findings, lessons learned, and a case study of York University.
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2. Literature Review

The literature review focuses on (1) the role of universities within society, (2) the role of
sustainability in universities, and (3) the role of the SDGs in universities. The purpose and
impact of universities on broader society have evolved. The focus of this literature review
examines the correlation between recent growing social inequalities, environmental
degradation, and the relationship between sustainability and the Sustainable Development

Goals and their implementation within universities.

2.1.  Therole of universities in society

The purpose of universities and their role in society remains a philosophical debate that has
both policy and practical implications. Universities have rapidly expanded since World War I,
and their purpose and impact have also transformed in numerous ways. Fundamentally,
universities produce and share knowledge in both a personal and a societal context. Further,
the knowledge society has an economic impact, both through the generation of knowledge
and by increasing labour markets (Brennan, 2013). Additionally, universities have become
inextricably linked to the notion of progress at both a societal and an individual level
(Jongbloed, 2008). Universities make significant "social, cultural and economic impact, but
what is unclear, is how it makes this impact, on whom it makes its impact, when it makes its
impact, and the different forms which impact takes from increasingly diverse higher education

systems" (Brennan, 2013).

Kromydas (2017) argues that there are two theoretical stances on the purpose of higher

education that should be reimagined to converge more strongly. The first view is that the
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purpose of a university is to support individuals in acquiring knowledge to gain a career and
increase their income. This is a fairly mainstream and widely accepted view. The second
purpose is the intrinsic notion to consider the "ontological and epistemological" consideration
for our social realities (Kromydas, 2017, para. 3). While the second stated purpose is not as
unquestionably associated with the role of universities, due to the rapidly increasing social
inequalities and planetary deterioration, there is a call for education to be re-evaluated to
ensure that it is not just a means to an end but rather a catalyst for social and cultural

transformation (Kromydas, 2017).

Additionally, to render proof of their relevance, universities need to be in constant dialogue
with their many communities and stakeholders (Jongbloed et al., 2008). Societal expectations
on the part of universities have been expanded to include the pursuit of solutions to societal
challenges, and to facilitate this, there has been a growing trend in universities to work with
communities by making teaching and research more publicly accountable and relevant to
society. Universities play a crucial role in advancing the agendas of social justice, human
rights, and civil society (Lamont, 2014). Further, universities create conditions to foster
cultural diversity with minorities and equity-seeking groups by creating institutional conditions
that, while not always perfect, work to enable greater social inclusion and provide students
with resources to increase their social resilience (Lamont, 2014). Lamont (2014) further
argues that there is a direct link between higher education and social resilience, and this

needs to be amplified to tackle the multitude of current and future world issues.

Haski-Leventhal (2020) presents an insightful argument regarding the role that universities

play in society; therefore, a substantial portion of this section is based on her argument.
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Haski-Leventhal argues that the focus of universities has been too narrow — primarily to

educate and conduct research — which has led to a perception that universities are "ivory

towers and detached elitist institutions” (p.7). Further, many universities are too focused on

rankings, profit, and graduate income instead of real societal impact (Haski-Leventhal).
What we need are universities that are impactful and purposeful and that strive to
reconnect with the community. What we need are purpose-driven universities... to
use their power, resources, people, incredible intellect and event their physical

campuses to create a positive impact in the world. (Haski-Leventhal, 2020, p.7)

Haski-Leventhal (2020) points out that while many universities are still too preoccupied with
ranking and being “the best in the world,” there is a growing number of universities that are
instead of striving to be “the best for the world” (p.14). One example that she provides is
Stanford University, which is focused on research on social innovation and making an impact
to fight poverty. Another example that she identifies is the University of Auckland, which is
dedicating itself to the Sustainable Development Goals to help the world achieve the 2030
Agenda. With a strong sense of purpose, “these and others are not only working to change
the world, but they are also changing the essence of higher education” (Haski-Leventhal,
2020, p.8). This analysis supports the argument that universities need to rethink university
rankings and reward systems. Haski-Leventhal (2020) notes that universities have shifted
from their original purpose. “University and universe (defined as ‘combined into one, whole’)
were founded in a bid to create universitas magistrarum et scholarium—a holistic array of
knowledge to enhance the world. To 'educate’ implies the opening of minds and how it leads
forth” (Helfand 2011, as quoted in Haski-Leventhal 2020, p.7). Additionally, Haski-Leventhal

(2020) holds the position that universities should utilize Simon Sinek’s (2009) philosophy of
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“starting with why” and notes that successful companies and leaders start with “why”, which is
then followed by “how” and “what”. A substantial “why” can help differentiate a university, and
it can help engage and inspire people to act to achieve a shared cause. Universities must
define their purpose in unique terms, such as public welfare and compassion (Haski-

Leventhal, 2020).

It is also becoming more imperative for universities to define their purpose in unique terms
such as public welfare and compassion (Haski-Leventhal, 2020). People become more
purpose-driven through action statements, and this is illustrated by Haski-Leventhal’s (2020)
description of the five levels of organizational identity, which demonstrates that purpose
activates the mission, values, and actions, and the actions confirm the mission and the

purpose.

Figure 4: Five Levels of Organizational Identity

Note. From The Purpose-Driven University, by D. Haski-Leventhal, 2020, p. 16 Emerald (https://doi.org/10.1108/978-1-
83867-283-620201002), Copyright 2020 by Emerald Publishing Limited.
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Despite these new realities, Brennan (2014) illustrates that there are challenges for
universities in having an impact. First, the boundaries and social complex between
universities and society are unclear and difficult to define. Additionally, universities are
marked by an economic environment that relies on global market competition in which

governments aren't the key players anymore (Brennan, 2004).

In summary, purpose-driven universities can make a tremendous impact in advancing the
agendas of both environmental and social justice, which contribute to solving complex global

issues.

2.2.  The Role of Sustainability in Universities

“Civilization is in a race between education and catastrophe. Let us learn the truth and spread
it as far and wide as our circumstances allow. For the truth is the greatest weapon we have.”

— H. G. Wells, n.d.

It is clear from the literature that universities are making an effort to embed sustainability, but
to transform society, much more action is required, including rethinking pedagogy to include
value-based learning while promoting innovation, experiential learning and our responsibility

to future generations.

Sustainability is viewed as a long-term goal of maintaining ecological balance by avoiding the
depletion of natural resources, whereas sustainable development is defined by Gro Harlem
Brundtland (1987) as follows: “sustainable development is development that meets the needs

of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”
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(p-37). This definition embodies three main pillars: economic, environmental and social.
Applying this principle in an organizational context, sustainability is conceptualized from a
systems perspective to remain in balance with the use and disposal of natural resources to
protect the regenerative health of the planet and equitably distribute the wealth generated in

order to meet the needs of future generations (Brundtland, 1987).

In a historical context, efforts have been made to emphasize the growing need for education
and awareness towards sustainability in higher education. The first official statement was the
Talloires Declaration in 1990, with over 500 higher education presidents in over 50 countries
committing their institutions to sustainability in order to create a sustainable world
(Association of University Leaders for a Sustainable Future, 2021). Numerous subsequent
events have marked the role of universities in the sustainable development paradigm, such as
the emergence of Agenda 21 in 1992, a comprehensive plan of action for sustainable
development. Another important milestone occurred in 2015 when UNESCO initiated The
United Nations Decade of Sustainable Development (2005-2014) to integrate principles,
values and practices of education for sustainable development (ESD) into all aspects of
education and learning. The emphasis was that education should integrate a vision and
mission of personal and social change through conservation, social justice, sustainable
development, and democracy. “ESD also involves developing the kinds of civic virtues and
skills that can empower all citizens and, through them, our social institutions, to play leading

roles in the transitions to a sustainable future” (Gough, 2006).

In 2020 another major milestone was the announcement of the beginning of the ‘Decade of

Action and Delivery for the SDGs’ (IAU, 2020). This was followed by the release of a 2021
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report, “Reimaging our Futures Together: A New Social Contract for Education,” with the aim
of rethinking educating to shape the future. Feedback from a global survey formulated this
report: “the initiative is catalyzing a global debate on how knowledge, education and learning
need to be reimagined in a world of increasing complexity, uncertainty and precarity”

(UNESCO, Futures of Education, 2021, “About the Initiative” section).

Cortese (2013) has held a similar position, that in order to achieve sustainable development,
future leaders must also be educated about the importance of sustainability. Universities
have a significant role to play in future leaders embracing the mitigation of environmental
impacts through their educational activities and institutional operating practices. As such,
universities need to adopt a top-down and bottom-up approach (Barth, 2013). Campuses
have large economic, environmental, and geographical footprints, and by addressing the
emerging environmental challenges facing university campuses (including climate change),
they will foster a culture of societal change through leading by example. For this reason,
many universities are starting to encompass an operating model that aligns with the Paris
Agreement and the Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) to reduce GHG

emissions.

Despite the successes of embedding sustainable principles within higher education, David Orr
challenges the industrialized educational model and our collective virtues and definition of
success in Earth in Mind (2004). Orr argues that our education system isn't teaching students
to be sustainable and good stewards of their ecological or civic communities. More troubling,
he argues, is that the education system exacerbates our negative environmental impacts and

unsustainable lifestyle and promotes self-centeredness. Compounded by the relentless drive
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for attaining more material consumption, Orr holds the position that we are becoming more
ignorant of the essential values in life, hence contributing to an ecological crisis. Orr points out
that higher education institutions are held in high regard for the wrong reasons. They are
producing individuals that have historically been enhancing human dominance over nature,
causing ecological and societal collapse. He also suggests that our education system has
removed nature from our consciousness in favour of paths to economic success, material
growth and short-sighted consumerism. It is "the problem of education, not problems in

education” (p.5).

“Tinkering at the edge of the status quo characterizes most educational reforms as a kind of
nickel solution to a dollar-sized problem" (Orr, 2011, p. xix). Orr urges an extensive paradigm
shift with systemic changes in the educational system with placing more emphasis on wisdom
and rational thought. Education must teach students that personal prospects are intertwined
with planetary health and the well-being of society. Orr’s argument is consistent with the
notion identified in The Economics of Biodiversity: The Dasgupta Review (Dasgupta, 2021),
which submits that our institutions have played a key role in creating environmental

degradation, and argues that the path forward is to bring economics and ecology together:

Our global collective failure to achieve sustainability has its roots in our institutions.
Many of the institutions we have built have proved to be wholly unfit to curb our
excesses; worse, they have helped to widen the gap between what we are led to
believe is possible and Nature’s bounded capacity to respond to our demands.
Effective institutions are the foundations on which to rebuild our engagement with

Nature and manage our assets. Changes in three other systems will prove to be
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especially important: the protection of public goods, the financial system and education

(Dasgupta, 2021, page 494).

Furthermore, Thomashow (2020) points out that although environmental education does its
best to raise awareness about these topics, there is much more work to be done and much
less time in which to do it. It is imperative that we recognize and address this ecological global
emergency. By connecting the issues of our time—migration, race, inequity, climate justice,
and democracy— with our understanding of the biosphere, we can broaden the scope of our
educational efforts. “Our educational work is how to deepen that understanding, use it to
inspire widespread action, further clarify the connections, and weave the individual narratives
of agency and action into a collective global narrative of constructive change” (Thomashow,

2020, p.4).

The sustainability challenges we now face require that dominant pedagogies and forms of
learning in higher education be reconsidered so that students and faculty can face
accelerating change, increasing complexity, contested claims to knowledge, and inevitable
uncertainty (Lotz-Sistka et al., 2015). A higher education pedagogy that appears more
responsive to the key challenges can be influenced by four emerging streams of
transformative, transgressive learning research and praxis in sustainability science; included
are (1) reflexive social learning and capabilities theory; (2) critical phenomenology; (3) socio-
cultural and cultural historical activity theory; and (4) new social movement, postcolonial and
decolonisation theory (Lotz-Sistka et al., 2015). Lotz-Sistka et al. (2015) challenge the current
tendency in sustainability science and education to focus on resilience and adaptive capacity-

building and propose that a more robust transgressive learning and disruptive capacity-

20



building approach are needed to break with the maladaptive resilience of unsustainable

systems.

In a world of increasing complexity and uncertainty, there is a global debate over rethinking
education systems, reimagining knowledge and learning to shape the future, and addressing
complex global challenges with the guiding principles of social justice and stewardship
(UNESCO, 2020). The long-term goal of university communities is to advance science to
serve society, with an ultimate goal to improve all aspects of society (Holdren, 2008).
Universities also have a significant role within communities engaging with stakeholders and
building capacity (Shiel et al., 2016). Systemic changes have been occurring within
universities by including sustainability within education, research, operations and community
engagement. However, sustainability has not always been prioritized, as many universities
are often slow-moving and bureaucratic, concentrating on educational reforms towards

efficiency, accountability, privatization, and management (Wals, 2014).

Sustainability has gradually become important to the education sector since the 1970's;
however, it is clear from the literature that much more effort is required. Thankfully, in the last
few decades, many institutions have attempted to become more sustainable, particularly
through campus operations in waste reduction and energy efficiency, and recently universities
are also advancing sustainability more holistically through the integration of the Sustainable

Development Goals.
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2.3. Therole of the Sustainable Development Goals in Universities

“Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world.”

— Nelson Mandela, speech, Madison Park High School, Boston, (1990)

As universities shape society, it is imperative that they play a crucial role in achieving the
established SDGs, as places of education and knowledge sharing and as places of research
and innovation. The following section outlines a review of the literature that identifies
universities playing this crucial role in helping societies achieve the SDGs through their

leadership, research, teaching, and campus operations.

At the UN High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development in 2019, the United
Nations indicated that achieving the 2030 Agenda is not possible without the contribution of
universities through research, teaching, and community engagement. The Association of
Commonwealth Universities as well as The International Association of Universities (IAU)
advocate for universities to take a proactive role in advancing the process towards achieving
a more sustainable future for the well-being of the planet and humanity. To address the
interconnected environmental, social, and economic challenges, universities need to embed
sustainability through a whole-institution approach to operational practices, curriculum,
research, and by developing inter-institutional collaboration. Figure 5 below illustrates the
university’s contributions to the SDGs through Research, Education, Operations &

Governance, and External Leadership.
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Figure 5: An Overview of University Contributions to the SDGs

Note. From Getting Started with the SDGs in Universities, by SDSN Australia/Pacific, 2017), p.10 (https://ap-unsdsn.org/wp-
content/uploads/University-SDG-Guide web.pdf)

Universities are regarded as key actors and play an integral role in advancing the Sustainable
Development Goals by integrating within operations, research, curriculum, and further by
mobilizing knowledge and innovation through an interdisciplinary systems thinking, providing
students with experiential learning, and demonstrating best practice examples (Kérfgen,
2018). The key to university engagement with SDGs is to align the academic mission with the
broadest definition of sustainable development (Le Roux and Pretorius, 2016). Higher
education has the potential to contribute meaningfully to the 2030 Agenda (Sach, 2018), and
as universities become more integrated with the society they serve, sustainable development

can be accelerated (Cortese, 2003).
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The SDGs provide students with a well-rounded understanding of both local and global
challenges. Furthermore, students will become better citizens and stronger problem-solvers if
they are engaged with authentic inquiry and provided with transformative, experiential and
place-based approaches (Hensley, 2017). Globally, only 6.7% of the population attends
higher education institution, but that number will become the 80% shapers of the future

(Mader et al., 2013).

University collaborations and alliances for sustainable development are vital to addressing the
SDGs' challenges and opportunities. To achieve this, academia must take a central role in
creating environments that encourage dialogue and critical thinking. Academic institutions
have a history of bringing diverse stakeholders together; most importantly, the SDGs
necessitate such multisectoral and cross-disciplinary conversations. In recent years, many
universities have established transdisciplinary centers and research teams to push forward
the Sustainable Development Goals. Besides addressing the most pressing global
challenges, universities are anchor institutions which can provide a plan that engages the
community at large, this helping to bridge the gap between global priorities and local actions.
The following graph illustrates the benefits of SDGs influence in universities and how
universities can engage with the SDGs. This is critical to understanding the value that

universities bring to the SDGs and how the SDGs can help to shape their purpose.
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Figure 6: The Case for University Engagement in the SDGs

Note. From Getting Started with the SDGs in Universities, by SDSN Australia/Pacific, 2017), p.7 (https://ap-unsdsn.org/wp-

content/uploads/University-SDG-Guide web.pdf)

2.3.1. Education for Sustainable Development

All of the SDGs are interconnected, and education is connected to all of the goals. SDG 4:
Quality Education, aims to ensure that every child has access to quality education under
equitable conditions; promotes the opportunity to learn throughout life (United Nations,
2015). SDG 4 (Quality Education) speaks particularly of higher education, as the SDGs are

interconnected, and education is essential to all sustainable development. The goal also
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specifically calls for accessible, equitable, and quality education for all (United Nations, 2015).

Further, Target 4.7 states,
by 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote
sustainable development, including, among others, through education for sustainable
development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a
culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural
diversity and of culture's contribution to sustainable development (United Nations,
2015).

SDG Goal 16 emphasizes the importance of promoting peaceful and inclusive societies,

providing access to justice for all and building efficient, transparent and inclusive institutions

at all levels. SDGs 4 and 16 are considered "enablers", as they are both essential for the

other Goals to be achieved.

To achieve these goals, universities can embed sustainability utilizing tools such as the
whole-institution approach, as illustrated below; however, UNESCO acknowledges that more
research and data are required to measure the effectiveness of such tools (Hopkins, 2019).
Rieckmann (2014) identifies in Issues and Trends in Education for Sustainable Development,

a UNESCO report, the following key elements for whole-institution approaches:

1. An institution-wide process is organized to enable all stakeholders - leadership,
teachers, learners, administration - to jointly develop a vision and plan to

implement ESD in the whole institution.

2. Technical and, where possible and appropriate, financial support is provided to
the institution to support its reorientation. This can include the provision of
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relevant good practices examples, training for leadership and administration, the

development of guidelines, as well as associated research.

3. Existing relevant inter-institutional networks are mobilized and enhanced to
facilitate mutual support such as peer-to-peer learning on a whole-institution
approach and increase the visibility of the approach to promote it as a model for

adaptation (Rieckmann, 2014, p.48).

Figure 7: The Whole-Institution Approach Source: UNESCO, 2014

Note. From Education for Sustainable Development Goals. Learning Objectives, by. Rieckmann, M et al., 2017
(https://www.researchgate.net/publication/314871233 Education for Sustainable Development Goals Learning Obijective

8)

The SDGs also enhance the role of higher education institutions in providing advanced
academic and life-long learning programs that will help graduates meet the challenges of the

21st century by addressing the ways in which technological advances reshape how we live
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and operate today's economies (Ramos, 2020). A brighter future for humanity requires more

innovation, research and interdisciplinary teaching in higher education.

Cities attract more people and provide transformational economic opportunities, and they are
hubs of innovation and economic activity. According to the World Economic Forum Report
(2017), higher education institutions should be at the forefront in working with their local
communities to harness rapid and disruptive technologies of the Fourth Industrial Revolution
so that these become sustainable. This, along with keeping up with the global economy and
environment, means that universities must adapt, evolve, and undergo continual
improvement. A further requirement for universities to remain highly relevant to society is that
they should provide courses that simultaneously cultivate technical mastery and ethical
responsibility toward human and planetary well-being (Penprase, 2018). Universities should
promote more resilient, competent, enterprising, and innovative students and graduates by
providing them with a motivating learning environment. Societal progress in achieving
sustainability depends on our ability to transfer knowledge to action to effect real change by
moving knowledge and research from the laboratory to the societal needs of people and

organizations (Harvey et al., 2020).

To educate for sustainable development is to empower and motivate students by developing
their sustainability competencies, thereby becoming active and critical sustainable citizens to
help shape a more sustainable future. In UNESCQO’s 2018 publication Issues and trends in
Education for Sustainable Development, key pedagogical approaches were identified as 1) a
learner-centered approach; 2) action-oriented learning; and 3) transformative learning

(Rieckmann, 2018). Many universities are finding effective ways to develop these
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competencies through experiential learning. The role of universities as engines of
transformational sustainability towards meeting the SDGs can be achieved through various
concepts. One example is the ‘Living Labs’ (Purcell et al., 2019). Campuses as “Living Labs”,
according to Purcell et al. (2019), position sustainability as an intentional and aspirational
strategy, taking sustainable development and the SDG framework as a means to that end.

A Campus as a Living Lab can be described as “A Campus as a Living Lab is the integrated
organizational, technological and socio-economic approach in which a university uses its
assets and facilitates to investigate, test or demonstrate innovative technologies or services
by, with and for their community.” (Verhoef et al., 2019, as cited in Verhoef & Bossert, 2019,
p. 40). The Campus as a Living Lab facilitates the collaboration of the on-campus
professional sustainability team, the facilities staff, faculty, students, and other stakeholders in
the University to tackle real-world sustainability problems within the university (Purcell et al.,
2019). Fostering SDG Hubs and creating opportunities for experiential learning within higher
education institutions serves as a sign that we are at the right time to reinforce scientific and
theoretical understanding of how SDGs can be achieved through higher education

(Chankseliani & McCowan, 2020).

The key to the success of the Campus as a Living Lab is leadership and acting with a shared
purpose. Collaborations between and within universities could facilitate the attainment of the
SDGs, enhancing higher education's ability to contribute to communities around the world in
the areas of economic, environmental, cultural, and intellectual well-being (Purcell et al,
2019). “Leadership is needed to harness the social forces to inspire people to take action
around a shared vision of the future. The change needs to be anchored in culture, as cultural

change comes at the end of a transformation and not the beginning” (Purcell et al., 2019).
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2.3.2. Challenges for the SDGs

There are numerous challenges with the SDGs. First, there is Chankseliani and McCowan'’s
(2021) notion that the idea of sustainable development rests upon a set of political, moral, and
epistemic assumptions that are not universally shared. This is especially true of the
“enlightenment notion of progress and the existence of global capitalism...On the other side
of the political spectrum, there are those who deny anthropogenic climate change, and
scepticism of the role the role of international agreements” (Chankseliani and McCowan,
2021, para 6). While many of the objectives of the SDG framework reinforce each other, there

are unavoidable trade-offs and tensions.

There are also questions as to whether a university, as a knowledge-focused institution, is
capable of immediate and direct impacts on the world around it (Chankseliani & McCowan,
2021). Furthermore, academic freedom and institutional autonomy impede the full realisation
of the potential of higher education (Chankseliani et al., 2021). Juxtaposing the national with
the global development missions of universities raises the question of whether higher
education can be decoupled from its immediate human capital and modernisation needs, and
to focus on the global, on cultivating intellectual curiosity through education and research, and

on implying a more holistic vision for higher education (Chankseliani et al., 2021).

Scharmer (2019) notes that it is not the traditional output of university knowledge that is the

barrier to catalyzing social change.
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The difficulties in implementing the Paris Agreement and the SDGs worldwide are not
caused by a knowledge gap. The problem is lack of political will and knowing-doing
gap: a disconnect between our collective consciousness and our collective action. This
gap leads us to collectively create results that nobody wants: massive environmental
destruction, societies breaking apart, and social media-induced mass separation from

our deeper sources of self. (Scharmer, 2019, para 5)

Scharmer’s argument is profoundly important to move towards a paradigm of societal
transformation. To address profound global challenges, we need new transformational
platforms and capacities that foster the “evolution of consciousness... and... upgrade our
mental and social operating systems from ego-system awareness to eco-system awareness”
(Scharmer, 2019, para 6). Scharmer (2019) is critical of current universities, in that there is a
lack of ‘vertical literacy’ required to inspire transformative change. Scharmer (2019) argues
that to achieve profound societal transformations; educations systems need to incorporate
this vertical literacy, which includes:

e Seeing yourself — i.e., self-awareness — both individually and collectively

e Accessing your curiosity, compassion, and courage

e Deeping the space for listening and conversation

¢ Reshaping the type of organizing from centralized to ecosystem

¢ Cultivating governance mechanisms that operate from seeing the whole

¢ Holding the space for profound transformation: letting go and letting come

(Scharmer, 2019, para 10)
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According to Scharmer and Kaufer (2013), the future of higher education relies on turning an
outdated curriculum into a much more individual and personalized path that meets the wants
and needs of individuals who join such a community of change-makers and

learners. Furthermore, providing practice fields are opportunities for learners and leaders to
prototype new behaviours and new mindsets. In the future, higher education will very much
need to be about the moral quality of graduates. This requires an introduction to social
entrepreneurship in the curriculum instead of just focusing on a theoretical framework (Scott,

2020).

The SDGs also pose challenges for universities in their integration at a local level within
curricula, research, operations and the community. Kawakubo and Murakami (2020) site
previous research indicating that roughly half of the SDG targets can be assessed
nationally—where data can be obtained more easily—than at the local level; thus, targets
have proven to be a challenge to utilize in a local context. This suggests that the need to
come up with comprehensive data is one of the biggest obstacles to the achievement of the
SDGs (Kawakubo & Murakami 2020). With this in mind, higher education institutions perceive
that they need specific approaches, methods, and tools to facilitate the Sustainable
Development Goals' systematic application in research and teaching (Filho et al., 2021);

however, at present, there is very little literature on the suitable means to accomplish this.

The SDGs have also been criticized as being a neoliberal economic agenda in developing
countries. There are two main arguments that critique the Sustainable Development Goals:
1) sustainable development is defined as “oxymoronic because it erroneously fosters the

illusion of combining endless economic growth on a finite planet, social justice and
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environmental protection” and 2) that “SDGs perpetuate an anthropocentric conception of
development and sustainability antithetical to effective responses to the rupture of Earth
system in the Anthropocene” (Adelman, 2018, “Abstract”). It is suggested that the SDG
framework is unlikely to strengthen ecological sustainability and will only intensify

impoverishment and inequity (Adelman 2018; Eisenmenger et al., 2020).

Kopnina (2020) presents arguments that support these challenges to emphasize that
education for sustainable development and the SDGs demonstrates worrying tendencies and
contradictions. Kopnina argues that it carries an “economy-centred anthropocentric bias” of
sustainable development based on the broader objective of sustainable development,
prioritizing economic measures concerning poverty alleviation and health improvements, but
lacking in reducing population growth or consumption. As key strategies to address
unsustainability, Kopnina proposes education that targets both non-anthropocentric ethics

and pragmatically societal degrowth.

Eismenger et al. (2020) conclude that despite the criticism and failures, the SDGs still provide
significant purpose through the framework’s vision, research and practices. Transformation
towards sustainability requires advancements that go beyond the proposed SDGs; the
development must merge a probability of prosperity for all with ecological integrity, without
focusing on the growth-oriented metric of progress (Eisenmenger et al. 2020, as cited in

Fioramonti et al. 2019).

Further key challenges are presented with SDG Goal 5: Gender Equality and SDG Goal 10:

Reduced Inequalities. Despite the premise of ‘leaving no one behind’, there is a significant
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gap in SDGs to reduce inequalities as non-binary people who identify in terms of their sexual
orientation and gender identity. Mills (2015) argues that for inclusive development to address
social exclusion, development actors must consciously design and implement policies that
ensure:
0] that all people irrespective of their sexuality and gender identity are actively
protected against social, economic and political forms of discrimination; and
(i) that health, education, and social protection resources that contribute towards
individual wellbeing and overall socioeconomic development are made available

to all those in need, leaving no one behind. (Mills, 2015, p.6)

To overcome many of these challenges, our education system needs to be humanized —

to incorporate ethics and compassion to help people understand the relationship between
humans, machines, and the planet (Razak, 2021). The growing complexity of environmental
and cultural challenges is influencing the agenda in higher education. How education is
delivered influences the way people learn, and this can influence their impact on the world.
Burns (2015) proposes sustainability pedagogy as a template for designing a transformational
sustainability learning experience that incorporates a thematic approach, works to challenge
dominant norms, employs a relationship-based approach, and is grounded in a particular
place. This pedagogical design is based on the wisdom of ecological systems, which serve
our best interest in developing sustainable and regenerative systems (Burns, 2015). Burns
(2003) suggests Indigenous knowledge should be incorporated into the curriculum to explore
how the whole self might be intentionally incorporated into the design process for

transformative learning.
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There is also the need to acknowledge the role of higher education in colonial educational
systems, as well as a responsibility to fulfill the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of
Canada's Report: Calls to Action (2012). “Indigenous learning and traditional ecological
knowledge are as endangered as some species and habitats, ecopedagogy, ecocentric
education, and education for wonder, in part inspired by these traditional forms of relating to
the environment” (Kopnina, 2020, p.288). The two most relevant action items in this
discussion are #62 and #64 of the TRC Report. These actions call on funding for post-
secondary institutions to educate teachers on how to integrate Indigenous knowledge and
teaching methods into classrooms, along with building student capacity for intercultural

understanding, empathy, and mutual respect.

In the Summary of the Final Report of the TRC (2015b), Elder Reg Crowshoe explained that

reconciliation requires dialogue, but the conversation must go beyond Canada's traditional

approaches.
Reconciliation between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians, from an Aboriginal
perspective, also requires reconciliation with the natural world. If human beings resolve
problems between themselves but continue to destroy the natural world, then
reconciliation remains incomplete. This is a perspective that we as Commissioners
have repeatedly heard: that reconciliation will never occur unless we are also
reconciled with the earth. Mi’lkmaq and other Indigenous laws stress that humans must
journey through life in conversation and negotiation with all creation. (Summary of the

Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015b, p.18)
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By indigenizing our academic institutions and undoing of appropriation in our history, we
promote the well-being of our communities. Decolonization can only occur when we identify
ways to decolonize our practices and systems and discover and understand the ongoing

impact of colonialism.

To address complex sustainability challenges, sustainability education needs to play a
significant role in developing leaders who can foster a paradigm shift. Burns et al. (2015)
emphasize the pedagogical practices that foster sustainability leaders, including: “observation
and self-awareness, reflection, the exploration of ecological and diverse perspectives, and
learning experientially and in the community” (Burns et al., 2015). Further, the SDGs can also
be categorized into the following six transformation pillars: “(1) education, gender and
inequality; (2) health, well-being and demography; (3) energy decarbonization and
sustainable industry; (4) sustainable food, land, water and oceans; (5) sustainable cities and
communities; and (6) digital revolution for sustainable development” (Sachs et al. 2019,
p.805). This approach creates a framework that integrates all seventeen SDGs but reduces

their collective complexity.

In summary, the literature illustrates that the SDGs are missing key elements such as
Indigenization and social equity, particularly for people who identify themselves as non-binary.
For this reason, these are issues whose solutions either cannot be agreed upon or are not
global in nature and must be transcribed and interpreted. Indigeneity may not be specifically
mentioned but is part of the bigger inferred principle within the goals of no poverty, good
health, well-being and education. Nevertheless, challenges and criticism of the SDGs present

an opportunity to reflect and identify means for continuous improvement. Higher education as

36



a place for critical reflection can help shape the agenda for moving beyond the 2030 Agenda.
International university networks have been trying to play a critical role in moving toward
sustainable development that goes beyond teaching sustainability and being involved in
policymaking rather than simply implementation, but the full potential of universities using all
opportunities such as living labs for sustainability through the whole-institution approach has

not yet been realized (Kohl et al., 2021).

2.3.3. Institutional Rankings

There are numerous institutional rankings schemes that focus on sustainability and
sustainable development in higher education. Rankings for sustainability in higher education
are not new. One of the most popular global rankings is the Ul GreenMetric World University
Ranking which has been operational since 2010. In North America, the most widely used

ranking for sustainability in higher education is the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment and

Rating System (STARS), which is administered through the Association of the Advancement

of Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE) and has been in operation since 2008.

However, in recent years, there has been a shift towards including the Sustainable
Development Goals, in institutional rankings, and STARS was realigned in 2020 to integrate
the SDGs. QS is another popular global ranking, which in 2021 began to include aspects of

the SDGs.

In 2019, the Times Higher Education (THE) began “Impact Ranking,” which provides a

significant measure of universities’ contributions to the Sustainable Development Goals and

can encourage action towards sustainability and sustainable development. THE’s Impact

37



Ranking is a helpful tool for universities to better understand pressing questions regarding
sustainable development and to make it easier for them to collect and analyze data to monitor
progress. While these actions can build capacity for action and decision-making regarding
sustainable development and accelerate progress towards the goals, it is difficult to determine
whether the new ranking evaluates universities’ contributions to the SDGs in a meaningful
way. The rankings of university contributions to the Sustainable Development Goals are
meant to produce meaningful and helpful insights, even though rankings can present
unintended incentives for institutions to create policies and decisions. The focus has been
shifted away from the inputs such as university expenditures on SDGs and the outputs such
as university research publications on the SDGs towards the outcomes targeting impact (or
outcomes) such as contributions to sustainability of the community. By shifting the focus,
ratings may be more relevant and representative, although it may make the comparison more

subjective (Rosen, 2020).

University impact rankings may stimulate a discussion on how universities can best contribute
to addressing numerous topics in sustainable development, including environmental,
economic and social issues. As such, governments around the world are growing increasingly
interested in these rankings. The SDGs may become a benchmark for dedicated funding for
education and research pertaining to the SDGs, and for stronger public and government
support for sustainable development and the SDGs (Rosen, 2020). Researchers and other
stakeholders are examining impact rankings, and they may be refined in the future to better
assess how universities are related to sustainable development. Tighter scrutiny would

ensure that the ranking is not detrimental to higher education and that it is at the same time
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more relevant to the academic community, more beneficial to society broadly, and more

valuable to the government (Rosen, 2020).

Higher education administrators and academic thought leaders increasingly use rankings, and
rankers are becoming significant players in the higher education landscape. Ranking systems
have strengths and weaknesses, and almost every ranking system has some critics. There
have been concerns raised with regards to a lack of understanding of ranking strategies and
business plans. (Lim, MA 2021). Lim (2021) argues that university rankers are increasingly
involved in the business of selling a form of control over the uncertainties inherent in higher
education. Further, that DataPoints, a dashboard for the Times Higher Education Impact
Ranking metrics, and consultancy reports produced by THE allow universities to have a
sense of ownership and control over their strategies, and these organizations collect and
produce the metrics that are part of this growing metric infrastructure, which embeds them

more firmly into university governance processes.

Lim (2021) has illustrated how organizations develop university ranking business lines and
products, with The Times Higher Education (THE) and other rankings being some of the most
widely cited. Lim (2021) examines the growth of the entire rankings sector, focusing on
developments around the THE ranking, which he argues has undergone the greatest change
in terms of 'industrialization.' Further, Times Higher Education, by investing in the ability to
gather and analyze quantitative data for different ranking tables, has developed an ability to
re-design its datasets as well as external datasets and conduct its own analyses as a

business product. THE demonstrates the growing industrialization of rankings (Lim, 2021).
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2.4. Summary

This section investigated research done in this field of the role of higher education in society,
the role of sustainability in higher education, and the role of SDGs in higher education.
Researchers have highlighted how universities play a central role in shaping society and
creating a more just and sustainable future. Further, many institutions around the world are
already integrating the SDGs into their curriculum, research, operations, and community
programs. Using the Campus as a Living Lab has been a leading approach on how
institutions are providing experiential learning opportunities to students and tackling real
challenges within the campus or local community. On the other hand, it is clear from the
literature that not enough is being done to integrate the principles of Sustainability and SDGs
within the curriculum. The literature illustrates that the SDGs are missing key elements such
as Indigenization and social equity, particularly for people who identify themselves as non-
binary. Moving beyond the 2030 Agenda, there need to be more efforts around Indigenous
rights and knowledge, as well as other worldviews, to help solve these global issues.
Conversely, while rankings such as The Times Higher Education Impact Ranking may have
their critics, they can provide profound insights into how institutions are making an impact and
contributing to the Sustainable Development Goals. Ultimately, despite their flaws, the SDGs

act as a global blueprint and language for creating a better world.
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3. Methodology

| engaged in a qualitative, case study-based methodology to pursue my central research
question: How have universities integrated the Sustainable Development Goals, and

what lessons might be learned and applied therein?

Specifically, (1) | surveyed and analyzed existing scholarly and gray literature that highlights
SDGs in universities; (2) | defined categorical definition areas; (3) | then selected 20 key
universities, conducted and analyzed an in-depth assessment of SDG implementation and
impacts; (4) | will offer insights gained through participant observations and assessed SDG-
associated training and information sessions; and (5) | then applied this in-depth assessment
to a case study of SDGs at York University. Further details regarding my research design and

methodology are offered below.

3.1. Literature Review

| focused the literature review on the following key themes, including (1) the role of
universities within society, (2) the role of sustainability in universities, and (3) the role of SDGs
in universities. | developed a concrete strategy to define parameters utilizing electronic
databases such as the Omni Catalogue accessed through York University’s Library, and
Google Scholar. Some of the search terms | used are 'higher education and society', 'higher
education sustainability', 'higher education SDGs', 'higher education sustainable development
goals’, and ‘universities SDGs’. | applied a multi-modal selection of peer-reviewed articles,
books, abstracts, reports, webinars, and websites with relevant information extracted to

provide me with an understanding of the subjects related to my research question. | selected
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articles to comprehend the literature in this field and understand the scientific knowledge
produced thus far. For each of these articles, reports, and publications, | identified any
relevant information which could be utilized to understand current trends, identify industry
best practices, identify lessons learned, and identify any challenges within the integration

SDGs in universities.

Key scholarly texts | identified include: Adelman, Sam. (2018), United Kingdom; Azeiteiro, U.
(2021), Portugal; Chankseliani, M. (2021), United Kingdom; Finnveden, G. et al. (2021),
Luxembourg; Fleaca, E. et al. (2018), Romania; Kawakubo, S. et al. (2020), Japan; Leal, F. et
al. (2021), Germany; Lim, M. (2021), Australia; Michelsen, G (2020), Germany; Ramos, R.,
(2019), Spain; Rant, M. (2020), Slovania; Renzo, M. et al. (2019), Australia; Rosen, M.
(2019), Canada; Sonetti. G et al. (2019), ltaly; Stott, L. et al. (2020), Spain; Shiel. C. et al.
(2020), United Kingdom; Sachs, J. et al. (2019), USA; Saez de Camara, E. et al. (2021),
Spain; van’t Land, H. et al. (2021), France; and Verhoef, L.A. et al. (2019), Netherlands. The
following reports were also identified to collect empirical data:

e SDSN: Accelerating Education for the SDGs in Universities (2020)

¢ Universities Canada Report: Canadian Universities advancing the Sustainable

Development Goals (2021)
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