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MEMBERSHIP 
Prairie State College is an active member of the Illinois Green Economy Network (IGEN), the American Association of Community 
Colleges (AACC) Sustainability Education and Economic Development (SEED) Center, and the Association for the Advancement of 
Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE).

In addition to these state and national organizations, PSC also has regular representation on the Sustainability Committee of the 
South Metropolitan Higher Education Consortium (SMHEC), the Prairie State Regional Sustainability Network (PSRSN), and the 
Chicago Southland Green Committee.

A NOTE FROM THE PRESIDENT
Delivering high quality education to our students is the key to our success as a college. With a 
growing global focus on issues of sustainability, it is critical that we prepare our students to grapple 
with and address these issues in their personal and professional lives after they leave our doors.

The Bureau of Labor Statistics expects growth in many green job markets nationally in the coming 
years. As a result of recent legislation, the growth rate of solar jobs in Illinois from 2017 to 2018 was 
the largest of any state with a population of over 3 million. Even in sectors not traditionally thought of 
as contributing to the “green job” market, there is a growing emphasis on environmental and social 
responsibility fueled by customer demand, stakeholder pressure, and regulation. This is the world our 
students are entering. And as an institution of higher education, part of our job is to recognize these 
and other trends and to do what we can to help our students capitalize on them.

In our aim to educate students who understand the importance of sustainability and have the 
capacity to move our society towards it, our most prominent teaching tool is the college itself. 
Working to bring our campus a commercial-scale solar array, improving access to our campus 

Nature Preserve, participating in resource-conserving programs, and enabling electric vehicle charging, among other initiatives, all 
demonstrate our commitment to sustainability and to providing our students with a living laboratory from which to learn.

We will continue to educate our students in a way that enables them to be good stewards of the environment, society and the 
economy.
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SUSTAINABILITY STRATEGY
Over the fall of 2018, the Sustainability Committee started developing a sustainability strategy to identify what a holistic 
approach to sustainability looks like for Prairie State College (PSC). The strategy they produced drew from the College’s 
Strategic Plan 2018-2022, strategies put forth by peer higher education institutions, the Association for the Advancement 
of Sustainability in Higher Education’s (AASHE’s) STARS reporting framework, as well as priorities set by the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals. After developing a first draft, more than 50 PSC students, staff and faculty provided direct 
feedback which was considered and incorporated into the final strategy. This PSC Sustainability Strategy now provides 
the Sustainability Committee with a framework for organizing its (and the college’s) sustainability efforts. One of the 
primary outcomes of this exercise was a list of six “Priority Areas” on which the College community has chosen to focus its 
sustainability efforts. These Priority Areas are listed and defined below.

These six Priority Areas from the Sustainability Strategy provide the organizational structure for this 
Sustainability Report.

1.0
Education

2.0
Energy

3.0
Social
Responsibility

4.0
Material Flows

5.0
Emissions &
Effluents

6.0
Biodiversity

The integration of the following priority areas into classrooms and 
other college programs for students, staff, faculty and the greater 
community

The use of energy in all of its forms by and for the college and its 
community

The social footprint of the college (including topics of food security, 
personal well-being, representation in governance, social equality, etc.)

The materials (paper, food, water, products, etc.) which are, in some 
way, touched by the college’s operations and what happens to them 
after they leave the college

The non-solid waste products of the college or those produced on the 
college’s behalf

The way the college operates as a habitat for living organisms

EDUCATION
As an institution of higher education, Prairie State College’s primary output is students who are well educated and 
prepared for continued studies or to enter the workforce. The world PSC alumni are graduating into is increasingly 
concerned with the impacts that people are making on our water, energy, climate, social, and other systems. It is 
important that PSC prepare its students for this world and work themes of sustainability into its academics.

What we’re doing
In Newsletter: Sustainability Update
In the 2019 fiscal year, PSC saw the first four issues of the Sustainability Update newsletter. This quarterly e-newsletter is released 
in an effort to provide the campus with an easily digestible dose of sustainability-related content. Much of this content relates directly 
to Prairie State College or the surrounding area (events, news, recognition of progress, etc.), but the newsletter also seeks to broaden 
and deepen the PSC community’s understanding of sustainability-related issues. This year’s deeper-dive topics - presented in the 
newsletter ’s “Forward Thinking” section - included content related to recycling, the sharing economy, and renewable energy.

Renewable energies
At the end of 2018, PSC signed a power purchase agreement with the solar developer, ForeFront Power, to bring a commercial-scale 
solar photovotaic installation to campus. As a part of this project, the developer has agreed to install a small ground-level system that 
can be used by faculty as a teaching tool. The college has also secured a grant from the Illinois Green Economy Network (IGEN) which 
will fund the development of renewable energy curriculum offerings and related equipment.

Earth Week 2019
The internationally-recognized Earth Day holiday in April was not enough to sufficiently celebrate the planet and promote 
sustainability, so the Sustainability Committee (with support from others at PSC and beyond) planned an Earth Week celebration. This 
week included a wide variety of presentations and activities including student poster sessions about climate change and geological 
resources; presentations on pollinators, beekeeping, native plantings, electric vehicles, foraging, and Native American sustainability; 
a volunteering opportunity at the University of Illinois Extension’s urban agriculture demonstration site; and a BioBlitz to catalog 
biodiversity in PSC’s Nature Preserve.

1.0
Education

Exploring PSC’s Nature Preserve  
during the 2019 BioBlitz

Planting native pollinator-friendly plants  
during Earth Week 2019Sustainability Update Newsletter
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ENERGY
Energy is a critical aspect of sustainability which is why it appears in one Priority Area explicitly, and another 
(Emissions & Effluents) implicitly. The first step to decreasing the negative impacts of energy use for any 
institution is finding ways to reduce energy consumption. That is why the first goal under this Priority Area is 
to reduce the energy use of the college.

What we’re doing
Solar Power Purchase Agreement
In December of 2018, the Board of Trustees approved a power purchase agreement (PPA) with a solar developer which will install 
over 500 kilowatts of solar photovoltaic capacity on the roofs of three buildings on campus. This arrangement is projected to 
save the College about $26,000 in its first year of operation. The installation will show the college’s commitment to enabling 
renewables development and will serve as a teaching tool for future solar-related course offerings, connecting class work to an 
on-site commercial-scale solar array.

Retro-commissioning
In 2018, Prairie State College’s Facilities department engaged with ComEd (electricity) and Nicor (gas) to identify and implement 
energy conservation measures (ECMs). These include tuning and scheduling recommendations for the College’s mechanical 
systems and LED conversions for outdoor and indoor lighting. From fiscal year 2018 to 2019, the college’s electricity usage 
decreased by over 7 percent, or about 400,000 kilowatt-hours (kWh). Due to this and other efforts, overall energy use on 
campus (between both electricity and natural gas) decreased by over 4 percent.

2.0
Energy

Education, what we’re doing-continued
Student Sustainability Club
The Student Sustainability Club was revitalized in the fall of 2018. This group of students held its first activity in early 2019 
with a meat alternatives tasting event in the atrium and was also involved with a nature preserve cleanup event, and several of 
the activities during Earth Week in the spring. With this new momentum, they look to continue their involvement on campus in 
the new academic year.

Sustainability-related course content
According to responses to a survey conducted in fall 2018, during the 2017-2018 academic year, PSC offered seven courses 
(credit and non-credit) that included sustainability-related topics in them. To encourage this behavior in previous years, 
incentives have been offered for professors who integrate themes of sustainability into their courses.

Campus Energy Use FY2018-FY2019Student Sustainability Club 
during meatless food tasting event

Electric Vehicle Information Session 
during Earth Week 2019

SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY
Prairie State College’s Mission Statement includes a push to “empower students” and “embrace diversity, 
nurture lifelong learning, and support community and economic development.” These priorities line up with 
the academic nature of the college, but also can only be achieved by playing its part in addressing the other 
needs of the community it serves. As a community college, PSC strives to be as inclusive as possible, make its 

services accessible to its diverse district, and consider the well-being of its students, faculty, and staff.

What we’re doing
Affordable Dining
In 2018, PSC invited a catering company called Nourish to run the Pioneer Café. Since the fall semester of 2018, they have 
provided the PSC community a variety of food options for breakfast and lunch at reasonable prices. Making education accessible 
also means meeting the basic needs of our students while they are on campus. PSC sees affordability of the food service on 
campus as key to ensuring that students can perform their best.

Micro Pantry
PSC’s Matteson Area Center installed a micro pantry in April of 2018 to help alleviate food insecurity in the surrounding area. It 
remains stocked with non-perishable food and hygiene items for people who need them to take.

3.0
Social
Responsibility

MATERIAL FLOWS
The flow of materials is the fourth Priority Area identified in the PSC Sustainability Strategy. This includes 
materials upstream (sources) and downstream (“waste”) of the College. The largest ecological impacts of 
many institutions occur outside of their own operations. For example, while an educational institution may 
not be directly removing trees from a forest or polluting a body of water with harmful waste, the choices it 

makes in sourcing and disposing of the materials that come through its doors can affect these practices for better, or for worse.

4.0
Material Flows

Water bottle filling stationsPSC’s micro pantry at the 
Matteson Area Center
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Material Flows, what we’re doing
Responsible paper sourcing
Prairie State College sources all of its general purpose printing paper from Forest Stewardship Council certified, 30 percent 
recycled paper sources. The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) is a widely-recognized and respected international non-profit 
organization that creates and maintains sustainable wood fiber sourcing standards which address potential social, cultural, and 
environmental impacts caused by wood fiber sourcing.

Water bottle filling stations
In the fall of 2018, three new water bottle filling stations were installed on campus. These, and the others previously installed, 
help to eliminate the need for single-use water bottles at the college. While PET water bottles are readily recyclable, the energy 
needed to dispose of them, re-form them, and transport filled water bottles to a location where cold, filtered water is already 
available makes little sense. The filling stations on campus have supplied hundreds of thousands of bottles worth of 
water since the first ones were installed in 2013.

Electronic waste recycling
The Information Technology Resources (ITR) department of PSC maintains and constantly updates the campus’s computer 
and information systems. This helps the college run more efficiently, but also produces a difficult waste product to deal with 
responsibly: electronics. For this reason, Prairie State College has enlisted the help of UCP Seguin’s ATEN program which 
refurbishes and recycles electronic waste. In FY2019, ATEN took 15 pallets of electronic waste for PSC and gave much of it 
a new life as learning tools for individuals with disabilities. This has also significantly reduced the backlog of old electronics on 
campus and cleared up space in many storage areas.

A Bench from Bottle Caps
After a year-long bottle cap and lid collection campaign, PSC received a bench made from the bottle caps that its community 
supplied. This effort was an educational experience to members of the student Sustainability Club as they sorted through the 
caps, and will be a reminder to all of the lasting value of materials even after their original life cycle has ended. The bench is 
located at the entrance of PSC’s Matteson Area Center.

Finished bench made from bottle capsBottle caps collected to create bench

EMISSIONS & EFFLUENTS
It is becoming clearer all the time how important it is for institutions to understand and take control of the 
emissions they produce, whether they contribute to climate change, smog (VOCs and NOx), or atmospheric 
ozone depletion (CFCs). There are many sources of emissions on a college campus like PSC’s. Some of them 
are directly within our control – like those caused by burning natural gas for heating campus buildings – 

while some are less direct – like those emitted by electricity producers or by students, faculty and staff on their commutes. Prairie 
State College is committed to grappling with the emissions and effluents that come from its operations and taking creative steps 
to reduce them and their negative impacts.

In FY2019, PSC calculated an approximate value for its electricity- and natural gas-related carbon footprint: about 3,990 
metric tons of CO2e. (That’s down about 4 percent or 169 metric tons from FY2018.) While campus electricity and natural 
gas use are significant contributors to PSC’s overall carbon emissions, they are not the end of the story. These figures do not 
include other sources of carbon emissions like commuting, campus waste, fuel used by fleet vehicles, refrigerants, and purchased 
goods, among other sources. It also does not include the possible sequestration of carbon by new vegetative growth and other 
campus carbon sinks. Future assessments may incorporate more of these contributors for a more complete carbon footprint.

What we’re doing
Wind electricity purchase
Prairie State College continues to opt into a contract with its electricity supplier which commits the college to buying 
renewable energy certificates (RECs) that offset 15 percent of its electric usage with wind energy. One REC represents the 
environmental benefits of one megawatt-hour (MWh) of electricity having been produced by a renewable power source.

5.0
Emissions &
Effluents

Fifteen percent of purchased electricity on campus comes from wind power
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Emissions & Effluents, what we’re doing-continued
Electric Vehicle charging stations
Prairie State College’s existence has an impact on emissions both directly and indirectly. One source of indirect emissions is staff, 
faculty and student commuting. To combat these emissions, the college installed its first electric vehicle charging stations in 2012. 
Since then, these four charging ports have helped electric vehicle users save over 6 metric tons of greenhouse gas emissions 
(estimated by ChargePoint).

In FY 2019, they supplied over 4,400 kWh of electricity to drivers, helping them eliminate about 1.85 metric tons of CO2e of 
greenhouse gas emissions and over 550 gallons of gasoline from their commutes. That’s a 77 percent increase from FY2017!

2019 Commuter Survey
In the spring of 2019, a commuter survey was conducted to quantify the commuter-miles that the college community logs each 
year. Over 300 staff, faculty and students responded to the survey with information about how they get to and from the college. 
The results show that the vast majority of commuter-miles are logged in single-passenger vehicles. Students log about 
84 percent of their commuting miles in single passenger cars, and about 10 percent in carpools, while only about 6 percent of 
miles are travelled using low-carbon transportation (on foot, on bike, or on public transportation). Employees log 95 percent of 
their commuting miles in single passenger cars, 4 percent in carpools, and one percent by bus. The full commuter survey report 
can be found here. In it are, not only the results of the survey, but also suggestions for overcoming respondent-identified barriers 
to using low-carbon commuting options (buses, carpooling, biking, etc.).

PSC’s Commuter Survey ReportElectric vehicle charging stations on campus

BIODIVERSITY
Scientists who study biodiversity fear that we are doing irreparable damage to the planet’s ecosystems 
and depleting their ability to bounce back. Understanding Prairie State College’s relationship with the local 
ecosystem is vital to ensure that it is encouraging the local biota to thrive.

What we’re doing
Bioblitz
In 2017, Prairie State College held its first official BioBlitz – a faculty- and expert-guided inventory of the many species of 
plants, animals and bugs living on the college’s campus. Students took pictures of species on smartphones and the guides 
helped identify them. These types of events help students gain an appreciation for the biodiversity present even in a suburban 
environment. The 2019 BioBlitz was held as a part of PSC’s Earth Week celebration and was attended by more than 35 
students who helped continue the effort to document the campus’s flora and fauna.

Forest Preserve Summit
Two faculty members attended a Forest Preserve Summit highlighting the importance and value of the Cook County Forest 
Preserves. The summit included information about the history of the preserves and ways to take advantage of them in an 
academic setting.

Nature Preserve Trail
In 2018, PSC’s application for a grant to build a permanent trail through part of the nature preserve was accepted and in spring of 
2019, preliminary site surveying work began. This trail will encourage the greater PSC community to enjoy this outdoor space and 
gain a greater appreciation for the biodiversity it houses.

A PSC Beehive
In spring of 2019, PSC adopted a beehive that is now located in the PSC Nature Preserve. Along with providing pollination 
services to the flowering plant life in the preserve and elsewhere on campus, the hive will serve as a teaching tool for biology 
students, students interested in beekeeping, as well as other groups going forward.

6.0
Biodiversity

PSC’s BeehiveAttendees of the 2019 BioBlitz
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