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“Climate change poses clear, catastrophic threats. We may not agree on the extent, but we 
certainly can't afford the risk of inaction” R u p e r t  M u r d o c h   

 

Preamble - linking curriculum with sustainability education 

According to Vanier College’s environmental policy, Vanier has a duty to:  

• Promote the integration of Education Related to the Environment (ERE) into the curriculum of all 
programs, where appropriate and feasible, by:  

a. ensuring the incorporation of the appropriate competencies and knowledge attributed to them into 
each program curriculum  
b. providing appropriate resources, where available  
c. considering the recommendations from College committees concerning the integration of the ERE  

• In all courses, wherever possible, faculty will encourage student dialogue and development of a critical 
conscience on environmental issues.  

 
To link curriculum content with education for sustainability is a potential cornerstone to Vanier’s 
educational mission as well as to its mandate as a responsible institutional citizen.  

As such, Vanier hired a sustainable development consultant to lead the sustainability campaign. The 
mandate to implement Vanier’s environmental policy implied the need to seek opportunities to begin 
implementing sustainability in the curriculum.   

This approach embodies rich learning opportunities in as much as class projects can be linked to reality 
in the students’ lives and the campus can serve as a laboratory for them to understand their impact on 
the world as well as the obstacles faced when attempting to create behavioral change.  

By the time students reach Cegep, they have cultivated good capacities for observation and critical 
thinking. They often see situations with fresh eyes and creative ideas. These can be put to use in 
researching and eventually improving the functioning of our systems right here on campus. 
Furthermore, persons of any age want their work to be useful: we seek a valorization through the 
application of our ideas into fruitful results. By the time they are eighteen, our students have had little 
application-related valorization.  The approach presented through this project presents an opportunity 
to do just this.  

Our objectives through this assessment were numerous but focused particularly on showing the 
pertinence of an issue to the lives of students through class work and making that class work 
pertinent to creating a more sustainable campus. We achieved these objectives.  
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A greenhouse gas assessment 

“First, I worry about climate change. It's the only thing that I believe has the power to 
fundamentally end the march of civilization as we know it, and make a lot of the other efforts 
that we're making irrelevant and impossible” B i l l  C l i n t o n   

This study showed us that Vanier produces over 2,170,621 kilograms equivalent CO2 emissions a year.  
173,650 trees are necessary to absorb this annual amount of CO2. These are emissions that are directly 
related to activities at school through transport, waste, energy consumption for heating and electricity 
as well as through the use of certain chemical products.  Many emitting sources were not considered 
that were not in this study as it would be too difficult to measure them (for example – all those related 
to food).  

Individuals produce much more than this through the rest of their daily lives (travelling, eating, 
consumer products, electricity use and heating). This study aims to measure solely those emissions 
related to Vanier activities.  

Greenhouse gas assessments are useful mainly as a means of measuring our impact as producers of 
greenhouse gases. Ideally, this data is compared over several years to measure progress. If we are to 
avoid the global catastrophic effects of climate change, the scientific community agrees, we need to cut 
our emissions by 50 to 80% in the next 20 years.  Assessments are necessary to understand the relative 
size of different sources of emissions in order to make the right decisions to reduce these in the most 
cost-effective and logical pattern. It is generally recognized that some of the easiest gains can be made 
through simple infrastructure programs and basic energy-conservation measures.  

Our assessment failed to weigh the feasibility of different recommendations; it is an area for which we 
will require greater expertise.  However, we did manage to produce a portrayal of the relative weight of 
our various emissions and our data points to some clear directions where improvements can be made.  
 

Understanding Environmental Issues – Humanities 345-101-VA 

Maro Adjemian teaches a Humanities class called “Understanding Environmental Issues.” In the past, 
the class had looked at several issues such as pollution, water, GMOs, and the like. The teacher thought 
that the course would be more effective if it looked at one issue in particular and added some local 
study to make the subject matter pertinent to the lives of the students. Climate change provides plenty 
of study material: it is a contentious issue (not in terms of its existence, but in terms of mitigating and 
adaptation factors) and can also be presented as fundamentally pertinent to the lives of the students.  

Climate change became a strong candidate for the focus of this class especially due to the fact that an 
actual audit of greenhouse gas emissions at Vanier College was a feasible and worthwhile project to 
which there would be enough work for everyone. Moreover, a reasonably accurate portrayal could be 
wrought from the students’ work, work that would enable them to recommend meaningful changes. It 
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also offered the possibility of confronting them with the difficulties and complications inherent in  
changing structures and habits.   

Process 

Background research was done by both the teacher and the sustainable development consultant.  After 
discussion with ENvironnement JEUnesse (www.enjeu.qc.ca)1

We then divided the class into groups into which would each undertake to measure a major category of 
emissions at Vanier. Within these, some categories would be very easy to calculate (for instance – those 
related to our consumption of natural Gas since we receive only one bill from one supplier which 
indicated the exact total of gas consumed) and some would be very hard to calculate (for instance – 
staff travel related to Vanier business – as this is accounted for differently in every department). We 
deliberately wanted the students to be involved in the process of finding the information and translating 
it to kilograms of greenhouse gases.  

 we decided on a simple tool from which 
to base our calculation, a table prepared by the FAQDD  (Fond d’Action Québecois pour le 
Développement Durable) as a way to calculate greenhouse gas emissions.  

We hoped that the students who had easily attained data would compensate by putting more emphasis 
in their reports on solutions for improvements or mitigation of emissions. 

Staff contacts were established within the service department and administration in order to recruit the 
help of certain key people who would be in a position to help out our students by answering their 
questions.  

Areas of inquiry 

The class was be divided into nine groups: Travel: Vanier fleet; travel: business travel related to Vanier; 
Travel: commuting; Waste: recycling; Waste: landfill; Waste: recycling from N;  Waste: landfill from N;  
Heating; Electricity; Refrigerants and coolants.  

It was to be expected that we would run into some difficulties with this inquiry as this was a first 
attempt and we were entering unknown territory. To do this work with students, rather than experts, 
also brought up an inherent level of risk as to the reliability of data. There were too many students 
involved to be able to follow them closely and students would also produce work that would range 
widely in quality. We knew that we might not be able to identify all of the student errors. This is a first 
attempt and should be viewed as a pilot project for experiments to be re-tried. We feel that we have 
learned enough from this first experience to produce more complete and reliable data in future 
attempts at producing a greenhouse gas emissions assessment. 

Sources of information 

                                                           
1 Vanier College is seeking to be recognized as a level three Cegep in ENvironnement JEUnesse’s Cegep Vert 
certification program 
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The hardest data to collect was related to travel. Some commuting data, for faculty and staff, was 
collected through a survey carried out by the Centre de Gestion des Déplacements de Saint-Laurent for 
commuting and travel by school staff for school business. This served as a basis from which to calculate 
commuting data related to staff. Such information does not exist for students. Instead, as a basis for this 
calculation, we used the number of parking tickets sold to students every day. This number is 
underrepresented as many students do not use the parking lot, choosing to park on the nearby streets. 
A comprehensive study will have to be carried out to better understand student commuting behavior; it 
will have to be done through another means as it requires work beyond the scope of one class 
assignment. 

The International Education Office knew exactly how many students were involved in all the trips abroad 
and therefore our data for international travel is accurate.  

The purchasing department was able to provide data about the renting of buses for trips of a regional or 
local nature.  We could not get information about field trips that use public transit as these are not kept 
track of in any formal way. 

We decided to forego the calculation for staff business travel as the data is distributed across dozens of 
places through the accounting system and was too onerous to gather. A solution will have to be found 
to this dilemma the next time this study is done as it is a large contributor of emissions.  

Data about the production of waste was gathered from Vanier’s Environmental assessment completed 
in May 2010. It was also gathered from invoices from RCI which indicate the amount of material that is 
brought to the landfill in Ste-Thérèse from Vanier.  

Data about our consumption of electricity, natural gas, fuel for the Vanier fleet and HFCs was taken from 
the Service department. Some of this information is very reliable (in the form of invoices from suppliers), 
while other information was derived from individuals’ estimates based on regular usage. Here again, 
there are improvements to be sought in regards to record keeping if we are to have accurate results.  

Dates 

Unfortunately, data about heating and electricity for the 2009-2010 school year was not available. This 
also will have to be solved for the next assessment as both are major sources and should be kept close 
track of as they represent major expenses to the College.  

  



Results 

Greenhouse Gas Source Total – CO2 Equivalent in 
Kilograms 

year 

Vanier fleet 15,760 2009-2010 
Commuters 475,634 2009-2010 
Student field courses and trips 118,230 2009-2010 
Electricity 68,076 2008-2009 
Recycling in ABCDEFK 303 2009-2010 
Recycling in N 119 2009-2010 
Refrigerants and coolants 10,710 to 61,710 (mean = 

36,210) 
2009-2010 

Heating –Natural gas 1,232,498 2008-2009 
Waste  223,791 2009-2010 
Grand total 2,170,621 kilograms of CO2 

equivalent / year 
Average = 328Kgs/person (6,625 
staff and students) 

 

Student recommendations 

In their reports, students made many noteworthy recommendations as to how we might reduce our 
greenhouse gas emissions. Below are some of the best ones that could be pertinent: 

• Drivers of Vanier fleet could be educated about their driving habits and told not to leave the 
motors running while the vehicles are stopped.  

• More energy efficient vehicles should be selected when Vanier chooses new vehicles.  
• Use of air conditioning should be minimized through education programs and a temperature 

specific policy.  
• Maintenance of the air conditioning systems and refrigerators should be prioritized.  
• All hallway and large area ceiling lights are left on all night for service and security staff, perhaps 

there is a way of turning some of these off.  
• Faculty seem to use an inordinate amount of paper. An education program could reduce their 

consumption.  
• All photocopiers and printers should eventually be replaced with models that print double-sided 

as a default.  
• Education programs for recycling and waste management must continue. 
• A composting program should be initiated for the cafeteria waste. 
• More direct flights should be chosen as well as flights on newer aircraft and ideally in the 

daytime.  
• Students should be encouraged to pack light on all trips. 
• As much as possible, student bus trips should be combined to save fuel. 
• The carpooling system should be promoted and improved. 
• Outside doors and entrance ways should be improved to let in less outside air. 
• Research needs to be done about shifting to smarter temperature control systems.  



• A “sweater day” campaign could be tried as a way to educate people about energy use for 
heating. 

 

Recommendations and conclusions 

Because of the unconventional way this assessment was done the power of its recommendations do not 
carry the weight of an assessment that would have been externally contracted by the College. The 
College has walked several steps on the road to sustainability but is still a long way from factoring 
sustainability into expenditure and infrastructure decisions. This assessment does point to a few 
improvements that could easily be proven to be cost effective.  

Transport and heating are by far the biggest sources of greenhouse gas emissions. Unfortunately, there 
are likely very few “easy” gains to be made here.   

Waste product is a big source of greenhouse gas emissions. Our garbage sorting, albeit insufficient in 
volume, confirmed that 40% of our waste is organic matter. Our emphasis has been on improving our 
proportion of recuperation. We will have to hone our methods of assessing this input to better judge 
our progress in years to come. The biggest improvement we can make would be to start a composting 
program. Logically, though, we need to learn to recycle properly before implementing a practice many 
people do not even know exists.  

Our heating system was changed in 2004 and there is probably little improvement to be done here 
without significant expenditure.  The College does have a few large renovation projects on the horizon. 
This assessment will help us make the case for looking into investing into energy efficiency through 
these projects. Vanier is also recognized as a provincial leader in teaching about heating and ventilation 
systems, this expertise should be sought to help with future greenhouse gas emissions assessments and 
should also be called upon to consider recommendations to the system.  

This assessment made us realize the inordinate cost of electricity. There is a significant gain to be made 
here and much of it can presumably be done through education about energy efficiency. For this, we will 
need to find creative ways of reaching staff and faculty so that they may lead by example. Students can 
be implicated in the mounting and dissemination of such a marketing campaign.  

Emissions related to travel have little bearing on the College’s budget.  Commuters pay for their own 
travel. Field trips and staff travel for training and promotion purposes, arguably, are very positive tools 
in sustainability education and should therefore be encouraged. Our under-performing parking lot, 
though, has brought the discussion to the forefront and the College is actively engaged in seeking ways 
to promote transit to its community. We can reasonably believe that gains will be made here. Other 
classes will be enlisted to research this important area of greenhouse gas emissions.  

Although refrigerants and cooling agents are used only sparingly in the College, they emit greenhouse 
gases that are very potent. Better measuring tools need to be developed here and the staff who use 



these chemicals must be made aware of the potency of these products. A well-focused education 
campaign would likely diminish our emissions related to these products.  

Education is a key component in all of these areas and includes every member of the community. 
Educational efforts must be continued and can increasingly be aligned with greenhouse gas emissions 
reduction priorities. This assessment showed us the potential power of using course work as a means by 
which to implicate (and therefore teach) students in institutional change. 

Successes 

This was a successful first try because:  

• We now know how to obtain the right data for almost every area of emissions.  
• Students saw directly the relevance of their actions and consumption on an abstract problem 

with global consequences.  
• Students came into contact with administrators and service people, and the corollary.  
• Students were able to make valid recommendations about our greenhouse gas emissions as well 

as point out faults in our assessment methods. 
• Students learned about the structures that support them, something that is often ignored by the 

people who have been in institutions all their lives and are not encouraged to go look at 
infrastructure.  

• Scientific reports almost always conclude with “more research is necessary.” This phrase was 
notably absent from the students’ reports – it is refreshing that they recommend clear changes 
and ideas based on their convictions and observations.  
 

Questions and problems to solve when we try again:  

• We know that 65% of our recycled glass, plastic and metal is bound for China. The CO2 
equivalent provided in the FAQDD table seems to underestimate the impact of this travel in the 
calculation.  

• Contact people at the College have to be better kept in the loop and better prepared to meet 
the students. Students have to be more prepared to ask them questions when they meet them 
rather than simply get the raw data from them. Vanier has made notable improvements in its 
electrical and natural gas systems in the past five years and this was never reflected in the 
students’ results.  

• Recommendations from students failed to analyze the cost/benefit results of implementing a 
new technology. This is a key factor in any infrastructure decision that will be made and 
students need to better understand this as part of the decision making process. Students from 
other faculties, in particular from technologies and business, can be enlisted to help with this 
level of understanding of the dynamic. 

• Students mobilized around the Cégep Vert designation but failed to understand that what 
counts is the effort at education rather than the actual result or measurable behavioral change. 



This exercise was a bright success in terms of effort (and therefore contributes to our upcoming 
certification as a Cégep Vert) but left many students feeling as though Vanier is not doing 
enough to reduce its emissions and therefore we do not merit a Cégep Vert designation. As 
complex as it is, we need to better communicate the importance of the “process” to these 
students who have had an education based much more on “results.” 

• It would be good to find ways to include students from the Building Technologies to help us sift 
through the data and figure out where the easiest gains are to be made.  

• We need to solve the period of measuring issue in order for the data to be consistent and truly 
valid.  Solving this has to become one of the priorities in the design of future assessments.  
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