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Abstract: 

The role of higher education institutions in addressing complex environmental and sociopolitical 

problems is a multifaceted one. An important strategy for meeting these needs has been addressed by 

the movement towards more engaged, community-based ways of teaching, learning, and researching. 

Concurrently, as population continues to grow and concentrate in urban areas putting natural resources  

under increasing pressure, local governments and communities are increasingly seen as an effective 

point of departure for addressing the most pressing problems facing the planet.  These trends 

emphasize the need for community engaged scholarship.   

In recent years, there has been a proliferation of sustainability indicators and rating tools at the local, 

state and national level. Sustainability certification programs highlight the use of policies, programs and 

infrastructure to achieve sustainable outcomes in communities. Local governments use these tools to 

establish baselines, benchmark against other communities, establish targets, inform policy, track 

performance, and to communicate with internal and external stakeholders. These programs provide not 

only a way to measure sustainability and track progress in communities large and small, they offer a 

map of a very complex and dynamic set of phenomena that can be used to identify engaged scholarship 

opportunities that simultaneously deliver real benefits to communities and enhance student and faculty 

learning. 

In this paper, we suggest that colleges and universities with community engagement programs can use 

these same sustainability indicators and rating tools to identify projects, engage new faculty, insure 

reciprocity, and ultimately measure impact. In this paper we introduce two new tools, the STAR 

Community Rating Index and the Sustainable Pennsylvania Community Certification, and examine how 

these tools can be used by colleges and universities to develop engaged scholarship opportunities for 

their students.   
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The Sustainable Communities Collaborative (SCC) is an initiative of the Sustainability Institute at Penn 

State University. The SCC works with communities to address local sustainability priorities, challenges 

and opportunities by connecting Penn State faculty and students to community partners to address real 

world problems.  

For more information about the SCC program and/or sustainability at Penn State, please visit 

sustainability.psu.edu or contact Michele Halsell at mwh16@psu.edu. 

 

A number of program-specific vocabulary terms are used (somewhat interchangeably) throughout this 

paper. To better guide the reader, definitions for these terms have been provided here: 

Sustainability Indicator – A measurable characteristic (sociopolitical, environmental, economic, etc.) 

used to describe current quality of life conditions within a community, track trends over time, and 

identify areas of strength and needed improvement  

Sustainability Indicator Project/Program – Activities undertaken by communities and/or municipalities 

to create and/or implement sustainability indicators 

Index – Aggregation of indicators into a ‘score’ 

Rating – Score given to a participant based upon their performance, as measured by indicators within an 

index 

Ranking – Comparison of participant’s rating to other participants 

Certification – Comparison of participant’s rating to standardized rubric 

Frameworks – A way of understanding/organizing indicators based upon common themes, measures, 

and applications that are oriented toward a specific goal 
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“Higher education is about the future, about preparing people for better lives, and about increasing 

their ability to strengthen their communities through art, research, technology, innovation, and 

entrepreneurial activity. College and universities exist to contribute to a better world where there is less 

hunger, less disease, more prosperity, more joy, more freedom, and more love.”  

(Chase & Barlett, 2013, pg.15) 

“In the 21st century, cities will increasingly be the frame through which we understand and shape our 

shared economic, political and cultural circumstances. They will also be ground zero for the collision of 

economic, environmental and social imperatives that define sustainability.”  

(M. Al-Shawaf and C. Guenther, 2012. pg. x) 

 

Introduction 

As higher education institutions strive to remain relevant in a quickly evolving world, engaged 

scholarship initiatives are emerging as an important avenue for achieving relevancy by addressing 

sustainability needs at the local level. As population continues to grow and concentrate in urban areas 

and natural resources come under increasing pressure, local governments and communities are 

increasingly seen as an effective point of departure for addressing the most pressing problems facing 

the planet. The role of higher education institutions in addressing these problems is a necessary and 

important one. Yet, engaged scholarship initiatives face a number of challenges, both in establishment 

and operation, as they strive for greater reciprocity, participation, impact, and institutional support 

(Chase and Barlett, 2013). Concurrently, local governments and communities are looking for ways to 

guide and track their work in sustainability. Urban sustainability certification programs have emerged to 

meet the needs at the community level – but how might they help guide the operation and impact of 

the engaged scholarship initiatives that strive to make positive, sustainable change in their local 

communities?  

This paper aims to address this question. First, it will set the stage for why and how we think engaged 

scholarship, sustainability, and urban communities go together. We suggest that colleges and 

universities with community engagement programs can use these same sustainability indicators and 

rating tools to identify projects, engage new faculty, ensure reciprocity, and ultimately measure impact. 

In this paper we will introduce two new tools, the STAR Community Rating Index and the Sustainable 

Pennsylvania Community Certification, and examine how these tools can be used by colleges and 

universities to develop engaged scholarship opportunities for their students. Lastly, this paper will 

discuss how these frameworks might be used to enhance engaged scholarship opportunities by 

identifying projects that support active student learning in a variety of disciplines, ranging from 

engineering to the liberal arts. Concrete examples of engaged scholarship projects in Fayetteville, AR, 

and State College, PA, will be presented to illustrate the connection between the relevant sustainability 

certification framework. In conclusion, emerging best practices and future research directions will be 

considered. 
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Engaged Scholarship in Higher Education 

The role of higher education institutions in addressing complex environmental and sociopolitical 

problems is a multifaceted one – but many challenges have stood in the way of embracing this role, 

including structural aspects of the current higher education system, such as the tendency to exist within 

highly specialized silos of knowledge and practice and the focus on improving individual skills, not 

cooperative ones (Cortese, 2003). Although this particular higher education system has been very adept 

at creating individual professionals for today’s workforce, it has had limited impact in creating the 

interdisciplinary thinkers and collaborators that our society and environment will need in order to 

survive and flourish for future generations (Cortese, 2003). 

Many institutions of higher education have answered the call for meeting today’s (and tomorrow’s) 

sustainability needs; not only through improvements in curriculum itself, but also by establishing 

administrative-level sustainability initiatives, supporting sustainability-related extracurriculars for 

students, encouraging faculty (and students) to take part in interdisciplinary research teams, improving 

the efficiency of their campus’s physical operations, building staff and faculty engagement programs 

around sustainability, among others. Although the challenges still remain, students, staff, faculty, and 

administrators have found various creative ways to create change within their own institutions and 

campuses that are slowly, but surely, changing the overall system for the better (Chase & Barlett, 2013). 

But the responsibility of universities and colleges does not stop at the borders of campus. In particular, 

there has also been a wider investment in various outreach and community engagement programs and 

initiatives focused on promoting engaged scholarship activities for students and faculty. The movement 

towards more engaged, community-based ways of teaching, learning, and researching within 

universities and colleges began on a larger scale nearly 30 years ago, particularly with Boyer’s (1990) call 

for a redefinition of scholarship that consists of discovery, integration, application, and teaching, 

ultimately creating a system in which teaching and application were on par with research activities. Ten 

years later, the Kellogg Commission (2000, 2001) released a series of reports that posited similar ideas, 

challenging higher education to address the complex problems of today by acknowledging not all 

knowledge or expertise exists within institutional walls; community collaboration and partnerships were 

necessary for generating innovative solutions. 

There are many different definitions of community engagement (and many different related 

organizations and institutions that have generated these definitions). One commonly accepted 

definition of community engagement was developed by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 

of Teaching, which defined it as the “collaboration between institutions of higher education and their 

larger communities (local, regional/state, national, global) for the mutually beneficial exchange of 

knowledge and resources in a context of partnership and reciprocity” (NERCHE, 2015). Though there has 

been a decline in engagement practices within higher education since WWII, this renewal of interest in 

engagement is often aligned with the public-service mission of universities and colleges of all types 

(Peters, 2005). Fitzgerald et al. (2012, pg. 13) recognized four foundational characteristics of 

engagement: 

• It must be scholarly, meaning it embraces both the act of engaging (bringing partners 
together) and the product of engagement (use of scholarship-focused, evidence-based practices 
in communities). 
•It must cut across the missions of teaching, research, and service. 
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• It must be reciprocal and mutually beneficial for all partners. 
• It must embrace the processes and values of a civil democracy. 
 

Engaged scholarship occurs when the principles of engagement are combined with the standards of 

scholarship. High quality scholarship requires a high level of discipline-based expertise, is innovative, can 

be replicated and/or elaborated, can be documented and peer-reviewed, and has demonstrable 

significant impact (Sandmann, 2015). Therefore, engaged scholarship “embraces knowledge discovery, 

application, dissemination, and preservation” (Fitzgerald et al., 2012, pg. 13). While all engaged 

scholarship activities adhere to these broad boundaries, there is significant variation among them. 

Barker (2004) generated a taxonomy of five approaches to engaged scholarship based upon variation in 

underlying theories, the types of problems addressed, and methods used to address the problems. 

These five included: public scholarship, participatory research, community partnership, public 

information networks, and civic literacy scholarship. 

According to Fitzgerald et al. (2012, pg. 15), an engaged university “is one that produces research of 

significance that benefits the society and educates students for productive roles in a modern and diverse 

world.” Re-embracing its mission as a land-grant university, Penn State University is striving to develop 

the characteristics of an engaged university (Penn State Outreach and Online Education, 2012). Penn 

State’s Council on Engaged Scholarship (COES) was formed in October 2012 with the mission of fostering 

Penn State’s public research, teaching, and service priorities. The COES is composed of students, faculty, 

and staff from across the University, and they are guided by three of the major Vice Presidents of the 

University, including the VP and Dean of Undergraduate Education, the VP for Student Affairs, and VP 

for Outreach and Vice Provost for Online Education. The COES members recommend, develop, facilitate, 

and advance efforts across the university system to promote engaged scholarship.  The COES has 

proposed a new graduation requirement that all Penn State students must have at least one, and 

hopefully more than one, engaged scholarship experience in order to graduate. This change, if adopted 

by the Faculty Senate at its April 2016 meeting, would go into effect for freshmen entering the university 

in 2018 (COES meeting minutes, February xx, 2016). 

Urban Sustainability Challenges 

Ultimately, all engaged scholarship happens in a place. Engagement implies that there is a partner 

external to the institution with whom faculty, staff, and students engage. For the purposes of this paper, 

the focus is on cities and towns, and on the challenges they face in responding to the increasingly urgent 

demands of sustainability.  

The most commonly used definition of sustainability comes from the United Nations in which 

sustainability (sustainable development) is defined as “meeting the needs of the present generation 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Bruntland, 1987). 

Sustainability definitions typically include three broad dimensions: environment, economy, and social 

equity. All sustainability happens in a place that can be geographically bounded whether at the national, 

regional, or local level. There is general recognition that sustainability requires a “broad range of actions 

in which all levels of government, all sectors of the economy, and all citizens must participate” (Svara, 

2011, p. 43). For the purposes of this paper, the focus is on sustainability in local communities of all sizes 

broadly defined to include municipal and county government as well as the private sector and the non-

profit sector. Devuyst (2001) suggested that sustainable cities be defined as those that develop 
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economically within the carrying capacity of the local ecosystem so that local populations benefit as a 

whole.  

In 2011, global population topped seven billion (United Nations, 2011). In 2007, for the first time in 

human history, more people lived in cities than in rural areas (Martine & Marshall, 2007). By 2050, when 

world population is expected to climb to 9 billion, it is predicted that 67 percent, roughly 6 billion 

people, will live in urban areas (Martine & Marshall, 2007). This means that for the majority of the 

population, including those who live in the United States, the effects of climate change and other 

sustainability issues will be experienced in urban areas (Rosenzweig et al., 2011).  

Although cities may enjoy advantages in terms of economic sustainability, they face challenges in the 

environmental and social dimensions of sustainability (Svara, 2011). Due to their size, population density 

and economic activity, cities have large environmental footprints. Munda (2006) asserts that cities are 

open systems that have impacts on surrounding areas and on the planet. Camagni et al. (1998) posit 

that cities are unsustainable in themselves because they rely on importing resources, many of them 

non-renewable, from other areas while also exporting waste such as greenhouse gas emissions and solid 

waste. For example, cities use two-thirds of the world’s energy and are responsible for 70% of GHG 

emissions (citation). These external impacts are called “leakage” (Mayer, 2008). Cities have also 

historically faced a variety of social issues, like urban blight, food deserts, disproportionate exposure to 

toxins among low income residents, lower educational outcomes among economically disadvantaged 

residents, and lack of affordable housing (Svara, Watt & Takai, 2014).  

Cities as Sustainability Actors 

As a result, cities find themselves increasingly vulnerable to climate change and other sustainability-

related issues, and these impacts are in turn exacerbating the economic, environmental and social 

challenges facing cities (Rosenzweig et al., 2011). Yet, this also makes cities an important nexus for 

addressing economic, social, and environmental sustainability challenges (Mascarenhas et al., 2010; 

Rosenzweig et al., 2011). Because cities use two-thirds of the world’s energy and are responsible for 

70% of GHG emissions, they have an important role to play in reducing the greenhouse gas emissions 

that cause climate change and, as drought in the west and hurricanes in the south and east have 

demonstrated, they are on the front lines in terms of responding to the consequences of climate change 

(Rosenzweig et al 2011). Many municipal governments have responded by beginning to measure and 

manage their GHG emissions. By 2003, 140 municipal and county governments in the US had set GHG 

emission reduction targets and were developing local action plans to reduce emissions (Kousky & 

Schneider). 

Svara (2011) asserts that city and county governments are uniquely positioned to enhance sustainability 

because they are directly involved in providing services such as recycling, transportation, or water, and 

in regulating human activity including land, water and energy use. Mitra (2003) notes that cities have 

unique financing mechanisms available to fund sustainability-related initiatives. Another benefit of 

working at the city scale is that it is easier to determine the responsibilities of each party and actions are 

easier to control (Campbell, 1996). In a report sponsored by the Ford Foundation, Al-Shawaf and 

Guenther (2012) contend that “Sustainability needs cities as much as cities need sustainability” (p. x). 

They point to the fact that municipalities make land use decisions, build infrastructure, provide services 

and programs, and make policy decisions that can enhance sustainable outcomes (Al-Shawaf & 
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Geunther, 2012). Cities are ideal as sustainability actors partly due to scale. According to Mitra (2003), 

cities offer a geographic level that is “cognizable and manageable for civic activism” (p. 35).  

A 2010 survey conducted by the International City/County Management Association revealed that most 

local governments are actively engaging to address sustainability, but that most are involved at a low 

level (Svara, 2011). The survey measured the extent to which municipal governments engaged in 109 

sustainability actions. The survey found that population size is a major determinant of sustainability 

action with larger cities (>500,000) having a three times higher rate of adoption (39%) of the measured 

activities compared to the smallest municipalities (<10,000) (13%) (Svara, 2011). Additionally, the survey 

found that form of government made a difference in adoption of sustainability actions with council-

manager governments having an adoption rate of 20% compared to only 14% for mayor-council 

governments (Svara, 2011). Municipalities that place a high priority on green jobs and reducing GHG 

emissions demonstrated the highest adoption of sustainability activities. Svara (2011) concludes that the 

“transition from agenda setting to action is slow, uneven, and incomplete” (p. 54).  

In 2005, the U.S Conference of Mayors endorsed the Mayors Climate Protection Agreement as a way to 

encourage local governments to take action to reduce global warming pollution levels (Svara, 2011). As 

of October 2015, 1060 US mayors in the 50 states, the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico had signed 

on to the US Conference of Mayors’ Climate Protection Agreement representing almost 89 million 

Americans (US Conference of Mayors, 2015). Signing the climate protection agreement is associated 

with increased adoption of sustainability actions by cities. A 2010 ICMA study found that cities that had 

signed the US Conference of Mayors’ Climate Protection Agreement had a substantially higher rate of 

adoption of sustainability-related activities at 30% compared to 16% adoption rate for cities that had not 

signed the agreement (Svara, 2011).  

Urban Sustainability Indicators 

All of this activity related to sustainability and climate change begs the question of how to measure 

progress. According to the familiar adage, “what gets measured, gets managed.”  In recent years, there 

has been a proliferation of sustainability indicators (Mitra, 2003). Indicators are crucial to urban 

sustainability planning. They are essential to target setting, tracking performance, informing policy 

decisions, and communicating results to a variety of stakeholders including the public (Verbruggen & 

Kuik, 1991). Banerjee (1996) noted that indicators serve many purposes, among them to measure 

performance of policies and programs, examine trends, monitor conditions, inform policy decisions and 

strategic investment decisions, raise public awareness, define targets, benchmark against other 

communities, track performance over time, raise warning flags, and challenge conventional wisdom. It is 

our assertion that community engagement practitioners and faculty in higher education should 

familiarize themselves with sustainability indicators and metrics in order to leverage these tools for the 

purpose of enhancing their community engagement programs.   

Since the 1930’s a variety of indicators have been used to measure progress on urban issues including 

household income levels, educational attainment, crime rates, and infant mortality (Mitra, 2003). In the 

1960’s and 1970’s, the US Census Bureau began adding quality-of-life measures by asking citizens about 

their commute times and their feelings toward the environment. In the 1980’s and 1990’s, the concept 

of Urban Sustainability Indicators emerged as several communities in the US started developing 

indicators that were holistic and multidimensional (Mitra, 2003). 
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Today, a number of different sustainably indicator/certification programs exist in the US at a variety of 

governance levels. Some emerge from the local level; others are formulated and organized at the state 

or national level. There has been a proliferation of locally-developed indicator programs, including 

Philadelphia Greenworks, Sustainable Cleveland, Sustainable Dubuque, and the Austin Sustainability 

Indicators Project.  

Yet, the proliferation of local sustainability indicators also has drawbacks. When each local government 

or community chooses its own set of indicators to measure progress, they may choose to measure 

different phenomena or they may choose different indicators for the same phenomena making 

comparisons across communities impossible (Reed et al., 2006). Tanguay et al. (2010) examined 17 

studies of local sustainability indicators and found that within a total of 188 indicators, 72 percent apply 

to only one or two studies indicating a great degree of variability. When several local governments 

within the same region use different indicators or measure different phenomena, it can impede regional 

cooperation and collaboration on solutions that require regional scale for implementation 

(Mascarenhas, et al., 2010). Mascarenhas et al. (2010) contend that a regional set of indicators can help 

to align municipalities around a set of strategies and solutions to address commonly shared 

sustainability concerns that cannot be addressed by a single municipal government.  

The history of and further information on indicator/certification programs developed and implemented 

at the local, state, and national levels will be discussed in the following three sections. 

Locally Developed Sustainability Indicators 

One of the most significant ways in which cities have played a leadership role in addressing global 

sustainability challenges is in the development of local sustainability indicators and metrics. The first 

local-level sustainability-related indicator system was established in 1985 in northern Florida by the 

Jacksonville Community Council Inc. (JCCI), a non-profit organization that was established a decade 

earlier in collaboration with the local chamber of commerce. JCCI’s aim is to “bring people together to 

learn about their community, engage in problem solving, and act to make positive change” (JCCI, 2015a). 

Considered to be the world’s first community quality-of-life indicators project, it is still running today 

and, in many ways, bears a close resemblance to more recent sustainability community indicator 

systems (Powell, 2012).  

The original development of this program resulted in nine quality-of-life topics, each comprised of ten 

indicators (Powell, 2012). The JCCI’s quality-of-life indicators seek to measure quantitatively a number of 

aspects, including trends in education, economy, natural environment, social wellbeing, arts and culture, 

diversity, community health, local governance, transportation, and safety. Over time, this program 

expanded to encompass the entire state (JCCI, 2015c). The JCCI’s project was innovative in that it took a 

very grassroots-level approach to its goal-setting; it based its goals on what residents themselves 

identified as key needs and the measures and processes that were necessary to fulfill them (Mitra, 

2003). The JCCI’s community quality-of-life indicators project has been recognized internationally for its 

standards and been used a framework for the formation of other local-level indicator programs in over 

one thousand communities worldwide (JCCI, 2015b). 

Another one of the earliest and most well-known community sustainability initiatives is Sustainable 

Seattle (Holdren, 2006a), launched in 1991 as a grassroots effort by a volunteer citizen’s network. 

Sustainable Seattle identified a set of 40 indicators that could be used to measure the extent to which 
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Seattle balances “social equity, ecological integrity and economic vitality” for current residents while 

ensuring the ability of their “children’s children” to do the same (Sustainable Seattle, 1998). The 

indicators included solid waste and recycling, renewable and non-renewable energy use, impervious 

surfaces, air quality, voter participation, housing affordability, and local farm production. Sustainable 

Seattle published reports in 1993, 1995, and 1998 comparing data on each of the 40 indicators to 

determine whether the city was moving toward or away from sustainability. Additional benefits of 

establishing a set of indicators to measure sustainable progress included raising awareness of the 

usefulness of collaborative processes, increased capacity to think holistically and within a sustainability 

framework, and valuing shared decision-making (Holden, 2006b).  

Sustainable Seattle has gone through a series of phases and still exists today (Holden, 2006b). Though it 

no longer collects and reports data for the indicators, it plays an important role in promoting regional 

sustainability in the Puget Sound region. Second, third, and fourth generation sustainability indicator 

projects have been established by the city of Seattle, King County, and the Puget Sound Regional Council 

(Holden, 2006a). Measuring sustainable outcomes has shifted to other organizations including the city of 

Seattle’s Office of Sustainability and Environment (Holden, 2006a). The major effect of second-

generation indicator projects has been increased government accountability to implement policies that 

make a difference on the measured indicators (Holden, 2006a). In 2014, the city published Moving the 

Needle to report results in seven environmental categories: waste and recycling, buildings and energy, 

water, food, transportation and land use, trees and green space, and climate change. 

(http://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/OSE/Moving.the.Needle.2014.pdf) The city cautions 

readers that Moving the Needle is not a sustainability report, but is a progress report that focuses 

primarily in the city’s environmental goals, steps taken to reach those goals, and progress to date.  

State Sustainability Frameworks  

More recently, a number of state-wide programs aimed at municipal governments have been developed 

(Table 1). One of the important differences between these certification programs and local or national 

sustainability indicator programs is that many state-based municipal certification programs focus on 

actions instead of outcomes. Instead of measuring energy consumption per capita or GHG emissions per 

dollar of GDP, these programs measure the extent to which municipalities adopt specific policies or offer 

particular services or programs such as curb-side recycling, energy efficiency audits for low-income 

residents or water conservation programs. In many of these programs, municipal governments are 

recognized for implementing measures intended to reduce GHG emissions, but there is no requirement 

to demonstrate a measurable reduction in emissions or to set an emissions reduction target.  

Table 1. Examples of state-based sustainability certification programs/frameworks. 

Program Year 
Established 

# Participating 
Communities 

# Certified 
Communities 

Sustainable Jersey 
 

2009 430 189 

Sustainable Maryland 
 

2011 56 22 

Sustainable Pennsylvania 
 

2014 58 47 

Minnesota GreenStep Cities 
 

2007 92 57 
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Atlanta Regional Commission Certified Green Community 
Program 

2008 ? -- 20 

North Carolina League of Municipalities Green Challenge 
 

2007 -- 90 

Michigan Municipalities League Green Challenge 
 

2009 150 ? 

Virginia Municipal League Green Government Challenge 
 

2007 ? ? 

Florida Green Building Coalition Green Local Government 
Certification Program 

2006 81 60 

 

Sustainable Jersey, a certification program for municipalities in New Jersey, was launched in February 

2009. It is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization that assists New Jersey towns by supporting community 

sustainability efforts such as reducing waste, curbing greenhouse gas emissions, and improving 

environmental equity. The program provides tools, training and financial incentives to encourage and 

reward communities and their sustainability programs. New Jersey’s program is unique in that it links 

certification to state and private financial incentives. Sustainable Jersey is a fully resourced program that 

offers technical assistance and training.  Sustainable Jersey has been conservative in its certification 

strategy by initially offering only bronze and silver certification; gold or platinum certification may be 

offered at a future time. In 2011, Sustainable Jersey added a municipal resiliency program to assist 

communities with climate adaptation and resiliency planning (http://www.sustainablejersey.com/).  

Sustainable Pennsylvania was launched in June 2014, and is modeled after Sustainable Pittsburgh, a 

locally developed set of indicators from the greater metropolitan area of Pittsburgh. It consists of 131 

specific sustainability actions organized into 26 categories ranging from air quality and affordable 

housing to recycling and renewable energy. In order to achieve statewide implementation, the 

Pennsylvania Municipal League adopted the framework and changed the name to Sustainable 

Pennsylvania (http://www.sustainablepacommunitycertification.org/). Similar to Sustainable Jersey, 

there are no measurable outcomes and no metrics. Instead the certification is based on actions taken, in 

particular the adoption of policies, codes and ordinances and the implementation of programs. It is a 

measurement of the extent to which a particular municipal government has taken various actions or 

implemented sustainability policies and programs. Local governments check the box for a particular 

action and then provide evidence for the action, usually in the form of a link to a policy or program.  

On the positive side, programs like Sustainable Jersey and Sustainable Pennsylvania present a low 

threshold for participation. In a little over 12 months since it was launched in June 2014, 58 

Pennsylvania communities had signed up, 47 of whom had submitted enough evidence to be certified as 

bronze, silver, gold or platinum. By design, the administrative burden of completing the certification and 

submitting evidence is not so overwhelming as to deter participation. The low threshold means that 

more municipal governments can engage and with the hope that their certification may be a starting 

point for greater engagement around sustainability. By contrast, only 35 municipalities or counties had 

been certified in the national STAR Community Rating System, described in the next section, between 

October 2012 and October 2015 (STAR Steering Committee Report, 2015). 

One potential criticism of some state programs is that the standards for achieving a gold or platinum 

certification may be too low. While this status may be deserved, it has not been verified by measurable 
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outcomes and third party certification. The risk is that communities may be lulled into a false sense of 

accomplishment and the certification may diminish motivation to take additional action to excel. To 

remedy this, communities that achieve gold or platinum ratings in a state certification program may 

want to participate in a more rigorous national program such as STAR to see how they compare to 

communities nationally. 

A National Sustainability Framework  

The STAR Community Rating (Sustainable Tools for Assessing and Rating (STAR) Communities) was 

launched in October 2012. The rating system was developed over the course of four years from 2008 to 

2012 by ICLEI - Local Governments for Sustainability USA, the U.S. Green Building Council, National 

League of Cities and the Center for American Progress. The goal of the STAR system is to provide a 

common language and framework for local governments in the U.S. to assess and inform sustainability 

efforts using performance-based metrics. 

The rating system is comprised of seven goal areas that are subdivided into five to seven objectives 

(total 44) with measurable outcomes. The highest points are earned by meeting an outcome target or a 

trend line target (see table 2). When a community cannot meet a target or a trend line, points can be 

earned for actions such as policies, programs, and infrastructure. The seven goal areas are the Built 

Environment; Climate and Energy; Economy and Jobs; Educations, Arts, and Community; Equity and 

Empowerment; Health and Safety; and, Natural Systems. The STAR Rating System is comprehensive in 

that it addresses the social, environmental and economic dimensions of sustainability. Communities 

submit data and evidence to STAR for verification. STAR evaluates whether outcomes meet standards 

set by local and/or national organizations and accounts for data quality and sourcing. Community points 

are tallied to achieve a 3-, 4-, or 5-STAR rating. The STAR Rating System provides third party verification 

of a community’s sustainability performance. 

Participation in the STAR Rating System allows communities to establish baselines, benchmark against 

other communities, establish targets, align policies, programs and infrastructure to meet targets, and 

track progress. STAR is flexible enough to accommodate communities of various sizes, from a population 

of several thousand to several million (Houston, Phoenix). Nederland, CO, (population 1,400) is the 

smallest reporting city and Rosemont, MN, population 22,000 is the smallest certified city. It is also 

flexible enough to accommodate communities from different geographies facing different challenges (El 

Cerrito, CA and Burlington, VT).  

It is important to emphasize that the STAR Community Rating System is just that – a community rating 

system. It is not a rating of municipal government. The categories reveal that the rating depends in part 

on other community stakeholders including the school district, the health system, the chamber of 

commerce, the transportation authority and area non-profits. In this way, STAR emphasizes the cross-

jurisdictional nature of sustainability and the need for boundary spanning approaches in order to 

achieve sustainable outcomes. Communities where the municipal government has maintained positive 

partnerships with other community stakeholders will find it easier to collect and report the data needed 

for the STAR Community Rating.  

One of the challenges within the STAR system is the ability of communities to influence larger systems 

such as climate and energy. For example energy supply might be beyond the community’s jurisdiction 

and require cooperation at the state, regional or even national scale. Another challenge is the amount of 
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time and effort it takes to collect and submit the necessary data. It can take 6-12 months for 

communities to gather data from private sector partners such as the chamber of commerce as well as 

institutional partners in health care and education, and the non-profit sector. In many cases, the data 

simply doesn’t exist because no one is systematically collecting it. STAR highlights the importance of 

data collection, which may stimulate communities to be more intentional about what data they collect 

going forward.  

Since its inception in 2012, 35 cities have been certified by STAR and an additional 42 are listed as 

reporting and 22 are listed as participating for a total of 99 cities.  

Table 2: STAR Community Rating Index Framework 
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Mining Municipal Sustainability Certifications for Engaged Scholarship Opportunities 

Despite the weaknesses of municipal sustainability certification programs discussed previously, we 

propose that these certifications may be useful to engaged scholarship scholars and practitioners. In 

addition to the purposes for which municipal governments use sustainability certification and metrics 

program, educational institutions may find the community certifications useful for establishing engaged 

scholarship opportunities in two ways. First, one may identify engaged scholarship opportunities within 

communities who have completed a certification program, therefore identifying areas of strength and 

needs for improvement.  Second, these frameworks can be used as an orientation tool for working with 

communities who have not completed a certification, in which case the certification tools can be used to 

help communities choose a starting point or to locate a particular challenge or initiative within a context 

of sustainability. 

In addition to identifying opportunities for collaboration, we argue that three other important benefits 

may arise from using this method for supporting engaged scholarship opportunities, including: 

1) Alignment of university and community objectives for engaged scholarship in order to ensure 

reciprocity, 

2) Established metrics for measuring the impact of engaged scholarship, 

3) And the engagement of faculty, particularly those who might not necessarily identify their 

discipline’s sustainability contributions but who can see where their skills and knowledge fit into 

a holistic certification framework. 

The next section of this paper will discuss two community cases in which sustainability certification 

frameworks were used to identify and complete sustainability-focused engaged scholarship 

opportunities. Specifically, we will consider the cases of Fayetteville, AR, and State College, PA, to 

demonstrate how these sustainability certification programs may be used in communities that have 

participated in a certification program (Fayetteville in STAR and State College in Sustainable 

Pennsylvania), as well as how a certification program can be used to guide projects in a place where the 

community partner has not yet formally participated in the program (STAR in State College). 

Case 1: Fayetteville, AR, University of Arkansas 

Fayetteville, Arkansas, population 75,000, is located in Northwest Arkansas. The city is home to the 

University of Arkansas, student population 26,000. Fayetteville has a history of environmental 

protection and progressive leadership. The city is often recognized as one of the greenest cities in the 

state. Former mayor Dan Coody brought the 2007 ICLEI conference to Fayetteville. Under his leadership, 

Fayetteville became the first city in the state to hire a sustainability director and join the Urban 

Sustainability Directors’ Network. The city’s commitment to sustainability has continued under the 

leadership of Mayor Lioneld Jordan. The city passed the first streamside protection ordinance and the 

first urban farming ordinance in the state. The city is also the first in the state to require that all newly 

built homes display an energy sticker similar to the MPG sticker on vehicles. Leaders in the energy 

efficiency industry worked with real estate professionals to create a “Green MLS” which allows property 

listings to highlight green features of residential properties. In 2014, the city became the first in 

Arkansas certified as a 3 STAR city. Fayetteville’s scores in each category are as follows: Built 

Environment 46.7/100, Climate and Energy 27.9/100, Economy and Jobs 48.8/100, Education, Arts and 
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Community 43.8/70, Equity and Empowerment 11.2/100, Health and Safety 48/100, Natural Systems 

36.5/100, and Process and Innovation 9/50. 

In 2015, Fayetteville began to address a gap and build on a strength revealed by the STAR certification. 

Fayetteville’s Director of Sustainability reached out to a faculty member in the public administration 

program at the University of Arkansas to request assistance with two projects. The course is a graduate 

level course titled Policy Analysis: Theory and Practice. The course syllabus states that the course is 

designed to provide an opportunity for advanced students to “apply the general instruments necessary 

for professional practice in policy analysis” (Song, 2015). The syllabus further states that teams of 

students “will participate in hands-on policy analysis for real world clients, searching for solutions to 

urgent policy problems.”  The first project is to craft a renewable energy policy for the city that will 

ensure that Fayetteville’s energy supply is increasingly met by renewable and alternative resources 

instead of fossil fuels. This project corresponds with objective CE-3 in the STAR Rating System for which 

Fayetteville scored 2.7 out of 15 points, an obvious weakness. The second project is to craft a policy 

aimed at preserving and expanding arts and cultural resources in Fayetteville. This project corresponds 

to objective EAC-1 in the STAR Rating System for which Fayetteville scored 10.2 out of 15 points, an area 

of relative strength.  

Case 2: State College, PA, Penn State University 

The State College Borough in Central Pennsylvania has been a partner of the Sustainable Communities 

Collaborative at Penn State’s Sustainability Institute since 2013. The borough was incorporated in 1896, 

and currently has a population of about 42,000 people – of which, 30,000 are Penn State students (City 

Data, 2015). The State College Borough’s mission is, “to enhance the quality of life by fostering a safe, 

vibrant, diverse, sustainable community; by providing quality, innovative, cost effective services; and by 

allocating resources efficiently with professionalism, integrity, transparency, and accountability” (State 

College Borough, 2015). Since Spring 2013, the borough and the SCC have collaborated on 18 projects 

that span a variety of themes, including stormwater mitigation, renewable energy, and economic 

development, among others. According to Borough partners, working with the SCC has provided 

innovative ideas, much needed manpower, lasting connections between the University and the 

community, and momentum for projects to move forward (Sam, 2015).  

In June 2014, the State College Borough initiated their application for the Sustainable Pennsylvania 

Community Certification program. After a year of data collection and reporting, the Borough was 

awarded a score of 210/300 points, a score within the Platinum range. According to Borough employees, 

taking part in this process broadened their idea of sustainability an encouraged proper dissemination of 

information related to their sustainability ventures. It provided the Borough with a place to get 

assistance and answer questions they had about their operations as they benchmarked against other 

Pennsylvania communities (Sam, 2015). Taking part in the Sustainable Pennsylvania Community 

Certification program also helped the Borough to identify weaknesses and strengths that could be 

targeted for further SCC projects. For example, under the Sustainable PA category for ‘Governance and 

Community Engagement: Sustainability,’ the Borough was denied points for not having an on-going 

human resources training for municipal employees and officials related to advancing the objects of the 

municipal sustainability program. When this need was posited to the Sustainable Communities 

Collaborative as a potential project, the ideal partner was found through a Professor of Practice in 

Human Resource Management in the School of Labor and Employment Relations. 
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The course that ultimately partnered with the Borough on this project (LER 460: Human Resource Ethics) 

is based on curriculum that explores the concept of ethical leadership in human resources practice. In 

order to achieve the main objectives of the course (including reinforcing ethics, social responsibility, and 

sustainability ideals at the individual, organizational, and transnational levels), the students were 

assigned the task of a community service project with the Borough, in lieu of a final exam. The students  

worked in teams to provide research reports that identify themes, topics, and needs that should be 

addressed by future HR training related to sustainability. The students worked closely with the 

community partner (specifically, the Borough’s Director of Human Resources) to understand the 

demographic profiles of the Borough employees and elected officials and the process by which this 

information will be instituted. The Spring 2016 LER 460 course will design one or more training modules 

for the Borough, based on the research of the Fall 2015 students, in order to help the Borough work 

towards achieving this Sustainable PA-identified goal.  

In another example, the State College chief of police came to the Sustainable Communities Collaborative 

to request assistance with traffic safety at the intersection of two main road arteries where a number of 

fatal crashes had occurred as well as non-fatal and non-injury crashes. Three faculty were identified, two 

in civil engineering and one in communications, to address various aspects of traffic safety. Three 

courses CE 423 Traffic Operation, CE 528 Transportation Safety Analysis, and COMM 473 Public 

Relations Campaigns, participated in projects addressing different aspects of traffic safety issues in the 

Borough. Students observed traffic in real time, analyzed video footage of pedestrian and vehicle traffic 

during high and low volume periods, and administered a community survey to assess public perception.  

The civil engineering students analyzed data and made recommendations for physical changes to the 

intersection, while the communication majors developed a public relations campaign.  

In this case, the sustainability connection was not obvious. The question was raised: how do these 

projects fit within the context of sustainability? Because this type of health and safety consideration was 

not part of the Sustainable Pennsylvania certification program in which the borough had participated, 

the project partners turned to the STAR Community rating system to learn more. In STAR, this type of 

issue fell under the Health and Safety category, (HS7 Zero Traffic Fatalities). Although State College 

Borough is not a STAR-rated community, it was possible to situate the three projects within the STAR 

framework to better align goals and outcomes for both faculty and the community partner, the State 

College Borough. The involved faculty members have reported that the projects provide the necessary 

academic rigor and enhance relevance by their real world context with a local community partner. 

Reciprocity is evident in the mutual benefit for the community as well as for the students and faculty.  

Discussion and Best Practices 

These two cases of community-university partnership demonstrate the usefulness of sustainability 

certification frameworks in the formation of engaged scholarship collaborations. Both the Fayetteville 

and State College cases show how communities who have participated in a sustainability certification 

program (at the national or state level, respectively) can use that process and those results to identify 

areas of needed improvement and metrics for establishing project goals. The traffic safety example in 

State College demonstrates how a sustainability certification framework – even if not previously 

pursued by the community – can act as a guide in articulating and conducting engaged scholarship 

projects that are relevant to both the community’s needs as well as the learning objectives of the faculty 

and the professional development of the students. Additionally, in the case of State College, PA, faculty 
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who had not previously been involved in engaged scholarship-geared projects were able to use the STAR 

framework to form a meaningful research relationship with the State College Borough.  

Based on the literature review above and the case studies provided, it is evident that faculty and 

administrators interested in promoting engaged scholarship opportunities at their institutions and 

within their local communities would benefit from familiarizing themselves with relevant sustainability 

certification frameworks at all levels of analysis (local, state, or national). Not only do these frameworks 

offer guidance for improved engaged scholarship collaborations and experiences, the utilization of these 

frameworks in applied sustainability work allows for reflection and comment on these certification 

programs, which may be open to change and improvement.  

That said, there are some important limitations to consider. First, these sustainability certification 

frameworks and programs are not perfect, no matter what level at which they are developed and 

administered. Faculty and administrators should not only be aware of the programs for the sake of 

improved engaged scholarship opportunities, but also the inherent weaknesses (discussed previously) of 

the frameworks and the metrics they employ. Careful reflection is a required part of the research 

process, even when introducing a guiding framework produced by outside experts. Secondly, aligning 

projects solely with these frameworks/programs risks creating engaged scholarship programming that is 

more reductionist than previously intended, susceptible to ‘green-washing’ like many other 

sustainability initiatives.  

Although these frameworks and programs provide metrics that can be important for communication 

between groups and overall goal-setting, they need not function as a stopping point, an end-all. The use 

of these frameworks in guiding engaged scholarship work should function as a starting place, 

encouraging future research, learning, and practice that continue to improve the sustainability 

conditions of local communities. This addresses the last limitation of these frameworks, in that they may 

be applied in short-term, but it may take observation over the long-term to see actual results. Staying 

engaged with these frameworks to craft ongoing engaged scholarship projects and programming may 

help to alleviate this shortcoming. 

From the perspective of the Sustainable Communities Collaborative at Penn State, both the STAR 

Community Rating System and the Sustainable PA program have been important tools in expanding the 

scope and impact of our program. These certification programs have opened doors to working with 

faculty not previously a part of engaged scholarship programing, as they have helped to communicate 

the reach of and connections with sustainability work across all disciplines. They have also improved 

partnerships with community partners in that they provide tangible direction for articulating 

sustainability needs at the community level. These certification frameworks, particularly that of STAR, 

have given us a way of demonstrating the combined impact of our work across the full spectrum of 

sustainability. The projects were arranged between faculty and community partners are no longer of the 

one-off kind; instead, they are all important pieces in the sustainability/engaged-scholarship puzzle that 

we are constructing through our program efforts. 

Conclusion 

This paper has demonstrated the relationship between engaged scholarship and urban sustainability as 

well as provided an overview of sustainability certification programs as a bridging mechanism for 

meeting the needs of engaged scholarship practice and improved conditions in community settings. 
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Through the use of case studies and discussion, the paper further demonstrated how these frameworks 

may be important tools in furthering sustainability-focused engaged scholarship opportunities. These 

frameworks can be used in a way that bridges the gap that exists between sustainability and engaged 

scholarship, offering a road map for integrating the two more thoroughly in research, learning, and 

practice. The proliferation of urban sustainability indicator frameworks and the expanded use of these 

frameworks by local governments represents an opportunity for engaged scholarship practitioners to 

identify projects, insure reciprocity, and engage new faculty.  We encourage others in higher education 

institutions to engage with these certification programs through their work with local communities to 

improve understanding, reciprocity, and overall impact. Future research and practice in this area may 

include formal assessments and/or evaluations of engaged scholarship programs that draw upon certain 

sustainability indicators or certification programs so that we may continue to improve both the 

frameworks/programs as well as our own approaches to working with community partners on important 

sustainability issues.  
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