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Overview of the TTNB project

Improving the quality of study and teaching through 

transdisciplinary and transformative sustainability education 

at Baden-Württemberg’s universities

Transdisciplinary

Cooperation between 

Students and industry partners

Transformative

Solution-oriented approach

Memorable learning experiences

Partner-
ship 



Key Competencies in Sustainability 
and the Accreditation of Sustainability Degree 
Programs in the United States

Krista Hiser, Ph.D., Director and Founder
Sustainability Education Accreditation Commission (SEAC)

24 June 2026 – FRIAS, University of Freiburg

Moderation: Katja Brundiers, Ph.D, 
Co-Lead ICN-TTNB, University of Freiburg
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Email: krista@sustedu.org

LinkedIn:Website:

www.sustedu.org 

mailto:krista@sustedu.org
http://www.sustedu.org/
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To be announced 8 July!



Diverse  institution types, levels, & regions
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500 people’s input 

100 program directors 

5 years’ effort 

> $500K in grants

21 institutional teams 

6 site visits  



 2024 Workshop, George Washington University 7
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20061: 1st 
Sustainability 
program 
(ASU)

20081: 13 
Sustainability 
programs

20121: 141
Sustainability 
programs / 
114 
institutions

2026: 

?
Proliferation of Sustainability Degrees

1. Vincent, S. et al. (2012) GCSE Report: Results from the 2012 Census of 
U.S. Four Year Colleges and Universities
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● Enrollment declines 

● Consolidation & closure

● Future workforce

● Political landscape

● Artificial intelligence
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Challenges to Higher Education



Challenges to Higher Education

● Enrollment declines 

● Consolidation & closure

● Future workforce

● Political landscape

● Artificial intelligence
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● Food and water 

● Climate disasters

● Climate migration

● Equity, justice, inclusion

● Pandemic 



Presentation Overview
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1. Leveraging the Key Competencies in Sustainability Framework

2. Tracing the Pathway to Accreditation (2011-2026)

3. Transformational Accreditation for Sustainability Degree Programs

4. Conclusion & Discussion 



Leveraging the Key Competencies in 
Sustainability Framework
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What are the key competencies?

16

“A key competency…  entails complexes of interrelated knowledge, skills and attitudes 
related to a shared function for successful task performance. Each key competency in 
sustainability contributes to a specific and distinct function for successful problem 
solving of real-world sustainability challenges.” 
(Brundiers et al, 2023, p.5, based on Wiek et al., 2011)

Wiek, A., Withycombe, L., & Redman, C. L. (2011). Key competencies in sustainability: a reference framework for academic program 
development. Sustainability science, 6(2), 203-218.

Brundiers, K., King, J., Parnell, R., & Hiser, K. (2023). A GCSE proposal statement on key competencies in sustainability: Guidance on 
accreditation of sustainability and sustainability-related programs in higher education. Global Council for Science and the Environment. 

Competence: “a functionally linked complex of knowledge, skills, and attitudes that 
enable successful task performance and problem solving.”

(Wiek et al, 2011, p.204)
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3.
Develop sustainability 
transition strategies

2.
Craft future 

sustainability visions & 
anticipate non-

intervention scenarios

1. 
Analyze complex 

problem in current state 
and its history

Realization and 
evaluation on the 

ground

Transformational Sustainability Science Group, 
University  of Freiburg, Germany. Adapted from
Wiek et al., 2011; Brundiers et al., 2021

                            integrated problem-solving framework 
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Interpersonal competency

 

Implementation 
competency

Values thinking
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Transformational Sustainability Science Group, 
University  of Freiburg, Germany. Adapted from
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Integrated Sustainability Problem Solving Competency

Problem-solving requires many 
competencies
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Integrated Sustainability Problem Solving Competency

Competencies develop 
and work together….

with values-thinking 
playing a leading role.



The “4-Dimensional Model” of Learning Objectives
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Key Competencies in 
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Figure by Katja Brundiers, adapted from Redman & Wiek 2021 
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Enter the 
portal… 

“Thinking through Sustainability 
Challenges with the Key 

Competencies in Sustainability”

https://www.sustedu.org/competencies 

https://www.sustedu.org/competencies
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Value of a Shared Competency Framework

● Curriculum 

● Teaching Practices 

● Assessment 

● Career

● Program Learning Outcomes 

● Program Evaluation (+ SEAC Accreditation) 



CORE 1, Standard 1 (C1.S1)

Developmental Competency Framework 

A competency framework guides the creation of 
program learning outcomes that students develop 
across multiple courses. 

Evidence shows that by program completion, 
candidates exhibit knowledge, skills, attitudes, and 
abilities of sustainability professionals, with 
increasing proficiency and complexity. 

How SEAC Guidelines “lean on” the KCSF 
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coherence



Ex: Program Learning Outcomes  (Master’s)
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● Students will understand and analyze the systems, frameworks and concepts that 
contribute to and determine sustainability (i.e., environmental, economic and societal) 
outcomes.

● Students will identify the opportunities, levers, and solutions that different stakeholders 
can implement to strategically drive positive change.

● Students will engage critically with different viewpoints and values to develop a deeper, 
more nuanced understanding of the tradeoffs implicit in sustainability decision-making.

● Students will demonstrate the professional skills and knowledge required to drive change 
and impact in sustainability and related fields through real-world projects and applications

● Students will work collaboratively and effectively within teams and with external 
stakeholders. 

● Students will communicate effectively to a variety of audiences through different mediums 
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Piloted at Arizona State University, 2022



Tracing the Pathway to 
Accreditation (2011-2026)
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Synthesis: lists > framework
(Wiek et al, 2011)

2011 2016 2020 2021

Operationalize learning objectives
(Wiek et al., 2016)

Call for program-level 
guidance (NASEM, 2020)
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al, 2021) and quant. agreement 

(Redman & Wiek, 2021)
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KCS

Council of Environmental Deans and Directors (CEDD)



GCSE “Pathways to Accreditation”

2021-2023
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Synthesis: lists > framework
(Wiek et al, 2011)

2011 2016 2020 2021

DC Workshop - 
draft standards

Operationalize KCS framework
(Wiek et al,  2016)

Call for program-level 
guidance (NASEM, 2020)

Sustainability Education Accreditation 
Commission (SEAC)

Studies on qual. (Brundiers et 
al, 2021) and quant. agreement 

(Redman & Wiek, 2021)

2024

Needs & Opportunities
(Brundiers & Hiser, 2024)

2024-2026

Program Directors 
Cohorts 
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Guidelines for Sust. 
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Scholarly Exchange 
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Adaptation & Uptake of 
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2023

Proposal on 
Convergence
(Brundiers et 

al, 2023)

Council of Environmental Deans and Directors (CEDD)



Backwards design for sustainability 
professionals
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Prepared 
Sustainability 
Professionals

Quality 
Sustainability 

Degree Programs

Consistent 
Program Standards 

/Best Practices 

Key Competencies 
in Sustainability 



Transformational Accreditation for 
Sustainability Degree Programs
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Pilot
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● 19 Peer Evaluators = recruited and trained

● 6 site visits in 2026 : 3 Bachelor’s, 3 Master’s

  → Application for CHEA recognition in 2027



32           12-18 months / 200 hours  / 20 people

The SEAC accreditation process: 
relational, regional, developmental 
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Transformative Accreditation 
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Higher Education



Conclusion & Discussion
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Takeaway 1: iterate, don’t proliferate 
38



Takeaway 2: from the edge, to the center
39

   Re-center
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Krista Hiser, Ph.D., Director and Founder
Sustainability Education Accreditation Commission (SEAC)
krista@sustedu.org 
www.sustedu.org 

LinkedIn

Danke!

mailto:krista@sustedu.org
http://www.sustedu.org/


Discussion
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● Yes! But …. 

● A shared reference framework as a tool to facilitate communication 
and coordination

● Application - different applications for students, faculty, coordinators, 
administrators. What is your role and experience - how to connect?

Invitations - please mention your name and institution to support community 
building and connection. 



Sustainability is not just an area of study or research or job 
employment – it is an old process of caring for land and 
others that includes whole-thinking - body/mind/spirit – 
even within this modern society.  

This is a cultural process, a deeply enriching and 
meaningful one, and it is awakening our world to 
regenerative actions tied to continuity.

Let us ask better questions of how people shape their 
programs, and why? With whom? How? 

Let the systems of their own excellence get outlined with 
their own ontological and epistemological yardstick.

–Dr. Manulani Aluli Meyer, SEAC advisor

Takeaway 3: “Collective transformation through individual excellence”



Thank you and see you soon! 
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1. How expensive is it to do the site visit? Is it difficult to get administrative buy-in 
to invest in this process?

Expenses for a two-day site visit (travel, accommodation) are conservatively estimated around $5000. We are 
considering hybrid site visit models, but find value in classic, multi-day, in-person, team-driven evaluation. When 
administrators shift their perception of Sustainability programs toward a professional workforce, programmatic 
accreditation (and its cost) actually elevate administrative view towards the program. Employers and partners are 
important external bodies to get buy-in.  

Our onboarding process is a collaborative cohort that doubles as valuable professional development. Program 
evaluation is usually an afterthought and must be improved. So, it is not just a cost, it is also a capacity building 
and organizational development opportunity. The process will take 12-18 months and 200 hours over this time, but 
these are hours well spent strengthening program networks. 

Questions & Responses

44



2. There are 2792 sustainability programs with sustainability in the title – how 
do you ensure you don’t leave programs behind that don't have sustainability in 
the title?

There are multiple program census research queries at the moment, following the last 2017 GCSE census tracking 
interdisciplinary environmental studies and energy programs (see, e.g., Scope of Interdisciplinary Environmental, 
Sustainability, and Energy Baccalaureate and Graduate Education in the United States, GCSE, 2017). Manual, 
human review of program websites at 4,000 HEIs is daunting but feasible. AI-driven research is more nimble but 
depends on the search terms that we apply to identify sustainability programs (sustainability, resilience, 
justice/just, and so forth). We will forward relevant research upon its publication and encourage you to think about 
framing of programs in your own network of institutions. 

This number, 2792, is unpublished and just our first pass – it also only only includes four-year public institutions. 
The number does indicate, however, that sustainability programs continue to thrive in U.S. institutions. 
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3.    I have a question focusing more on general quality management: You mentioned in the 
beginning that as enrollments decline, accreditation is changing in the US. Is there a 
national university ranking (or something similar) which takes into account different 
criteria such as accreditation or the integration of sustainability? I am wondering if 
this is something potential students specifically look to choose their study program.

46

To clarify: institutional accreditation is required in the US. Institutional accreditation is linked to financial aid that 
students can qualify for. It is becoming more market-driven with institutions being able now to choose their 
accrediting body. People think of it as a kind of “compliance” accreditation. On the other hand, programmatic 
accreditation can be linked to certification (ie: you must graduate from an ABET-accredited program to sit for an 
engineering license).

However, the “roots” of accreditation are voluntary. There is no mandatory licensing for Sustainability; thus, our 
accreditation is purely voluntary and thus can be designed as an opportunity for innovation and improvement. 
Students are savvy and will find our directory of accredited sustainability programs. 

Yes, there are systems for ranking universities in the US. One is called the “Times Higher Education Sustainability 
Impact Ratings/Rankings”, which is also relevant for German Universities. This is well-known by students and 
prospective faculty looking for sustainability in teaching and research. There is currently no connection between 
the new sustainability accreditation and the ranking, but we would assume that eventually it will be factored in 
rankings, as is AASHE STARS. But, consider what is valuable to an employer: the Times ranking doesn’t matter to 
an employer, but the quality and learning outcomes of a specialized program DO matter.

https://stars.aashe.org/


4.   Are there any professional associations of employers on sustainability in the US? 
If yes, how /what did they contribute to the process of developing the Guidelines 
of Accreditation?

Yes, there are several. The National Sustainability Society (NSS) is a newer organization (~3 years) 
attempting to fill this need and connect employers and academics. The NSS is the fiscal sponsor of the 
SEAC and has “incubated” the accreditation process. Prior to the NSS, the Global Council for Science and 
the Environment hosted Roundtables with employers to ascertain the professional skill sets and standards. 
(“Roundtables”): https://youtu.be/2Tf4CTNFJwA?si=ax5cMsH5ainOHx8K 

There is also the International Society of Sustainability Professionals (ISSP). The ISSP has created a 
professional licensure for Sustainability with some uptake in the U.S. However, the complex nature of 
Sustainability and the multiple contexts of Sustainability problem-solving make it difficult to capture 
proficiency in a “test”.  

The primary characteristic of sustainability degree programs is a transdisciplinary capstone project where 
students gain “real-world” implementation experience with feedback and evaluation from stakeholders. 
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https://www.thenss.org/
https://youtu.be/2Tf4CTNFJwA?si=ax5cMsH5ainOHx8K
https://www.sustainabilityprofessionals.org/


5.   We need academic pathways to help build new sustainability champions and help 
them not to burn out. What is needed in your opinion to prevent them from 
burning out? How can a university contribute to equip future change makers with 
the mental strength that they will need?

48

Relationship and network building is an important goal of our effort. Be in community! I have mentioned our 5 
week Program Director’s Cohort, offered each spring, where sustainability program directors/faculty gather to 
exchange and coach one another through change processes. 

The SEAC standards themselves are an attempt to “recenter” the innovative developments of sustainability 
champions and make new ideas and methods the new standard of program excellence. We hope that  investing in 
this effort is a way of stabilizing resourcing for precarious programs, and creating that academic pathway for the 
next generation of sustainability faculty. Part of our goal is creating academic positions for PhDs in Sustainability. 

Addressing climate anxiety is one example that directors might discuss in relationship to helping students 
develop “intrapersonal” competency. 



6.  How does the process of getting people all on the same page look, what are the 
mechanics of this?

Lots and lots of meetings, virtual and in person. This is true for institutions preparing for accreditation, but 
has also been true of the accreditation development itself. Each standard has been drafted, reviewed, 
critiqued, and refined over the course of 5 years. What keeps us going is knowing that the (sometimes slow) 
process is teaching us so much along the way, and building our professional network. 

 In a recent Program Directors’ Cohort meeting I heard a piece of advice, that administrators and faculty 
often work with different brains: their brain as a researcher/educator and as an administrator. Program 
directors need to develop both and use them together. 
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7.  Regarding your comment on diversity in sustainable degree programs: what 
efforts are there to solve this problem?

One place we draw our inspiration from is “A New Green Learning Agenda (Kwauk & Casey, 2021).” We 
understand from this report that there are a number of factors that exclude/disincentivize broader 
participation in sustainability as an academic and career pathway. One co-author, Christina Kwauk, also co-
founded a social enterprise dedicating to researching and addressing diversity in sustainability.

In both Core and Support areas of the Sustainability Education: Guidelines for Sustainability & Sustainability-Re
lated Degree and Certificate Programs in Higher Education, we weave in standards that help: 1) improve the 
diversity of teaching and learning content and approaches; 2) ensure financial and institutional support for 
students and faculty; 3) encourage transparent and fair student recruitment; and 4) overall increase the 
quality and value of sustainability degrees and their connection to good sustainability jobs. 

We do not have a standalone “DEI” standard, but invite programs to articulate their own transformative 
theme – what kind of program do they want to be, and what students do they want to invite? This theme can 
be woven through curriculum, faculty policies, student support, campus and community….each standard.
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https://unboundedalliance.com/proven-solutions
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1AigPPs0MAGo1pEC8BZ41HbqZ2mE0Lqtp/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1AigPPs0MAGo1pEC8BZ41HbqZ2mE0Lqtp/view


8.  A question on implementation competency: How realistic is it to develop this 
competency? Own experience shows that incorporating transdisciplinary learning 
activities that work towards sustainability solutions is challenging as it requires 
time, trust building with practice partners willing to test things out, and the 
testing can also be financially expensive in order to create impact. This cannot be 

done in a few weeks. 

Yes, implementation competency is one of the most demanding competencies to build, as universities have 
not yet many courses on offer. However, strategically,  the SEAC Guidelines focus on the program level, not 
on a course level. So the question is: how can we build towards implementation competency through a 
sequence of courses, over the course of 2-3 years in a program? We are looking at program-level learning 
outcomes that are demonstrated in a transdisciplinary capstone or internship context. 

This shifts the question; how do individual courses contribute to each of the key competences that 
implementation draws on?  
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