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BACKGROUND 

Campus Profile 

The Mission of Warren Wilson College (WWC) is “to provide an education combining liberal arts study, 
work and service with a strong commitment to environmental responsibility and experiential opportunities 
for international and cross-cultural understanding in a setting that promotes wisdom, spiritual growth and 
contribution to the common good.” WWC is a four-year, private, liberal arts college located on 1,100 
acres that feature picturesque rivers, ridgelines, rolling forest and farmland in the Swannanoa Valley near 
Asheville, North Carolina. The college enrolls 850 students, employs 200 staff and faculty and offers 
bachelor’s degrees in 43 majors and concentrations and 26 minors. A distinctive aspect of WWC is the 
triad, a learning framework that includes academics, work and service learning. Each student is required 
to work 15 hours per week on work crews that are essential to the daily operation of the college, perform 
100 hours of community service and meet all academic expectations.  
 
WWC’s commitment to sustainability has evolved over decades and is an authentic outcome of the 
engaged, place-based learning that the college’s triad methodology enables. (For a comprehensive look at 
our campus greening history visit www.warren-wilson.edu/environmental/sustainability/main.php.) 
Sustainability is a term we have come to understand at WWC in this way: Sustainable practices take into 
account the environmental, social/cultural and economic impacts of decisions. Sustainable practices seek 
to balance and honor all three areas. They are practices that will eventually ensure quality of life on a 
planet we all want to live on, for all people, for generations to come.   
  
Contacts  

Stan Cross  
Education Director  
Environmental Leadership Center of Warren Wilson College 
Phone: 828-771-3782  
Email: scross@warren-wilson.edu 
 
GOALS AND ACCOMPLISHMENTS 

Goals 

WWC is committed to evolving its own practices and educating others to work toward a sustainable 
future. To that end, The Green Walkabout© was conceived by the Environmental Leadership Center 
(ELC) staff and supporters as a means to deliver effective community outreach that teaches participants 
about WWC’s successes and challenges along the path toward sustainability. Walkabout is the English 
name for the Australian Aboriginal ritual in which cultural narratives are recited while walking through 
the landscape. This place-based spiritual oral tradition provides Aboriginal culture with a deep sense of 
belonging to the land, to the ancestors and the evolving story to which they belong. The Green Walkabout 
seeks to emulate the wonder of this traditional practice by providing participants with a sustainability 
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narrative rooted in the WWC landscape, but connected to the greater American cultural narrative of 
industrialization, capitalism, democracy, ingenuity, equity, responsibility, justice and freedom. 
 
The Green Walkabout is a walking tour of the campus, led primarily by ELC staff, which translates 
theoretical "green” abstractions into real practices. Green buildings, sustainable agriculture, alternative 
energy, innovative waste management, low-input native landscaping and environmentally responsible 
facilities management come to life, and firsthand experience of them makes them seem real, and possible.  
The tour addresses the environmental, social/cultural and economic impacts of these campus functions 
and the relationships between them and the regional, national and global communities to which WWC is 
inextricably connected.   
 
The Green Walkabout program is entering its fourth year of development and has met or exceeded the 
original goals set forth:   

• to fulfill the mission of the ELC to raise awareness of local, national and global environmental 
realities and to inspire caring citizens to reflect, communicate and act as responsible caretakers of 
the earth; 

• to bring diverse stakeholders to campus to learn about, be inspired by and act upon WWC’s 
sustainability story; 

• to maintain momentum on campus by telling, celebrating and raising the profile of the college’s 
sustainability story. 

 
Accomplishments 

The Green Walkabout continues to achieve its primary goals; it is a mission-centered program of the 
ELC, hosts more than 400 diverse stakeholders annually on campus and substantially raises the profile of 
sustainability internally. Groups that have participated on tours include local and state policy makers, the 
Asheville Board of Realtors, numerous faith communities, state-wide universities and community 
colleges, professional organizations, nonprofit organizations, K–12 schools, international delegations, 
regional developers and contractors and retiree groups. Tour evaluations consistently reflect an increased 
interest in and excitement for implementing sustainable techniques in participants’ own homes or 
businesses.   
 
The following are examples of feedback received from a Walkabout evaluation question: “What insights 
or ideas from the Walkabout are you able to apply in your professional or personal life?” 

• A most enlightening experience to recognize the many ways the average person can reduce 
dependency on fossil fuel. 

• I was very inspired by today’s tour to become more “green” in my life. 

• We are going back to Highland Farms to inform others about what we have learned and decide as a 
group what steps we can take to make our community more energy efficient and environmentally 
friendly. 

• An “aha” experience about supporting local farms and suppliers of local materials. Want to bring 
hands-on familiarity and participation in growing and preparing food to children at our summer 
camp. 

• Using compact fluorescent lamps (CFLs), using native grass to landscape, catching water runoff to 
reuse. Lots of other ideas are germinating! 

• The totality of environmental awareness—changing how we buy our food and how we use water 
and electricity and the need to consider how much we are influenced by fossil fuels. 

• Epiphany—will change my lifestyle. 
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Another accomplishment was the design and installation of Walkabout signage at select sites, including 
signs describing EcoDorm, Orr Cottage, the College Farm, WWC Garden, recycling and waste 
management, landscaping and forestry (see accompanying images). These signs provide the opportunity 
for college visitors to take a self-guided tour; they legitimize the existence of The Green Walkabout 
program and provide a constant reminder to the WWC community that we are doing good work in the 
name of sustainability. The process of creating these signs was in itself an educational and community-
building experience. Site managers were consulted throughout the process to ensure that what is 
communicated is accurate and valued. As is the case with any busy institution, members of that 
institution’s community are often unaware of the good work being performed around them and the 
historical effort that makes that good work possible. The Walkabout signs provide a visual reminder of 
both, and serve to raise the profile of the daily efforts that add up to the college’s sustainability success. 
 
Challenges and Responses  

The success of The Green Walkabout is in itself a significant challenge. It is clear that folks are hungry 
for real-world applied solutions that offer quantifiable hope in the face of the increasingly overwhelming 
climate change crisis. WWC is engaging in very minimal Walkabout marketing, yet annually 400 diverse 
participants are joining ELC staff for tours. Opportunity management has emerged as the greatest 
program challenge since tour delivery falls on the shoulders of existing full-time staff. During the initial 
two years, tours were scheduled throughout the year in response to participants’ scheduling preferences.  
This often led to multiple weekly Walkabouts for small groups. Beginning in year three, the ELC began 
scheduling one public Walkabout per month and funneling individuals and small groups to the set date. In 
addition to scheduled tours, the ELC continues to provide exclusive tours, twice monthly on average, for 
large or important groups. This has reduced the number of tours provided and thereby staff time 
consumed without significantly reducing the number of people served. Another means of dealing with this 
opportunity management problem is to train additional tour leaders from across campus. Thus far students 
on the ELC work crew and admissions crew, admissions staff, advancement staff and college volunteers 
and trustees have begun tour guide training. This will continue in the coming academic year. 
 
ENGAGEMENT AND SUPPORT 

Leaders and Supporters 

The success of The Green Walkabout is the result of effort from the ELC staff, members of ELC’s 
Council of Advisors (supporters) and college staff, specifically Walkabout site supervisors, the Facilities 
Management and Technical Services Director, Vice President for Business and Finance and Director of 
Admissions.  
 
Funding and Resources 

The cost of The Green Walkabout program is primarily the staff time committed by the ELC’s education 
director. In addition, the Walkabout signs cost roughly $6,000 to design, make and install, which was paid 
for by the college. Ongoing program costs are minimal, relegated to the updating of sign information and 
the occasional printing of a program brochure/self-guided tour map  
(www.warren-wilson.edu/~pgibson/greenwalkaboutbrochure2.pdf).  
 
Community Outreach and Education 

The Green Walkabout has proven to be a very successful outreach and education tool helping to bridge 
the gap between the college and the region through the delivery of inspiring, thought provoking and 
transferable information.   
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Campus Climate Action: Your School’s Carbon Footprint  

WWC is moving swiftly to address higher education’s role and responsibility regarding the climate 
change crisis. The Green Walkabout articulates the work of the college in the context of greenhouse gas 
emission reduction. The program aims to build regional sustainability capacity by demonstrating 
community-wide responsible decision making and best practices. Through this educational process, the 
college continually reflects upon its progress toward reduced greenhouse gas emissions goals and inspires 
the community at large to engage meaningfully in the challenge ahead. 
 
National Wildlife Federation’s Campus Ecology® Program 

The Campus Ecology Program did not play a direct role in the development of The Green Walkabout; 
however, the online case study database and the national competition and broadcast, Chill Out: Campus 
Solutions to Global Warming, are used on an ongoing basis to support the college’s sustainability 
initiative. 
 
CLOSING COMMENT 

We believe strongly that higher education is bestowed a responsibility to prepare future leaders and to 
think deeply about the problems facing society. WWC’s mission-centered commitment to community 
service and the ELC’s education outreach focus exemplify the college’s belief that engaged learning 
beyond the campus is vital for student, staff and community growth. The Green Walkabout is a successful 
outreach tool in part because it deals directly with an authentic and important set of institutional values, 
and in part because it brings participants to the college to experience these values in action. This last point 
is important because bringing participants to the campus helps provide a deeper understanding of the 
college that transcends often inaccurate community-wide perceptions while building respect for the 
leadership the college offers. Tour participants consistently comment on evaluations that their perception 
of WWC is either supported, or changed for the better, for example: 
 

“How has the information from the Walkabout influenced your perception of Warren Wilson College?” 

• Had no perception before; after the Walkabout feel this is a well-thought-out, well-run college.   

• Knew that it was committed to sustainability, but didn’t realize the extent of the students’ 
participation 

• [New] realization of this college as a bastion of environmental learning, as well as a liberal arts 
college. 

• It has increased my knowledge of the purpose of the college—not only in how it is teaching on the 
environment but how its practices are encouraging student creativity. 

• I’m extremely impressed. I had no idea that all this was going on here. I view you as a main 
contributor to a possible future of creative living using less energy and being conscious of our 
finite resources. 

 
The Green Walkabout is a concept that is replicable at other higher education institutions that have 
sustainability stories to share. At WWC it has proven to be an effective educational, friend-making and 
staff-morale-building tool.   
 


