STARS Presentation Notes
Background:

Given the rapid growth of sustainability initiatives at institutions of higher education in the United States, measuring and assessing progress toward sustainability goals has become increasingly important. While many institutions have undertaken campus-wide assessments of their progress toward sustainability, and while a variety of sustainability assessment tools and frameworks are available, there is currently no system that translates disparate sustainability indicators into a single metric that would enable easy comparisons across a large number of campuses in terms of overall level of sustainability achievement. 

To fill this gap, AASHE has initiated a collaborative process to develop a campus sustainability rating system, tentatively called the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment, and Rating System (STARS).  The project is still in its scoping and development phase. AASHE plans to release a pilot version for testing by campuses in early 2008, and a 1.0 version by early 2009. The project is endorsed by HEASC: Higher Education Associations Sustainability Consortium and includes volunteer participants and reviewers from higher education institutions and associations, related nonprofit organizations, business, and government.

SLIDE 2: Goals of Stars

· Provide a guide for advancing sustainability in all sectors of higher education

Offers a “roadmap” for an individual campus to move toward sustainability in each sector. Campus can be either “beginner” or “advanced” – both have a long way to go toward sustainability.
· Enable meaningful comparisons across and within institutions 

Not only can you compare your institution against your peers, but you can benchmark your institution’s progress over time.

· Create incentives for continuous improvement

This is a fundamental goal of STARS.  Idea is for institutions to improve their “score” over time.  Also, the system will improve over time.  AASHE will undertake periodic updates of the system, to be released as new versions.  A stretch goal today might become common practice in the future. Like LEED, successive versions (2.0, 3.0, etc.) may raise the bars. 

· Facilitate information sharing

Reports will be publicly available.  AASHE will compile a database of institutional examples (from submitting institutions) and resources for each credit.  

· Build a stronger, more diverse campus sustainability community

Designed to involve all sectors of campus, including sectors focused on social components of sustainability (diversity, community engagement, labor, health and well being, social responsibility, etc.)

SLIDE 3: Elements of STARS

· Checklist of indicators (similar to LEED)

Standardized “checklist” – to be filled out by participating institutions, with different levels of achievement based on their scores.  Indicators are grouped into four categories.
· Two tiers of indicators

Tier One indicators are “outcomes” oriented (to extent possible); Tier Two are generally “strategies” for achieving outcomes, such as implementing a program or policy.  
· Thresholds of achievement

Similar to LEED – four levels of achievement (1-star, 2-stars, etc.).  Thresholds for each level may be set differently for different institutional types.  Indicators will be weighted by point values, enabling numerical summation of data. Categories may also be weighted and/or scores combined using an algorithm.
· Guidance and resources
The STARS document will contain background information for each credit, criteria for achieving it and any necessary documentation, and links to resources.

· Comprehensive – all campus sectors
STARS covers all sectors of campus, from operations to education. It is intended to represent best practices for environmental stewardship and social responsibility commonly accepted in both higher education and the business world.  
· Transparency (public reporting and access)

Completed checklist and supporting documentation will be posted on a central site open to the public, allowing for questions on an institution’s submitted data.  AASHE will host and maintain the site. The entire system – weighting, scoring process, criteria for fulfilling credits - is designed to be transparent. STARS is a self-administered tool, not a 3rd party rating.  An institution’s level of achievement will be apparent after completing the checklist.
· Outside certification optional

Due to added costs, complexity, and time, third party certification will likely not be required in initial versions of the rating system.  Instead, it will rely on openness, public oversight, and institutional integrity.  At some point in the future, as the need arises, third party verification or peer review may be instituted. It is hoped that transparency and public accountability will ensure a high level of honesty.  Also, a letter from the president certifying the integrity of the data will likely be required to accompany STARS submittal.  Because the system is voluntary, the process needs to remain relatively streamlined and cost-effective, and the benefits of gathering and reporting data should be made apparent to institutions.
· Rating good for 3 years
Institution will have to renew its rating every three years, or it expires.  Unlike LEED for new buildings, a campus rating system is about ongoing practices.  Institutions may be allowed to renew annually if they want.
· Pilot phase begins in 2008; version 1.0 in 2009.

SLIDE 4: Categories of Credits
· Administration & Finance

· Education & Research

· Operations

(Pretty much self-explanatory.  There are several subcategories within the 3 major categories. Every campus sustainability indicator is contained within these 3 categories.)

SLIDE 5: Rating v. Assessment
STARS is a Rating System, which is different than an assessment or audit of practices.

· Assessment:

· Evaluation of many sustainability practices

· Able to compare individual metrics

· No aggregation

You can generally compare how you’re doing against other institutions on a single criterion, or several, but there is no way of aggregating them to achieve a single score.

· Rating:

· Aggregation of many sustainability indicators

This is not possible with an assessment.

· Point values assigned to allow aggregating

Assigning point values is the most difficult aspect of transitioning from an assessment to a rating system.

· Total score (single metric) determines “rating” 

SLIDE 6: Why rating, not “ranking”?

The proposed rating system refers to a self-reporting system where levels of achievement (a “rating”) are highlighted rather than the actual numerical score.  In contrast, a ranking system typically implies a survey performed by a third party, with campuses ranked from best to worst according to a numerical score.  Advantages of a rating system include:

· Allows for more in depth questions

Campuses participating in a rating system are generally doing so in anticipation of receiving positive recognition, so would be more motivated to respond to more complex questions and a more thorough survey.  A ranking system, in contrast, generally depends on institutions filling out a survey for a third party, which means the survey must be fairly easy to complete (less complex and thorough) so that institutions will respond.

· Provides a clear standard, while ranking creates a moving target

A rating system provides a clear "road map" for a campus to reach a benchmark level at any time.  In contrast, a ranking system provides no clear target (a campus won’t know in advance where it will end up in the rankings).

A rating system offers a better way of promoting change, as institutions strive toward the highest level of achievement, rather than simply focusing on getting ahead of other institutions. With a ranking system an institution may wind up at the top just by virtue of being ahead of the rest – even if it’s still far from achieving sustainability – while in a rating system the top classification could be empty for many years while schools work toward it. 

· Generally more transparent

Scoring and weighting are generally transparent in rating systems, as opposed to 3rd party ranking systems.  Some rating systems may be 3rd party and less transparent (e.g., where a grade is assigned by an independent body).
· Only gives positive recognition

Rating systems give only positive recognition through levels of achievement, while ranking systems also provide negative recognition (being “bottom of the heap”) and can generate bad feelings. Rating systems may lead to invidious competitions between schools closely ranked in order, which creates incentives to “game the system.”

· Can be self-funding

A rating system can be self-sustaining through a submission fee while a ranking system requires significant outside funding each time for the third party to perform its work.

· More inclusive

A rating system offers beginner levels of achievement that give even “novice” schools something to work toward. In contrast, with a ranking system, only schools that expect to be in the top grouping would have an incentive to participate, since those not very far along would look bad. 

SLIDE 7: What is Sustainability?
· Many variations on a definition
· STARS uses concepts common to most:
Draws on concepts of sustainability embodied in common definitions such as the “3 E’s,” “triple bottom-line”, “3 interlocking circles” and “4 Earth Charter Principles.” 

· Simultaneous consideration of environmental, economic, and equity issues in all decisions

· Intergenerational equity

· Common goals of healthy environments, thriving communities, and meaningful livelihoods  

· Democratic governance & education critical to sustainability
SLIDE 8: Get Involved in STARS

· Become a reviewer

· Join AASHE-Rating discussion list

· Information: www.aashe.org/stars
· Project Manager: 
Judy Walton – judy@aashe.org 
Development of STARS will require the involvement, perspectives, and contributions of many individuals and groups to ensure its success. It is being produced in a highly collaborative process, guided by a small Steering Committee and two Advisory Committees, and open to input from all potential stakeholders. New participants are welcome.

A discussion list keeps subscribers informed of progress, and enables discussions of specific elements of the rating system. Anyone may subscribe to the list.

Committees and Responsibilities 

· Steering Committee – charged with overall management and direction of the project 

· Strategic Advisory Committee – will advise on the project’s vision, goals and strategies for success, including estimating resource needs for managing and continually improving the system, and identifying potential partners and stakeholders. Largely comprised of representatives from higher education associations.

· Technical Advisory Committee – will review and recommend indicators, point values, category weightings, and thresholds of achievement. Comprised of individuals with expertise in key areas

