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Texas has become synonymous with 
urban growth. Between 2000 and 
2011, the population of Central Texas 
increased by nearly 43 percent, and 
the Texas population is expected to 
increase overall by 82 percent by 2060. 
This population growth produces 
significant environmental impacts, 
including increased demand for scare 
water resources, increased air pollution 
from additional automobile traffic, 
reduction of wildlife habitat with 
suburban development, and increased 
power plant carbon emissions associated 
with rising energy demand. Population 
growth also puts substantial strains on 
urban infrastructure and availability 
of affordable housing. Many cities and 
once-rural communities in Texas are 
struggling to meet these challenges, but 
most lack the resources and expertise 
to create the synergies of environment, 
economic prosperity, and social justice 
necessary for sustainable development. 
The Texas CityLab Service-Learning 
Program will directly address this lack of 
resources and expertise by partnering 
with these growing Texas cities on 

sustainability projects and building 
the capacity of the current and future 
workforce.

The Texas CityLab Program represents a 
culmination of a number of educational 
and programmatic initiatives established 
by the Center for Sustainable 
Development at the University of 
Texas at Austin, and we seek to create 
a campus-wide synergy around these 
successes. We intend to launch this 
educational program to change the way 
UT Austin students and faculty engage 
with their communities and to provide 
for new ways of teaching about complex, 
evolving issues. From this, our graduates 
will gain valuable service-learning 
experience while simultaneously 
contributing to Texas communities. 

Texas CityLab is a new multidisciplinary 
learning initiative, launched in the fall 
of 2014, that will generate partnerships 
between Texas cities and existing 
university undergraduate and graduate 
courses. Focusing on one city each 
year, Texas CityLab will invite faculty to 
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organize their existing course material 
around the critical challenges facing the 
collaborating city, such as growing water 
scarcity, declining air and water quality, 
and social infrastructure requirements 
for population and economic growth. In 
this initiative, the Texas CityLab will serve 
as the central catalyst, facilitating the 
university-city partnerships and ensuring 
synergy in participant initiatives, 
ultimately opening up new avenues of 
educational collaboration that do not 
currently exist on a campus-wide scale. 

As a new educational platform, the 
Texas CityLab seeks to translate 
community need into a compelling 
experiential learning opportunity for 
university students to gain professional 
experience by engaging with real 
problems. As a pathway to this goal, the 
Texas CityLab embodies three primary 
objectives: (i) infuse existing curricula 
with applied and participatory learning 
opportunities that expand theoretical 
concepts beyond the classroom in a 
transformative educational experience; 

(ii) connect existing university resources 
with Texas cities to address urgent 
growth-management needs; and (iii) 
provide UT students with hands-on, 
skill-based experiences to enhance 
both marketability and employment 
prospects post-graduation.

Pedagogic methods that focus on 
experiential learning facilitate deeper 
and more meaningful learning 
progressions. Particularly if enacted 
in the context of civic engagement, 
experiential learning builds leadership 
qualities and inspires intercultural and 
interdisciplinary dialogue as students act 
as members of diverse teams, in which 
they must confront significant tensions 
and collectively take on responsibilities 
with real-world outcomes. As an 
extended benefit of these empowering 
experiences, students are also likely to 
acquire new perspectives on professional 
applications to their academic skill-base, 
emerging with a refined vision of career 
options, personal goals and interests. 

Experiential learning remains on the 
cutting-edge of pedagogic innovation 
for a wide range of multidisciplinary 
learning opportunities. As students 
across schools and departments engage 
projects with mutually reinforcing 
outcomes, academic divisions become 
less pronounced, enabling participants 
to capitalize on a more diverse skill base. 
From this experience, students gain 
critical capacities needed to confront 
communication barriers - an essential, 
and often neglected, professional 
competency. Nowhere is the need for 
effective cross-disciplinary dialogue 
more critical than within the context of 
growth management in Central Texas. 
Having already grown at a rate double 
the national average since 2000, the 
population of Central Texas is expected 
to continue the same trend over the 
next 40 years. With a pressing need for 
rapid and responsible infrastructural 
development, service provision, and 
land use transitions, smaller jurisdictions 
that lack professional and financial 
capacity to manage such growth levels 
will struggle to identify sustainable 
solutions. Towards the effort to generate 
sustainable development alternatives, 
the Texas CityLab, with its city partners, 
will cultivate symbiotic community 
and educational outcomes through 
innovative collaborative work. 

In its inaugural year (2014-15), the Texas 
CityLab is partnering with Campus 
Planning and Facilities Managment at 
The University of Texas at Austin. As the 
“city” in our backyard, the 80,000-person 
University of Texas at Austin campus 
offers an ideal platform for Texas CityLab. 
During the 2014-2015 academic year, 
fifteen classes will engage in finding 
solutions to a range of sustainability 
challenges on campus. Working with the 
Facilities and Operations team and in 
alignment with the UT Austin Campus 
Master Plan goals, the year’s courses are 

Texas CityLab and the U
T Austin Cam

pus



Sustainability on the U
T Cam

pus: A
 Sym

posium
Essays

5. Waller Creek

UT’s Campus Master Plan calls for the 
transformation and restoration of Waller 
Creek in order to enhance the campus 
environment; however, limited staff 
resources for consistent evaluation and 
maintenance presents an opportunity 
for students to creatively think about 
how to move a plan from vision to 
implementation. Classes in this section 
will study the urban watershed and 
develop particular program and policy 
strategies for how to manage the 
creek over time, specifically within the 
larger context of the roles of an anchor 
institution in a city.

In future years, the Texas CityLab will 
identify one city with which UT Austin 
faculty and students will engage. Over 
the course of two semesters, classes 
in various disciplines will undertake 
sustainability projects in the chosen 
city, addressing environmental and 
growth-management issues identified 
by city officials in consultation with Texas 

best to catalyze positive action from 
staff, students and faculty on campus. 
Classes in this project area will use the 
University’s Campus Master Plan as a 
starting point and serve as a test bed for 
communication and design strategies 
to encourage behavior change across 
campus.

4. Wildlife & Biodiversity

The abundance of humans, wildlife, and 
plant species on campus presents an 
opportunity to identify how to more 
effectively integrate human and natural 
systems on the UT Austin campus. 
These classes will provide greater 
analysis (problem identification and 
potential implementation measures) 
of particular species on campus and 
students’ relationships to these plants 
and animals, directly informing how 
to enhance the already abundant 
natural environment on campus while 
maintaining the campus as an effective 
space for learning.

structured into the following five project 
areas:
1. Living Laboratory: Bridging the Energy 
and Water Conservation Program with 
Academics

The newly formed Energy and Water 
Conservation Program (EWC) at UT 
Austin has been charged to conserve 
20% demand side energy and water 
consumption in the E&G space 
throughout campus by the year 2020 
(baseline year is 2009). In the fall 
semester of 2014, the EWC Program, 
Building Optimization Team, and Zonal 
Maintenance will be collaborating to 
implement a comprehensive energy 
audit at the BMC building, presenting an 
opportunity for students to support this 
campus initiative. Classes in this project 
area will help contribute directly to the 
energy audits across campus.

2. Value Proposition of Sustainability 
Initiatives

The costs of sustainability initiatives and 
programs are often immediate, while the 
benefits of the same programs may not 
be seen in the near-term. Sustainability 
initiatives and programs are often 
intended to produce longer-term 
benefits to the economy, environment 
and all people, making such benefits 
difficult to quantify through more 
traditional cost-benefit analyses. These 
classes will examine the return-on-
investment from sustainability initiatives 
taking place in campus as an avenue 
to develop a methodology for how to 
perform such analyses in the longer 
term.

3. Zero Waste

UT Austin’s Campus Master Plan calls for 
the campus to move towards zero waste 
across campus by 2020, providing an 
opportunity for classes to examine how 
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university level through applied learning 
opportunities.  

The Texas CityLab has already amassed 
considerable faculty support across 
many campus departments. Promotion 
of the Texas CityLab at UT Austin 
events with the Entrepreneurship and 
Community Development Clinic (UT 
Law School), Division of Diversity and 
Community Engagement (DDCE), UT 
Austin Office of Sustainability, and the UT 
Austin Sustainability Research Network 
invited discussion of candidate cities and 
programs and potential strategies for 
outreach and implementation. 

Offering students the opportunity for 
experiential learning across several 
disciplines, the Texas CityLab Program 
will help cities address their critical 
issues by bringing together the diverse 
resources available at The University of 
Texas at Austin.  Uniting students with 
municipal partners and their project 
needs, the Texas CityLab creates a 
synergistic service-learning experience 
for students in multiple disciplines 
and a platform for long-term faculty 
and student engagement beyond the 
capacities of any one course. In turn, UT 
Austin will bring cutting-edge ways of 
thinking and practicing to the region 
and help cities build their own capacities 
in these terms. 

CityLab. 

The Texas CityLab is also committed 
to bringing diverse students together 
to strengthen shared campus culture 
and value system. Because of the 
broad spatial distribution of current 
university service-learning offerings, 
learning experiences are inevitably 
compartmentalized by academic 
discipline, limiting student exposure 
to only those within their respective 
department. To overcome these 
challenges, the Texas CityLab will create 
an inclusive learning culture that unites 
diverse groups and serves as a catalyst 
in pursuit of common goals. This will 
include service events, forums and other 
opportunities on campus to connect and 
collaborate with other CityLab faculty 
and students, including semester kick off 
events and presentations to city staff at 
the end of each semester.

Because the Texas CityLab will be a 
platform to unite disparate research 
already occurring across UT to 
centralized objectives, students will 
become familiar with real world 
constraints, resource limitations, and 
complex multifaceted issues faced 
by the local decision makers and 
stakeholders. In this service-learning 
model, students will not only apply 
theoretical frameworks in real settings, 
but also be prompted to reflect on how 
the unique culture and governance of a 
specific place can necessitate a distinct 
approach. The tangible outcomes of 
the Texas CityLab experience will also 
be much more meaningful to students, 
program faculty, and city partners than 
a typical semester project seen only by 
the student and an individual professor. 
Because it is in a university’s greatest 
interest to capacitate students to steer 
progressive societal transformation, a 
logical precursor is early-exposure to 
complex cause-and-effect chains at the 
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