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Abstract:  Southern Arkansas University has developed the SOAR Sustainability Conference to 
spotlight current sustainability-related efforts.  SOAR, representing the southern Arkansas re-
gion, was added to the conference name to signify the area of emphasis for the event.  This 
spring conference event has been held in April of 2022 and 2023.  The 2023 conference included 
over 50 presenters from academia, private businesses, government agencies, and volunteer orga-
nizations.  Session topics were aligned with the critical components of sustainability education 
including anticipatory thinking, empathy, change of perspective, justice, responsibility, and 
ethics.  Surveys were distributed to SOAR conference attendees to gauge their level of attitudes, 
knowledge, and behavior regarding sustainability issues.  Responses were very positive overall, 
showing gains in attendees’ attitudes, knowledge, and behavior between 2022 and 2023.  The 
behavior category showed the largest annual increase while knowledge gains over the same peri-
od were lower.  Overall, the SOAR Sustainability Conference has shown success in engaging 
students and community stakeholders to take part in this effort to address sustainability-related 
challenges in the area.   
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Introduction 
The SOAR Sustainability Conference was developed in 2021 to educate regional campus 

and community members about sustainability challenges and improvements in southern Ar-
kansas. Additionally, this conference spotlighted sustainability-related efforts by various regional 
groups, including faculty, staff, students, private businesses, government agencies, volunteers, 
and community organizations. The southwestern Arkansas region is relatively rural, with agricul-
ture, manufacturing, and timber comprising the market leaders. Prior to this event, sustainability 
efforts, while existing, were not coordinated or highlighted in any significant way.  

SOAR, representing the southern Arkansas region, was added to the conference name to 
signify the area of emphasis for the event. According to the Bureau of Economic Analysis, the 
economic growth rate in the southwest area is relatively low compared to more bustling areas of 
the state, including the northwest and northeast regions. Columbia County, located in southwest-
ern Arkansas, had a 2020-2021 economic growth rate of 3.8%, compared to 8.9% and 6.13% in 
the northwest and northeast regions, respectively. A large portion of state investment and in-
frastructure is directed to north and central Arkansas, where populations are larger than in the 
southwest region. For this reason, one of the goals of the SOAR Sustainability Conference is to 
bring attention and focus to sustainability efforts in the southwest region.   

Southern Arkansas University is a relatively small state college located in Columbia 
County. The student population of Southern Arkansas University is approximately 5,100, includ-
ing undergraduate and graduate students. Around 60% of students are from the Arklatex area, the 
region where Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas join together.  The university is located in Magno-
lia, Arkansas, a town of less than 12,000 people. The political climate would be described as a 
very conservative county, while Arkansas itself is often described as a red state.   

Literature Review 
The United Nations has developed a series of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

to promote peace and prosperity throughout the globe. Goal #4 states the need for an “action-ori-
ented, transformative pedagogy, which supports self-directed learning, participation and collabo-
ration, and problem orientation” (UNESCO, 2017). This focus on quality education will help to 
build the skills and knowledge to address our sustainability challenges throughout the world.  

Sustainability education serves many outcomes, including socialization, career training, 
and learner transformation and potential development. To achieve these outcomes, learners must 
feel connected to their emotions from an experience pursuing societal change (Bevilacqua, 2023; 
Gajparia, Strachan, & Leverton, 2022; Van Kleef & Côté, 2022). This connection is established 
by fostering an environment promoting change in learners’ knowledge, skills, and societal out-
look (Favaloro et al., 2019; Gaffney & O’Neil, 2019; Landorf, et al., 2008; Savage et al., 2015; 
Wamsler, 2019; Williamson et al., 2023). In addition, group work among learners and in-
terdisciplinary team teaching can be beneficial in showing participants multiple ways to view 
and approach existing challenges. Because participant motivation is critical for engagement, in-
structors should plan to motivate those attending and provide a balance of storytelling, social en-
gagement, and problem-solving (Olsson et al., 2022; O’Neil, 2018; Jordan & Sorensen, 2022; 
Skiles et al., 2022).   
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A critical set of curriculum components is required to prepare students to handle the 
breadth and complexity of sustainability discussions and help develop sustainability education 
competencies. Lozano et al. (2017) explain the role of these competencies in higher education.  
Moreno Pires et al. (2020) list these curriculum components and discuss various classroom ap-
proaches. These components include anticipatory thinking, empathy, change of perspective, jus-
tice, responsibility, and ethics. This list can also include uncertainty and tolerance for ambiguity 
when appropriate. Engagement in a discussion or a project helps the learner to feel involved, and 
that experience elicits emotions as a result, thus making the activity more memorable and enjoy-
able (Brink & Wamsler, 2019; Kumar & Mohapatra, 2018). Modifications to the current educa-
tion system may represent a significant social intervention, potentially leading to a shift in per-
ceptions toward a new sustainability outlook due to increasing awareness of challenges at all lev-
els of public education (Abson et al., 2016; Moreno Pires et al., 2022; Sachs et al., 2019; 
Wamsler, 2019; Williamson et al., 2023).   

Focusing on transformation as part of education in sustainable development requires edu-
cators to take on multiple roles. The educator serves as the facilitator and instigator to engage 
students and create conditions for reflecting on an experience. In addition, educators also act as 
coaches to encourage learners’ reflections and assessors to provide support and clarity (Gaffney 
& O’Neil, 2019). Each role is important in shifting from traditional teaching methods to a more 
holistic approach that empowers the learner to experience, reflect, and enact change based on 
their values, beliefs, and awareness (Brink & Wamsler, 2019; Kolb, Fröhlich, & Schmidpeter, 
2017; Olsson et al., 2022; Wamsler, 2019). Developing a sustainability-based outlook to ap-
proach challenges is transformative, fostering a desire to be part of the change one works toward 
(Abson et al., 2016; Aung & Hallinger, 2023; Landorf et al., 2008; O’Neil, 2018).   

Sustainability leadership is developed and strengthened through increased commitments 
to sustainability in education. This leadership requires knowledge regarding challenges, commu-
nication skills, and the ability to establish a dialogue among different groups in a complex setting 
(Savage et al., 2015). For higher education, in particular, sustainability leadership could poten-
tially reshuffle university practices through changes to the mission and strengthening of stake-
holder relationships. Due to the unique organizational structure of universities, a wide range of 
interests and departmental initiatives occur simultaneously.  This organizational makeup allows 
for small changes in the classroom to expand as student engagement and faculty buy-in grow.  
Faculty are in a distinctive position to develop and promote sustainability leadership. This bot-
tom-up approach to sustainability leadership can help to empower faculty and staff, which ad-
ministrators can then adopt to implement across the university.  Higher education provides a ma-
jor role in training sustainability change leaders that can help to bring about the social transfor-
mation required to meet current sustainability challenges (Aung & Hallinger, 2023; Favoloro et 
al., 2019; Jordan & Sorensen, 2022; Kumar & Mohapatra, 2018; Savage et al., 2015).  

Several classroom activities, educational programs, and campus-wide events have been 
held to engage and promote sustainability efforts in education, industry, and society. Savage et al. 
(2015) discuss the development of a graduate certification program offering intensive discussions 
and engagement activities over a limited time period, with participating students earning a cer-
tificate upon completion of listed learning modules, writing assignments, and collaborative 
projects. Wamsler (2019) describes creating a course titled “Sustainability and Inner Transforma-
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tion” that included a behavioral lab and weekly group discussions designed to investigate the role 
of students’ emotions and transformation for sustainability. Moreno Pires et al. (2022) provide an 
instructional guide for those teaching sustainability education titled EUSTEPS for Enhancing 
Universities’ Sustainability Teaching and Practices through Ecological Footprint. This guide of-
fers a learning-by-doing approach for students to help guide sustainability system thinking. 
Williamson et al. (2023) share the successful launch of the West Virginia Climate Change Pro-
fessional Development Project, a program designed to train educators and create an engaging 
climate change learning community. Each pilot program or study received positive feedback 
from student participants, showing increased interest and enthusiasm for the topic.    

The SOAR Sustainability Conference was created based on sustainability education re-
search and pilot programs for class activities, professional development, and community out-
reach efforts. This conference was designed to spotlight current sustainability-related efforts and 
provide information on research, production, and outreach in this area. In addition, this confer-
ence brings various campus and community groups together and helps create relationships 
among the participants.  As this community expands, collaboration and increased communication 
will help lengthen the reach of ongoing sustainability efforts in the region.  This paper aims to 
discuss the SOAR Sustainability Conference event, outreach opportunities provided, and survey 
data results from conference attendees.  

SOAR Sustainability Conference 
The Rankin College of Business hosted the first SOAR Sustainability Conference in April 

2022 on the Southern Arkansas University campus. This regional conference attracted presenters 
and attendees from academia, private businesses, government agencies, and volunteer organiza-
tions. There were 32 presentations offered at the conference, including 50 presenters, 13 of 
whom were students. Presentation sessions included activities, research findings, career opportu-
nities, conservation efforts, business initiatives, product development, and community aware-
ness. Conference registration overall was 128. Registration was not required for students, and 
263 students checked into our attendance management system for at least one session, with many 
attending multiple sessions. The conference also included a morning keynote speaker and two 
lunch speakers.  

The initial lineup of conference presenters and programs provided a useful model that 
demonstrated session topics that were popular and engaging as well as those that were not. The 
second SOAR Sustainability Conference was held in April 2023 using what was learned from the 
initial conference offering. The event was very similar in size and scope to the previous year. 
There were 54 presenters, including 19 students, presenting 28 sessions overall. Conference reg-
istration included 119 in attendance and over 177 students attending one or more sessions.   
 The range of sessions offered at the SOAR Sustainability Conference was large, provid-
ing an array of topics for participants with varying interests. Topics were aligned with the com-
ponents of sustainability education, as discussed previously. Presentations provided socialization 
efforts through discussion panels and networking activities such as Forest Sustainability or Meet 
Me at the Market. There were industry representatives and informational booths for career train-
ing to inform participants of employment opportunities and recruit prospective employers. An 
Arkansas Advanced Energy Foundation representative gave a presentation titled Create Your 
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Path to a Clean Economy/Sustainability Career, discussing career opportunities in sustainability-
related fields. SOAR also enhanced the development of learner transformation through hands-on 
activities and informative discussions, including sessions for Reclaimed Poetry and Recharge 
with the Outdoors. Team teaching sessions, such as Quail Forever’s Sustainable Vision and 
Planning presentation, allowed presenters to combine their skills and experience while encourag-
ing participants to coordinate ideas and efforts during the discussion. Overall, these sessions of-
fered various perspectives and helped foster an environment where learners felt a connection be-
tween their educational experiences and their surrounding environment.  

Most of the sessions included the critical components identified as necessary for student 
comprehension of sustainability topics. Including opportunities for anticipatory thinking, empa-
thy, change of perspective, responsibility, and ethics helps develop student understanding given 
the depth and breadth of sustainability discussions (Brink & Wamsler, 2019; Kumar & Mohapa-
tra, 2018; Lozano et al., 2017; Moreno Pires et al., 2022).  Table 1 below provides an example of 
a session from the conference.  The table also lists the critical components involved in the activi-
ty, with a brief description of each component.     

Table 1: Critical Components for Learner Comprehension of Sustainability Topics 

Sessions such as Electrifying Sustainable Minds and Creating Sustainability by Volun-
teering helped to strengthen participants’ ability to consider the long-run impact of actions and 
practices while acquiring empathy for those experiencing adverse effects from environmental 
change and development. Similarly, presentations such as Composting 101, Sustainable Food 
Management, and Reuse, Reduce, and Recycle provide a different perspective on sustainability 
challenges, demonstrating shared responsibility among all community members to be involved 
and promote positive and ethical change. These components enhance learning as sustainability 
and help to create a broader and more mindful perspective of the surrounding environment.   

Example Activity: Recharge with the Outdoors – Participants meet outside in a shady, tree-
covered area.  The presenter discusses the importance of being outdoors frequently to refresh 
and recharge energy levels.  Access to green spaces is a large part of the conversation, consid-
ering that this access is limited for some groups due to geography, finances, and time.  

Critical Components Considerations

Anticipatory Thinking Reflect on future implications of current actions.  

Empathy Consider that access to green spaces varies. 

Change of Perspective Examine differing views on access to green spaces and its benefits.

Ethics Discuss moral responsibilities to one’s campus and community.
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Continuous improvement in education suggests that curriculum constantly evolves as 
challenges and perspectives change in the community. Curriculum changes implementing sus-
tainability are often initiated at the classroom level but slowly expand throughout a department 
and eventually a campus as student engagement and faculty buy-in improve.  These changes to 
the current education system may represent a significant social intervention to improve aware-
ness of sustainability issues and challenges.  An increased focus on sustainability education could 
potentially lead to a shift in perceptions toward a new sustainability outlook at all levels of public 
education (Abson et al., 2016; Kolb, Fröhlich, & Schmidpeter, 2017; Moreno Pires et al., 2022; 
Sachs et al., 2019; Wamsler, 2019; Williamson et al., 2023). The SOAR Sustainability Confer-
ence was created to help bring awareness to sustainability issues in the southwest Arkansas re-
gion, increasing knowledge among community members and encouraging involvement. The con-
ference attendees included students, faculty, staff, business professionals, government agency 
representatives, and community members. Students comprised the majority of conference partic-
ipants or about 80% of the attendees.  The breadth of topics was implemented to engage all par-
ticipants and demonstrate the wide scope of sustainability-related challenges and efforts observed 
throughout the region.  

Survey Results 
A questionnaire was employed at the 2022 and 2023 SOAR Sustainability Conference to 

gauge interest and align the presentation topics with attendees' interests. The survey is similar in 
size and scope to the instrument used in Savage et al. (2015) and Wamsler (2019). Attendees 
were asked to rate each of the following items on a scale from 1-5. For question 1 regarding 
overall satisfaction with the conference, a survey response of 1 suggests very unsatisfied, while 5 
suggests very satisfied. However, the scale provides responses for questions 2 through 7, where 1 
is strongly disagree, and 5 is strongly agree. Positive results include responses of 4 or 5 as partic-
ipants show satisfaction or agreement with a statement. Likewise, negative responses are 1 and 2 
with participants selecting unsatisfied or disagree. The survey results from 2023, when compared 
to those in 2022, indicate increasing interest in the conference and more positive perceptions of 
sustainability and its importance.  There are two explanations for this observed increase in per-
ceptions of sustainability.  First, there has been an increased sustainability focus across campus 
due to SOAR and other local initiatives.  Second, this observation might suggest a decrease in 
casual attendees who are less focused on sustainability and its challenges for the region.   

 Participants were comprised of current students and non-student groups. Non-student par-
ticipants were mostly comprised of researchers, public administrators, community members, and 
industry professionals with an interest in sustainability and were expected to demonstrate rela-
tively high levels of knowledge and positive attitudes. In addition, a large portion of the sample 
was made up of students attending by mandate, for bonus points, or out of personal interest. 
While the data cannot be sorted between students and non-students, the aggregate results suggest 
that positive attitudes and high levels of knowledge were common across the sample.  

The goal of the SOAR Conference was to improve participants’ understanding and outlook 
and to encourage changes in their planned behavior by implementing sustainability-related ap-
proaches after attending the event. The majority of students attending the conference were busi-
ness or science majors.  For future conference offerings, the SOAR committee will work to im-
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prove outreach to other majors, such as education and liberal arts.  Presenters from these specific 
areas will also be invited for specific sessions to improve student engagement across the campus.     

The SOAR Sustainability Conference survey questions and response rates for each year are 
shown in Tables 2 and 3. There were 98 respondents who completed the survey following the 
2022 SOAR conference and 85 respondents in 2023.   

Table 2: 2022 SOAR Sustainability Conference Results 

Table 3: 2023 SOAR Sustainability Conference Results 

Survey Questions (98 respondents) 5 4 3 2 1

1. Rate Your Overall Satisfaction with the SOAR 
Conference.

55 24 15 4 0

2. I would like to participate in more events like this 
one.

52 22 16 5 3

3. After attending, I have a better appreciation for the 
importance of sustainability.

53 24 16 3 2

4. After attending, I have a better understanding of 
sustainability challenges in Arkansas.

45 38 11 4 0

5. After attending, I have a better understanding of 
sustainability efforts/initiatives in Arkansas.

49 34 11 3 0

6. As a result of the conference, I have identified an 
opportunity to behave more sustainably in my every-
day life.

36 31 18 9 4

7. As a result of the conference, I have identified an 
opportunity to improve the sustainability of my orga-
nization/company.

29 32 25 9 1

Survey Questions (85 respondents) 5 4 3 2 1
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Following the method employed in Teather and Etterson (2023), survey questions are di-
vided into three categories: attitude, knowledge, and behavior.  Questions 1-3 address respon-
dents’ attitudes regarding sustainability and its role at the conference. Questions 4 and 5 measure 
participant knowledge of sustainability challenges and initiatives in the region. Lastly, questions 
6 and 7 gauge participants’ planned behavior to engage in efforts to improve their own sustain-
ability. Survey results for each question are discussed below.  

The attendees' attitudes have become more positive since our initial conference offering 
in 2022. Overall satisfaction with the conference improved, as shown by the results of question 
1. Participants selecting positive responses, including categories 4 and 5, or “satisfied” and 
“strongly satisfied,” comprised 80.6% of 2022 responses and 96.4% in 2023 for question 1. 
Question 2 regarding participation in future events shows much smaller increases, with 75.5 % 
selecting positive responses for 2022 compared to 78.5% in 2023.  

Figures 1 – 3: SOAR Survey Responses for Attitude Questions 
 

1. Rate Your Overall Satisfaction with the SOAR 
Conference.

64 17 3 0 0

2. I would like to participate in more events like this 
one.

50 16 13 3 2

3. After attending, I have a better appreciation for the 
importance of sustainability.

59 19 4 1 1

4. After attending, I have a better understanding of 
sustainability challenges in Arkansas.

50 23 8 2 1

5. After attending, I have a better understanding of 
sustainability efforts/initiatives in Arkansas.

56 20 6 2 0

6. As a result of the conference, I have identified an 
opportunity to behave more sustainably in my every-
day life.

57 18 6 2 1

7. As a result of the conference, I have identified an 
opportunity to improve the sustainability of my orga-
nization/company.

51 19 10 3 1
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Positive responses for question 3 showed 
strong gains regarding one’s ap- preciation for the 
importance of sustainability after attending the con-
ference, as positive responses increased from 78.6% in 2022 to 92.8% in 2023. After attending 
the SOAR Sustainability Conference, these results show an improvement in participants’ atti-
tudes regarding sustainability in the region. As stated earlier, participants are likely biased to-
wards a higher appreciation of sustainability. Attendees’ responses show they were more satisfied 
and wanted to participate in future events, suggesting that conference offerings align well with 
what participants want to see. Responses to questions 1 and 3 showed increased sustainability 
awareness and perceived importance following the committee’s implemented improvements 
based on participant feedback from 2022. Figures 1, 2, and 3 show these results graphically.  

Participant knowledge has also improved in our survey based on the responses to ques-
tions 4 and 5. Question 4 demonstrates a small improvement in understanding of sustainability 
challenges, as results increased from 84.7% in 2022 to 86.9% in 2023. Similarly, positive re-
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sponses rose slightly from 85.6% to 90.5% for question 5 between 2022 and 2023. This observa-
tion suggests that most attendees are relatively knowledgeable about sustainability challenges 
and efforts in the southwest Arkansas region. In this case, the modest effects observed align with 
expectations but demonstrate evidence of the conference boosting participants’ knowledge.  Re-
sults are shown in Figures 4 and 5.  

Figures 4 and 5: SOAR Survey Responses for Knowledge Questions 

  

Participants’ behavioral expectations regarding sustainability have also increased over 
this time. Positive responses for question 6 in 2022 suggest that 68.3% of attendees reported 
identifying an opportunity to behave more sustainably, while the positive response rate on the 
same question in 2023 rose to 89.3%. Likewise, 63.5% of 2022 conference participants selected 
positive responses to question 7 regarding sustainable opportunities for businesses and organiza-
tions, which increased to 83.3% in 2023. These findings show significant increases in participant 
expectations about their own behavior, signaling a more positive outlook on sustainability issues 
and the identification of behavioral changes with the opportunity to impact the environment posi-
tively. As seen in Tables 2 and 3, questions regarding behavioral expectations showed the lowest 
initial response rates compared to knowledge and attitude, demonstrating that this category had 
the largest opportunity for improvement.  

Figures 6 and 7: SOAR Survey Responses for Behavior Questions 
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Discussion 

Responses from our initial survey were positive overall, with increases in questions re-
garding participant knowledge, attitude, and behavior. Our findings do not show an overall slow-
er growth in the behavior category, referred to as value-action gaps, as seen in Teather and Etter-
son (2023). Comparing the increase in response rates from 2022 to 2023, the behavior category 
showed the largest improvement, with a 21 percentage point increase between 2022 and 2023 for 
question 6. Likewise, question 7 response rates show a 19.8 percentage point increase. The low-
est increase in response rates was seen for question 5, where positive responses increased by 2.2 
percentage points over time. As suggested previously, participants’ initial knowledge and atti-
tudes were very high, leading to modest gains in these categories following the conference 
events. Responses in the behavior category were initially low, thus showing relatively larger 
gains in the survey results. These observations demonstrate the overall effectiveness of this event 
regarding the positive change seen in knowledge, attitude, and behavior as participants become 
more mindful of their own actions and seek ways to behave more sustainably in everyday life.  

Considering future sustainability event offerings, organizations may consider virtual op-
tions for speakers and some attendees. Virtual offerings can reduce costs and improve the diver-
sity of attendees and presenters (Foramitti et al., 2021; Guetter et al., 2022; Skiles et al., 2022). 
Virtual networking and poster presentation opportunities can be added to provide an engaging 
conference event, allowing for personal communication and sharing of best practices.  Regarding 
the data analysis, future research opportunities also include sorting survey results between stu-
dent and non-student groups, allowing researchers to estimate the impact on specific participants 
in the community.   
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Conclusion  
 Overall, the SOAR Sustainability Conference has been a success. Attendance has re-
mained relatively high for both event offerings and will hopefully continue to grow steadily for 
future events. Plans to encourage further growth include improving our outreach in the commu-
nity by working with the chamber of commerce and city council to expand awareness of the 
event.  In addition, the SOAR committee will increase the number of hands-on activities and 
outdoor demonstrations at the event to attract a larger audience.  Lastly, student engagement can 
be improved by increasing the number of student-focused sessions and offering awards to the top 
performers, such as a student poster contest and regional art competition.      

Presenters from academia, businesses, government agencies, community organizations, 
and volunteers in the region were excited to submit proposals and participate in this event. Addi-
tionally, survey response rates were relatively high, showing improvements in attendees’ atti-
tudes, knowledge, and planned behavior. Questions in the behavior category demonstrated the 
largest improvement relative to attitude and knowledge. The SOAR planning committee will im-
plement improvements for the 2024 conference, using feedback to select relevant sessions and 
align sessions with participants’ preferences.  

Sustainability leadership is developed by engaging community members to help promote 
innovative approaches to common challenges. The SOAR Sustainability Conference was one of 
several efforts undertaken by Southern Arkansas University to promote sustainability and pro-
vide leadership over the past few years. The university has also created a cross-disciplinary sus-
tainability minor comprised of contributions from science, agriculture, education, and business. 
Also, efforts are underway across the campus to promote sustainability and provide leadership by 
increasing recycling, water conservation, reducing paper, using local source providers, and be-
coming more energy efficient with improvements to buildings such as heating, cooling, and 
lighting. In addition, the Rankin College of Business has adopted sustainability as an area of in-
terest for AACSB accreditation purposes. This added focus led to the creation of SOAR and has 
allowed the college to emphasize sustainability throughout the curriculum and in co-curricular 
activities. Recent changes in the college mission statement also demonstrate a commitment to 
exercising a more sustainability-centered focus throughout the program. Lastly, this conference 
provides another way to highlight the decade of research Rankin College of Business faculty 
have been producing that supports the proposition that environmental sustainability efforts are 
both customer-driven and performance-enhancing (Bhadauria et al., 2014; Zelbst et al., 2024; Zia 
et al., 2021).     
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