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Introduction 
Williams College is committed to increasing efforts around sustainability and reducing our 

carbon footprint. The Zilka Center for Environmental Initiatives and Thursday Night Grassroots 

are the two organizations that have led the Williams community to be more conscious of our 

environmental impact and organized us to improve our behavior and how we relate to our 

environment. However, students can do more to be more environmentally conscious by changing 

their behavior and using more energy efficient products in their dorm rooms. I propose an 

Energy Efficient Entry pilot program that provides one entry with the education and resources to 

be learn about their energy use, how to be more energy efficient and with a few products to begin 

changing their behavior. This “green” or environmental entry would serve as a pilot program to 

expand to entire first year residence halls if successful. The program would require education 

and grants through the Zilka Center to train JA’s as environmental representatives or E-Reps and 

to provide energy efficient products for the entry or a “Green Toolkit.”  

Before implementing a new program, we must first evaluate our current efforts around 

sustainability and our current energy use in our dorms to understand our progress and better plan 

new initiatives. I will present a summary of current sustainability projects targeting Williams 

College students and how they are relevant in creating a “Green Toolkit” of energy efficient 

products and establishing an Energy Efficient Entry pilot program. I will then present models for 

evaluating energy use in a typical dorm and methods of educating students about energy efficient 

products through three case studies at different colleges and universities. Finally, I will conclude 

with recommendations for these two projects (Energy Efficient Entry and Green Toolkit) and 

consider possible challenges and limitations.  
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Current Sustainability Projects/Products for Students  
 
Water Bottles 
The Williams Outing Club provided its student participants in 

WOOLF (Williams Outdoor Orientation for Living as First-Years) 

with water bottles in an effort to establish more sustainable habits in addition to welcoming new 

members with a practical gift. The Zilkha Center recognized the inefficient system of providing 

some students with bottles and not others and took on the project to provide all first years with 

water bottles in an effort to establish sustainable habits early on. The bottles cost about $10/each.  

 
To-Go Containers 
Williams College made the switch from paper to-go containers to green plastic to-go containers 

in an effort to prevent waste and save money. Students must fill 

out a form to initially sign out a container. Although students 

aren’t accountable for a specific container they are 

(hypothetically) held accountable ($4 charged to term bill) for 

not returning a container at the end of the year. The containers 

work on an exchange system where students use their original box, return it to be washed and are 

handed a carabiner from the Dining Services staff until they want to take out another to-go 

container. The program is still relatively new and I could not find data as to how effective the 

system is (I know many students abuse it as there is no accountability) or how much money the 

college has saved since switching from paper to-go containers.  

 
Reusable Mugs 
The college uses about 200,000-300,000 disposable to-go cups per year, which amounts to about 

$20,000 or the equivalent of 10 student jobs (TNG data).  Thursday Night Grassroots has 



	   4	  

implemented a new reusable mug program for students based out of Driscoll Dining Hall. 

Students sign out a mug with their unix (1/person) and are asked to keep each mug out for a 

maximum of a week before it is returned at Driscoll or either library. TNG ran a trial throughout 

Winter Study where students paid $4 to enter and get a mug and $20 if they lost the mug. 

However, since the spring the program has extended to all of campus and the mugs are free to 

check out and there is a loose sign out system. Feedback is being collected at pick up/drop off 

locations and although it is mostly positive, accountability is a serious problem as 

many mugs are being lost/stolen. Another concern is how sustainable the actual 

mug is (there is no clear BPA free label.)  

 
LED Light Bulbs 
Entries have been provided with boxes of energy efficient light bulbs through the Zilka Center or 

Thursday Night Grassroots (it alternates throughout the years.) This year each entry was 

provided with 2 boxes of LED light bulbs (about $4/bulb). There is no system in place to monitor 

if they are being used or to evaluate possible energy savings. However, I 

spoke with 4 JA’s from Mission and 6 from Frosh Quad. Overall, the JA’s 

believe the light bulbs are being used as they were distributed to the first 

years, however only two JA’s reported that their entries expressed 

excitement over the sustainability effort and came back asking for more LED bulbs. Moreover, 

in walking through entries in frosh quad I cam across two common rooms that had full boxes of 

LED bulbs collecting dust. I concluded that the way JA’s presented LED bulbs to first years 

shaped how they felt about the idea and if they used them. I also determined that Mission entries 

were easier to monitor because everyone is on the same floor and in constant contact unlike the 

Frosh Quad entries.  
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Clothes Drying Rack  
Thursday Night Grassroots started planning a drying rack share program where 

students would sign out a drying rack as needed or for the academic year. However 

it never got off the ground because of more important environmental initiatives 

and obstacles such as a lack of space in dorms, student feedback, and 

funds to purchase racks big enough to hold a full load of laundry.  

 
Power Strips  
During the 2008-2009 academic year Sawyer Library received a grant from the 

Zilkha Center to purchase 200 power strips for personal staff equipment and public 

computer stations. Their annual report states, “The primary objective was to eliminate the use of 

so-called phantom power when computers, printers, etc. were turned off but were still drawing 

power.” It is difficult to determine how much energy power strips save and I couldn’t find data 

specifically about the library because they don’t monitor their energy use and OIT manages most 

computers and therefore they must remain on for remote software updating. 

 

Conclusions: 
Today all first year students at Williams College are provided with a water bottle and LED light 

bulbs and can choose to participate in the to-go container and reusable mug programs. There is 

not enough data as to how students are using these free products and programs; therefore the 

Energy Efficient Entry would be a platform for critically examining how students are using 

products and for collecting feedback on environmental behavior on campus. Moreover, because 

only one entry will be selected for the pilot program, the Green Toolkit will require only a small 

grant to purchase energy efficient products. A Toolkit for an entry would include a power strip 

for each student ($5/each), five drying racks to be shared ($20/each), and an Energy Star mini-
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fridge for the entry ($100), totaling about $300 depending on the size of the entry. Other energy 

efficient products like laptops, printers and stereos are expensive and impractical for the college 

to provide. (However, the Zilkha Center may want to consider a day to sell energy efficient 

products at the start of each school year so students can easily reduce their impact by purchasing 

products they already want for their dorms.) Finally, the burden of holding students accountable 

for using products can be more easily managed within the entry, as it is often a close-knit 

intimate space.  

 
Dorm Energy Evaluation 
Homeowners often use a home energy audit to determine where they are losing energy and 

money, how to improve energy loss, and how to make their home more energy efficient. A 

professional energy auditor performs a “home checkup” although now there are many websites 

offering do-it-yourself energy audits and cost calculators. But where do college students fit in 

these new energy saving audits? I propose a dorm energy evaluation to better understand how a 

“typical” Williams College student uses energy in their dorm and how we can improve our 

behavior to be more energy efficient.  

It is difficult to determine how much energy is wasted with phantom loads or estimate the 

potential savings of switching to more efficient products because it varies (individual use and 

product) and students don’t directly pay for electricity. However, greater awareness of the energy 

efficient models of the products we do use (laptops, mini-fridges, phone chargers, stereos, etc.) is 

a starting point. Many universities have partnered with Energy Star to educate students about the 

benefits of incorporating energy efficient products in their dorms and a couple schools have 

earned the Energy Star label for an entire residence hall. I will present three case studies that can 
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serve as models in brainstorming how Williams College can incorporate education about energy 

efficient products and begin implementing them into dorms on campus.  

 

Case #1 

The University of New Hampshire’s Sustainability Institute has an interactive website that has 

many resources for students to learn more about energy use. There is a link that has a 

comprehensive list of energy costs, Co2 emissions and the number of barrels of oil used for each 

residence hall. They also include an Energy Savings Tips page with checklists and quizzes and 

general information for saving energy and money. However the most applicable part of their 

website for the dorm energy evaluation is their Virtual Energy Efficient Dorm Room page. 

 

Figure 1. UNH Virtual Energy Efficient Dorm Room 
http://www.sustainableunh.unh.edu/unh-virtual-energy-efficient-dorm-room 
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This program presents a typical dorm at UNH and allows the user to scroll over each electronic 

product to learn how much energy they can save by switching to the Energy Star model and the 

potential environmental impact if ALL students switched to more efficient products. I’ve 

included a few examples below.  

 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Desk lamp, Refrigerator and Thermostat examples from the 
UNH Virtual Energy Efficient Dorm Room interactive program.  
 

 

Case #2 
Three universities in California (UC Berkeley, Humboldt State University, and CSU San 

Bernardino) hold Energy Star demonstrations in residence halls to educate and encourage 

students to purchase more energy efficient appliances. Although each school differs, each holds 

regular tours and planned groups to walk through the showcase dorm room that consists of 

Energy Star lighting and electronics and information explaining the benefits of energy efficient 

products. Humboldt State University and CSU San Bernardino’s energy efficient dorm room 

displays were a result of the Green Campus Program through the Alliance to Save Energy. The 

Green Dorm Room Project through Energy Star is taking off and has inspired many colleges to 

create and display a model “green dorm.” UC Berkeley, Tulane, Duke (and more) have expanded 
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this “Green Room” model by including other sustainable practices such as buying local food, 

reducing water consumption, biodegradable toiletries and more.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. “Green Dorm Room” model at Duke University (sustainability.duke.edu).  
 

Case #3  
At Ithaca College in Upstate New York, two residence halls, Clarke and Hood, have earned the 

Energy Star label for incorporating a range of sustainable products including energy efficient 

boilers, digitally controlled heating systems and weather-stripping. In addition to the actual 

products Ithaca also has a group of students who advertise and educate the student body about 

energy use and how to change their behavior to reduce their impact and save money. These “eco-

reps” are more effective than other environmental initiatives because they are students 

themselves and therefore their advice is welcomed. Hamilton College has also earned the Energy 

Star label for a residence hall and Ithaca is hoping to add a third dorm as well.  
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Figure 4. Energy Star label in Clarke Hall, a residence hall at Ithaca College. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/17/nyregion/17ithaca.html?_r=0 (Jonathan Cohen, NY Times) 
 
Conclusions 
Williams College has made a commitment to sustainability however it is clear we have much to 

learn from other colleges and universities about how we can improve our environmental impact 

within the dorms. UNH’s virtual dorm room and the “Green Dorm Room” displays at various 

campuses reveal the potential to educate many students by showcasing a model green dorm. The 

Energy Efficient Entry can follow this model by using the environmental experts at the Zilkha 

Center and/or Thursday Night Grassroots to educate JA’s to become Eco-reps like at Ithaca 

College. This education will allow students to begin educating their peers about their energy use 

and how to make environmentally responsible decisions and use greener products. We have a 

long way to go before we achieve an Energy Star dorm or have an entire residence hall equipped 

with energy efficient products, however with some education and a small grant for better 

products for one entry we can begin working towards those goals. 

 Like other environmental initiatives, the Energy Efficient Entry/Green Toolkit will serve 

as a pilot program and each project (education and products) will be examined and after this 

trial/evaluation we can determine if either can be expanded to more students. Perhaps the Green 

Toolkit will be too costly to implement on a great scale at first, but Energy Efficiency training 



	   11	  

over time may result in a grant for a green residence hall in the future. Until a trial period it is 

difficult to predict possible obstacles. A $300 grant is a small expense and in my experience the 

Zilkha Center and Thursday Night Grassroots are eager to support educational environmental 

initiatives. The only unknown is how students will respond to this new “green” entry and if they 

will welcome using more energy efficient products. However these are not dramatic behavioral 

changes and therefore should not be difficult to ask of students. As the education will reveal, 

energy efficient products often benefit the environment and the user as they can last longer and 

save money. In conclusion, the Energy Efficient Entry/Green Toolkit Pilot Program has small 

start up costs and great potential to improve our impact within the dorms and therefore is a 

feasible project to be implemented at Williams College.  

 
References: 
Boyd, Stephanie. Background information and prices on environmental initiatives on campus.  
 
Energy Star. “Energy Efficient Dorm Rooms at Three California Universities.” 
http://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?c=higher_ed.bus_highered_calif_dorms 
 
Foderaro, Lisa W. “At Upstate Campus, Saving Energy is Part of Dorm Life.” New York Times. 
2010. http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/17/nyregion/17ithaca.html?_r=0 
 
Images found on google.com.  
 
Library Annual Report, Sustainability Sections 2007-2012 (provided by David Pilachowski) 
 
McNamara, Julie. “To-Go or Not To-Go: Take-Away Container Usage at Williams College.”  
 
Spring 2009. (Background information on to-go containers.) 
 
Miller, Tara. Thursday Night Grassroots, Background on group and Drying Rack Program 
 
Pilachowski, David. Sawyer Librarian, Sustainability Efforts in the Libraries  
 
Thalheimer, Sonja. Thursday Night Grassroots, Reusable Mug Program Leader 
 
UNH Virtual Energy Efficient Dorm Room, University of New Hampshire Sustainability 
Institute http://www.sustainableunh.unh.edu/unh-virtual-energy-efficient-dorm-room 


