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are the result of student activism. “College students 
today are much more aware of environmental issues 
and the importance of renewable power than past 
generations”, says James Winebrake, Chair of the 
 Department of Public Policy at Rochester Institute of 
Technology, New York, which has proposed a renew-
able power degree. “Students are demanding these 
types of curriculum and are attending schools that of-
fer these programmes.“

Others, like a proposed programme at UC Davis, 
are the result of a grassroots effort from professors. 
UC Davis has proposed starting up the Application of 
Energy Graduate Group in response to requests from 
professors, says Case van Dam, a professor of chem-
ical and aeronautical engineering and Director of the 
California Wind Energy Collaborative. “We hope to of-
fer a new degree for students interested in energy re-
search, including renewable energy”, he says. “What 
I have seen is there is a real bottom-up grassroots 
faculty movement. Those who have been teaching 
these courses and ideas for decades are finally get-
ting backing for a larger programme. Instead of a sin-
gle class on solar power, they are allowed to offer 
more courses, develop curriculum, then create certif-
icates and degrees”, he says.

When Elizabeth Ingraham from California 
was applying to college, she knew she 
wanted to work in renewable energy some-

day. She chose the University of California Berkeley’s 
Haas School of Business, reasoning that a business 
degree would allow her to get involved in the renew-
able energy industry.

What she didn’t anticipate was the groundswell 
of student interest in energy issues that prompted 
students last spring to form the Berkeley Energy and 
Resources Collaborative (BERC), a student-led organ-
ization designed to act as a bridge between the many 
UC Berkeley programmes, schools and labs involved 
in energy. In fact, BERC has proposed creating an 
 Energy and Environmental Innovation certificate pro-
gramme that would recognise graduate students’ ex-
pertise in energy and environmental innovation – in-
cluding renewable energy innovation – and allow 
participants to take courses across disciplines. UC 
Berkeley last year approved a similar certificate pro-
gramme, dubbed the Engineering and Business for 
Sustainability certificate.

Certificate and degree programmes that focus on 
or include a renewable energy focus are cropping up 
all across the US, some of them, like UC Berkeley’s, 

The number of colleges and universities that offer academic degrees in 

renewable energy is expected to grow substantially in the next few years.

Renewable energy degrees 
  are cropping up in the US

Students outside science building with an installed PV system at Port Townsend, Washington 
     Photos (2): Dave Lettero, Bonneville Environmental Foundation
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Growing industry needs trained 
employees
The demand for such new certificates and degrees 
comes not only from students and professors who are 
recognizing the need for renewable energy research 
and education. It comes from the renewable energy 
industry itself. With the wind industry growing about 
30 % per year and the solar industry expected to 
grow by up to 40 % per year, businesses are in some 
cases desperate to bring on trained workers. 

For example, the Columbia River Gorge Communi-
ty College in wind-rich Oregon – which offers a one-
year certificate programme and a two-year degree 
programme for renewable energy technicians – sees 
the wind energy snap up students trained to be re-
newable energy technicians before they’re supposed 
to graduate. “They’re taking students out a year ear-
ly because there’s so much demand”, says David 
 Lettero, Education Manager for Oregon-based 
 Bonneville Environmental Foundation.

Bernie Taylor, a headhunter for pvpeople.net, 
says the PV industry is especially anxious to find 
 people who can help overcome product design, proc-
ess and major installation hurdles in a short time. The 
number of new PV manufacturing companies in the 
US has jumped from 30 to more than 100 in two 
years, he says. “I would estimate that approximately 
15 % of truly qualified people exist for all the posi-
tions available”, he says.

Adds Rick Gilliam, SunEdison’s Managing  Director 
for western states policy, “There’s a tremendous 
number of exciting ideas in the lab today. It will take 
5 to 10 years for good ideas to become commercially 
available. We need to make sure engineering and sci-
ence programmes are focused on doing what they 
need to keep that research going to improve the tech-
nology.”

The demand for new programmes and the educa-
tional programmes that are becoming more available 
are good news for the many students who long to 
make their mark by taking part in the renewable en-
ergy field. These students have more programmes to 
choose from, and once they graduate, they often find 
themselves with numerous job offers.

For example, Jon Previtali, Director of Product 
Management for SunEdison, who last year graduated 
from the University of Colorado’s Building Systems 
Programme with a focus on renewable energy, says 
he had several jobs waiting for him when he com-
pleted the programme. In fact, one firm wanted to 
hire him before he completed the programme, which 
included the applied science of renewable energy, 
the business side of the industry and government 
policies that affect the industry. “I had lots of job op-
tions”, he says. “I’m still on an email list that every 
week has at least a dozen jobs.” 

Specialists for communication

Adds Sascha von Meier, professor of Energy Manage-
ment & Design in Sonoma State University’s  Department 
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of Environmental Studies & Planning, “I have an email 
inbox from people looking for our students. They pret-
ty much get snapped up.” Her students, she says, are 
smart, and really want to do good for the planet. “They 
want to do so in more than just slogans. They want to 
have a professional capability they can contribute.” Her 
programme, which began in the late 1970s, is “some-
thing like a technical programme without the engineer-
ing”, she says. Her graduates have had an engineering 
focus and are able to communicate with engineers, but 
are not engineers. They often work for consulting firms 
or in cities working on greenhouse gas reduction pro-
grammes. “Originally, the courses were narrowly voca-
tionally oriented. Now the programme is more broadly 
academic”, she says.

Businesses, institutions and government groups 
anxious to hire new designers, technicians, policy spe-
cialists and others can choose from Sonoma State 
 University graduates and other students who are learn-
ing about renewable energy in a number of different 
ways. Community colleges such as the Columbia River 
Gorge Community College in Oregon specialise in train-
ing technicians, whereas UC Davis produces students 
with a broader base of knowledge. “A lot of renewable 
energy types of programmes are currently tucked away 
in traditional degrees, like mechanical engineering, 
where you might find a set of renewable energy 
 courses”, says van Dam. “Students could have a con-
centration in renewable energy. That is how we will start 
to see this play out. There will be more concentration 
and minors and certificates that tag on to existing de-
grees. Over time we will see these degrees evolve on 
their own.”

The universities that offer renewable energy certif-
icates or degrees include the Oregon Institute of 
 Technology (OIT), Illinois State University, Arizona State 
University, and the University of New York in Canton.

OIT started its degree in renewable energy engi-
neering in 2005, creating North America‘s first four-

year degree for renewable energy. The purpose of 
the programme is to train the next generation of en-
gineers, says Robert Bass, Director of the renewable 
energy engineering programme at OIT, Oregon. 3 
students have graduated already and about 15 are 
scheduled to graduate this spring. Almost all have 
found jobs already, he says.

The State University of New York offers an under-
graduate degree in Alternative and Renewable  Energy 
Systems. Headed by Assistant Professor Michael J. 
Newtown, the programme focuses on teaching stu-
dents what is necessary to function and compete in 
the rapidly expanding renewable energy industry. It 
aims to create designers, manufacturers, field man-
agers, contractors, and sales representatives.

Arizona State University, Arizona, offers a 
 Bachelor’s of Science and a Bachelor’s of Arts degree 
in Sustainability. Established in 2007, the programme 
focuses on bringing together multiple disciplines to 
create a new generation of scholars and practitioners 
and to develop practical solutions to pressing environ-
mental, economic, and social challenges of sustaina-
bility, especially as they relate to urban areas.

Illinois State University, Illinois, will offer a 
 bachelor’s degree in renewable energy. Students are 
able to choose between two tracks – a technology track 
or an economics/public policy track. The degree will be 
a multi-disciplinary undergraduate major that provides 
a broad overview of renewable energy industries. The 
degree will be administered by the Department of 
 Technology, but will draw from existing courses in the 
agriculture, economics, health sciences, geography-
geology, mathematics, politics and government and 
physics departments. Graduates will be prepared for 
jobs in the fields of biofuels, wind and solar energy, or 
regulatory and governmental agencies. Support for the 
programme will initially come from a US Department of 
Energy grant, and department resources will be used 
for long-term programme support.

The LEED certified Global  Institute 
of Sustainability (GIOS) building at 
Arizona State University
Photo: Arizona State University

Some of the 
programmes 
offered include:

• Lane Community College in 
Eugene, Oregon: Sustaina-
bility Programme

• San Juan College, Farming-
ton, New Mexico: Renewable 
Energy Programme

• Bronx Community College, 
Bronx, New York: The Center 
for Sustainable Energy 

• Humboldt State University, 
Arcata, California: B.S. and 
M.S. programmes in 
 Environmental Resources 
Engineering 

• Appalachian State Universi-
ty, Boone, North Carolina: 
Undergraduate Programme 
in Appropriate Technology 

• Illinois State University, 
Dept. of Technology: Renew-
able Energy Programme 

• Arizona State University, 
School of Sustainability

• Slippery Rock University, 
Pennsylvania: M.S. degree 
in Sustainable Systems 

• University of Wisconsin-
Madison: Solar Energy 
 Laboratory (SEL)

• Oregon Institute of 
 Technology: Renewable 
 Energy  Engineering 

• Washington St. University: 
Renewable Energy Pro-
gramme 

• Farmingdale College, 
Farmingdale, NY: Solar 
 Energy Center

• University of New York, 
 Canton, NY



In the past, the Greeks 
considered the sun to be
 a god…
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Differing views about the best way 
to teach renewable energy

Van Dam says students shouldn’t just study one 
aspect of renewable energy; they need to have a 
broader understanding. “The important thing is to get 
a good background and education to solve problems. 
Students need not only to be able to set up systems, 
but learn why they may be needed in certain situa-
tions”, he says. Jon Previtali says renewable energy 
and environmental studies should be woven through 
many disciplines. “There could be coursework in an 
MBA degree or a policy degree. I think the study 
should be wrapped into each one of those pro-
grammes. It’s valuable to have multi-disciplinary pro-
grammes for renewable energy, but an even better 
method of teaching it is to redistribute knowledge 
throughout existing programmes”, he says. At the 
undergraduate level, the specifics are not as impor-
tant and students should focus on learning how to be 
well-rounded citizens, Winebrake says. That’s part of 
the goal of the new programme in renewable energy 
that will be available next year at the University of 
 Toledo, Ohio.

Because the options for renewable energy 
 courses have grown over the last few years at the uni-
versity, it is introducing a minor in renewable energy 
next year. “It will be interdisciplinary, incorporating 
science courses from physics, chemistry, and chemi-
cal engineering departments as well as social science 
courses, like urban planning, history of energy use, 
political aspects of energy policy”, says Al Compaan, 
Department Chair of the physics and astronomy pro-
gramme at the university.

The number of colleges and universities that offer 
specific majors in renewable energy at the under-
graduate level is expected to grow substantially in 
the next few years. „Colleges need to move from just 
a few courses on sustainability to a degree in renew-
able energy“, says Alan Tratner, founder of 
 Green2Gold in California and a former professor of 
environment and energy.

Some argue that what students learn about re-
newable energy in college isn’t what the industry 
needs them to learn. Scott Gross, National Energy 
Manager at the GSH Group in New Jersey, which pro-
vides energy management solutions, says that be-
cause the industry is so new, students are studying a 
wide range of topics – some of them not appropriate 
– under the term “renewable energy”. ”We have 
found that many engineers for renewable energy 
don’t have the necessary experience. This lack of un-
derstanding leads to increased risk, or perception of 
risk, which causes people to be less inclined to use 
new technology. It is holding the industry back.“ 

Collaboratives among universities and research 
institutes would help better support the industry. “In 
Colorado, there’s a joint programme among three 
universities and the National Renewable Energy 
 Laboratory (NREL)”, says Gilliam. “It’s collaborative. 
It encourages Colorado State University, the Universi-
ty of Colorado, the Colorado School of Mines and 
NREL to work together to share information and re-
search and not feel like only one will get credit. That’s 
worth emulating”, he says. As programmes continue 
to grow, the curriculum will become more standard-
ised and universities will better understand how to 
train students for the renewable energy industry. It’s 
only a matter of time, says Lettero. “Renewable tech-
nologies are where everything is moving, so funding 
is in that direction. Money is there, demand is there, 
students are there; it is happening everywhere.“

For the professors who’ve been in this field for 
many years, the interest in energy studies is reward-
ing news. Says van Dam, “I started my career in air-
craft aerodynamics and performance and I am still ac-
tively involved in this area. However, my increasing 
involvement in wind energy over the past 20-plus 
years has been very rewarding because at the end of 
the day you know that you are doing something that 
is good for the earth.” 
 Lisa Cohn, Reid Smith

Students constructing solar 
panels at Wellsring Commu-
nity School in Bellingham, 
Washington as part of the  
Solar 4R Schools programme.
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