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1. Introduction  
 
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) were adopted by the United Nations in 2015 
as a universal call to action to end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure that by 2030 all 
people enjoy peace and prosperity. 1  While the SDGs represent a framework for a 
sustainable future, their complex and integrated scope and transformational character 
lead to a lack of a shared understanding of how they can be operationalized.2  
 
The literature shows that many approaches have been considered to address this issue. 
For example, one study proposed six Transformations (education, gender, and inequality; 
health, well-being and demography; energy decarbonization and sustainable industry; 
sustainable food, land, water, and oceans; sustainable cities and communities; digital 
revolution for sustainable development) as modular building-blocks of SDG achievement. 
Each SDG Transformation describes a major change in societal structure necessary to 
achieve long-term sustainable development.3  Other studies focus on the role of a specific 
sector in achieving the SDGs—private sector 4 , 5 , public-private partnerships 6 , local 
governments7, 8, and higher education9,10,11,12 . Some suggest that the frameworks and 
indicators designed to measure the degree of SDG achievement can be beneficial while 
others say they can be problematic to operationalization of sustainability.13,14,15,16,17 
 
While no one approach can ensure desirable levels of SDG achievement, this study 
focuses on the role of higher education. In 2020, 19.4 million students were enrolled in 
colleges and universities across the U.S.18 making up 5% of the country’s population. 
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Considering that higher education positively impacts not only those receiving college 
degrees but also those around them, operationalizing a path to a sustainable future 
through higher education has a potential of impacting a lot more than 19.4 million people. 
Education improves the school-to-work transition, increases lifetime earrings, reduces 
inequalities. Cumulatively, this builds human capital and addresses such SDGs as 
education (SDG 4), gender equality (SDG 5), and reduced inequalities (SDG 10).19 Higher 
education based on experiential learning can provide even more benefits and address 
additional SDGs like zero hunger and health.20,21,22 
 
The bulk of the literature on the role of experiential learning in achieving long-term 
sustainability focuses on the development of student competencies in entrepreneurship 
and business23,24, leadership skills25, and forging collaborations26,27. These studies relay 
how the local community, partnerships, and networks can lead to educational and 
personal outcomes that are rooted in the realities of the global challenges. Through the 
process of involvement and collaboration on relevant to the community issues, students 
develop interpersonal and professional skills necessary to deal with them. This study adds 
to the existing knowledge on the issue by arguing that social benefits of experiential 
learning in higher education can’t be sustainably materialized without first addressing 
human disconnection from each other and a lack of attachment to land. 
 
Experiential learning can take different modalities and approaches. One of them is 
community gardening. Community gardening can lead to benefits in many areas ranging 
from mental health28,29, to food security30, to social integration31,32. All of these benefits are 
part of the SDGs. This study focuses on social benefits derived by undergraduate students 
from volunteering in a community garden. Specifically, a case study of the University of 
Arizona Community Garden (UACG) is presented as an example of one pathway to long-
term sustainability. This study, thus, addresses an important issue of the role of higher 
education in achieving the SDGs. Additionally, the paper reflects on how such community-
based learning initiatives as community gardening encourages and empowers students to 
become agents of change at the community level.  
 
Overall, this paper demonstrates that engaging students in community-based 
sustainability programs such as community gardening could advance current discussions 
about the role of higher education in sustainable development.  
 
2. Methods 
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In early 2023, all students in the Sustainable Built Environments (SBE) program at the 
University of Arizona (UA) were provided with an opportunity to volunteer in the UACG. 
The UACG was founded in 2012 by Students for Sustainability (SFS), the largest student 
sustainability program at the UA. The UACG “serves as a living laboratory for hands-on 
green learning and experiences in sustainable practices”.33 It also “provides a unique 
meeting space on the UA campus that fosters relationship building and closer connections 
with nature”.34 
 
The initiative to invite students to volunteer came from the author, who teaches in the SBE 
program and has a first-hand knowledge of the students’ needs and challenges. During 
the previous semester, it was observed that the students lacked social interaction with 
each other, had limited knowledge of practical solutions to sustainability challenges 
covered in coursework, and struggled with mental health.  
 
To address these issues, the author, on behalf of the SBE program, rented three rows at 
the UACG and invited the students to volunteer once a week for an hour for four months. 
The author verbally invited the students in her courses, sent weekly emails, and posted 
on the SBE program’s virtual platform. The advertisement of this opportunity lasted for 
several months.  
 
To assess the role of experiential learning among university students in the advancement 
of sustainable development, a survey was designed and administered at the end of the 
semester. Open-ended questions allowed for the solicitation of as much information as 
possible on the students’ expectations, outcomes, and challenges as related to this 
experience. While more than a dozen students showed up for at least one volunteering 
session, only six students volunteered consistently. Most of the observations and all 
survey results came from these six students. Also, the author relied on the university article 
the participating students wrote about their volunteering experience to compare it to the 
survey results.  
 
The author attended every volunteering session and observed students’ behavior and 
activities. At the end of each session, the author and the students gathered for informal 
conversations on any topics the students chose to discuss. To introduce the students to 
the community and its needs, a community member representing a refugee network 
organization was invited to the garden. Other faculty members were also invited, with 
several volunteering in the garden a few times.  
 
3. Results and Discussion  
The students listed multiple reasons for why they decided to volunteer (Table 1). Social 
interaction with peers was the dominant motivator. Several students used interaction with 
nature as a way to improve mental health as their main motivator. Others expressed a 
desire to learn something new and to connect their classroom knowledge to the real world.  
 
These responses confirm the author’s observations about the students’ needs and point 
to the areas in higher education that need to be addressed. With up to 44% of college 
students in the U.S. exhibiting symptoms of depression and anxiety, new ways of dealing 
with the crisis are needed. By being outside in the garden, the students hoped to improve 
their mental health status and to build relationships with each other. The notion that the 
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exposure to natural world improves health is not new. Many studies demonstrate a link 
between access to outdoors and human well-being.35 More recent literature focuses on 
the link between climate change and mental health. However, with the world becoming 
increasingly globalized, urbanized, and impacted by climate change, opportunities to 
interact with the natural world and to do it safely are becoming fewer. Higher education, 
therefore, needs to incorporate this knowledge into curricula that are rooted in learning 
based on land, human interaction, and exchange of ideas on how to mitigate climate 
change.  
 
Table 1 Reasons for why students decided to engage in the UACG, with indicative 
quotes to provide further insight.  

Reasons  Participant quotes  

Social interaction “I needed a reason to get outside more, socialize with my 
peers and get to know my professor.” 
 
“I had the time free and really wanted to connect with my 
classmates better, as I had previously only talked to a few of 
them and was not friends with many classmates.” 

Practical application of 
university coursework  

“I decided to volunteer at the UACG because of the 
opportunity it gave me to learn about something new, while 
also knowing that I am actively helping mitigate all the issues 
that I am learning about in class.” 

To learn new skills “[I] took interest in gardening and small-scale agriculture.” 

Mental health motivation “I wanted to get outdoors, see the sun, and relax my mind 
from a screen and really learn something hands on.” 

 
 
Students’ expectations of the outcomes of their volunteering experience mirrored the 
reasons for which they joined the UACG (Table 2). Again, they expressed expectations 
for improved social interaction, mental health, and learning new skills, specifically 
sustainable agriculture. One student expected to gain access to fresh food and one 
student expressed no expectations. This points to the urgency of students’ needs and a 
desire to address them by novel means. As was previously stated, incorporating this 
knowledge in university coursework can allow students to meet their needs in a 
sustainable way.  
 
Table 2 What students expected to get from volunteering in the UACG, with indicative 
quotes to provide further insight. 

Expectations Participant quotes  

To learn new skills “I expected to gain knowledge all about farming sustainably.”  

Social interaction “Meet and connect with classmates and my professor. Also gain a 
better understanding for gardening to hopefully try my own in the 
future.” 

Mental 
health/Food 
access 

“From this experience, I expected to become more relaxed, make 
some friends, learn more about agriculture, and maybe even get 
the chance to eat some of the fresh, organic, produce that we 
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grow.” 

No expectations “I came into this experience with no intentions, just an open mind 
and a helping hand.” 

 
The students reported that what they actually got from volunteering (Table 3) matched the 
reasons for why they decided to join and the expected outcomes. What was different is 
that each student reported more than one outcome and that a component of food security 
was present in almost all responses. This indicates that land-based learning situated 
within a community can provide multiple benefits.  
 
Additionally, when asked about what activities the students engaged in, there was a clear 
divide in answers. Some listed gardening tasks (planting, watering, and weeding) as the 
activities in which they engaged while others either listed only the social activities (informal 
conversations during and at the end of volunteering sessions) or combined gardening and 
social activities together. This points to varied students’ perceptions of what they did in the 
garden and what the garden meant to them. For some, volunteering in the UACG was 
about gardening while for others the socialization aspect was more important.   
 
Table 3 What students actually got from volunteering in the UACG, with indicative quotes 
to provide further insight.   

Outcomes Participant quotes  

Connection to nature “I ended up getting a love for biodiversity. I now appreciate 
nature more than I ever imagined I would, to the point where 
I have now even started my own garden.” 

Social interaction “I actually ended up getting closer with my friends, the helpful 
nature of the outdoors, and great new opportunities around 
the garden.” 

Mental health “I definitely became more relaxed, met some people that I 
probably never would have met otherwise, and learned so 
much more about gardening and agriculture in general. I was 
also able to snag a few really delicious peas from the 
garden.” 

Food security “I've learned a good deal about gardening and herb 
identification. I have also tried a few new leafy greens and 
plants, which has improved my cooking and eating habits. 
I've also talked of my fellow SBE peers and learned about 
the cool things they're doing, becoming friends with them in 
the process.” 
 

New knowledge “A better understanding of gardening and community.” 
 

 
 
The volunteering experience contributed to different changes in the students’ lives (Table 
4). Most reported being more socially active as a result of this experience. One reported 
starting volunteering at another community garden and having an intention to start a 
charity to address climate change. One reported a plan to start their own garden and 
another had an intention to start growing vegetables in the dorm. This points to the sense 
of agency and empowerment the students felt after volunteering in the community garden.  
 



Table 4 Changes the students experienced in their lives as a result of volunteering in the 
UACG, with indicative quotes to provide further insight.   

Changes Participant quotes  

Social interaction “The experience has improved my social life and has 
encouraged me to be more active around campus.” 

Community involvement “This experience has definitely contributed to changes in my 
life. Before this experience I had probably only gardened a 
handful of times, to now where I have adopted my own 
garden and even have new aspirations to start a charity 
aiming to help offset global warming.” 

New skills “Inspired me to start my own garden at home.” 

Food security “I've met a lot of new amazing people, who I hope to stay in 
contact with. With food we harvested from the garden, I have 
also cooked meals I've never tried before and recipes that 
were completely new to me. Inspired by our gardening, I 
hope to grow a bunch of plants in my dorm room next year 
that can act as herbs for my cooking.” 
 

Mental health “This experience volunteering in the UA Community Garden 
definitely changed my life for the better, even if in small 
ways. I met some really amazing people and gained some 
additional knowledge about agriculture and the food system 
in the US. It also helped me cope with the heavy workload 
that comes with being an Architecture Major in the sense that 
I was able to escape from the stress for an hour every week.” 
 

 
Interestingly, when asked what the students learned from this experience, most reported 
technical skills pertaining to gardening, agriculture, and food systems at large. One 
student reported that they learned the importance of getting outside of their comfort zone 
in order to grow: “I learned that in order to grow as a person you have to take chances. If 
I had not taken a chance on this opportunity, I would not be in the position I am in now, 
working every day to make the world a better place through plantings.” The fact that most 
students associated technical skills with learning draws attention to the question of what 
students consider as learning. Because learning in higher education is tightly associated 
with gaining technical skills, it seems that everything else that is acquired during an 
education is not perceived as important. This might help explain why there is a gap in 
higher education when it comes to learning what is not technical, for example social skills 
and connection to the natural environment and community.  
 
This research highlights the biggest social challenges facing the current generation of 
students in higher education. Mental health issues combined with social isolation unable 
students to learn about each other, connect to nature, and become active members of the 
local community, all of which are necessary for a sustainable future. Without a sense of 
belonging, the talks about achieving the SDGs are simply unrealistic. According to the 
Maslow pyramid of needs, people need to first meet their social needs before they can 
address much bigger issues such as climate change. With one in every eight people in 



the world living with a mental disorder36, a path to sustainability can lie through healing the 
people. This research shows that experiential learning can address multiple needs at the 
same time. Students can gain a sense of belonging at the same time as advancing the 
goals of sustainable development.  
 
What this research also shows is that even a short volunteering opportunity can have a 
transformative power on the students. The author watched the students turn from quiet 
and shy individuals to active collaborators and friends. With each session, the students 
became more engaged with each other and not only in the garden but also outside. They 
exchanged phone numbers, made plans to spend time together, and talked about their 
schoolwork. As a result, the students became more active and engaged in their academic 
program and in the community. They gained a sense of belonging and agency. One 
student shared that after three years at the university, they felt like they finally woke up 
and that they needed to continue the volunteering work. As a result, the student joined 
other community gardens and developed an interest in using native vegetation to address 
climate change on a local level.  
 
Higher education institutions, especially land grant universities, need to provide education 
that is community-centered and based on collaborative and experiential learning in order 
to address the agenda of sustainable development. However, due to many factors, 
including dwindling public financial support and increased support from the private sector, 
many universities are threatened by privatization and offer education that is far removed 
from local community needs and realities.37  
 
This paper argues that it is possible to achieve the goals of sustainable development 
through experiential learning. Only when individuals feel connected to themselves, the 
natural environment, and the local community can they gain agency to become actors of 
change. To make this happen, higher education institutions need to reexamine their role 
in achieving sustainable development goals. First, students need to have access to an 
education that brings them closer to each other and nature. This can be done through 
land- and community-based experiential learning with hands on experiences that meet 
personal and academic needs. Second, such experiences should be incorporated in all 
programs and majors. Third, universities need to implement this kind of curricula in a way 
that doesn’t put unnecessary burden on faculty. Even though she felt supported by her 
department, the author felt burdened by the work of planning and materializing this 
experience. She diverted a lot of her own time and resources to the garden. Such 
unnecessary burden can discourage many educators from initiating and pursuing similar 
experiences. To avoid this, universities need to create new units responsible for stream-
lining the identification, establishment, and management of community relations and 
assisting administrators and faculty with the implementation of these relations into 
academic curricula.  
 
There are several limitations to this study that the author wants to acknowledge. First, the 
study relies on survey responses from six students only. Such small sample size limits 
variety and range of experiences that could have been possible with more participants. 
Second, the students filled out the survey only after volunteering in the garden. Their 
responses on the perceptions and expectations might have been different had they had 
an opportunity to share them before the start of the volunteering experience. Third, the 
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students’ responses to the survey might have been different had this volunteering 
experience was a mandatory part of their coursework.  
 
4.  Conclusion  
 
This paper analyzed the role of higher education in achieving the SDGs. Specifically, it 
looked at the undergraduate students’ experiences of volunteering in the University of 
Arizona Community Garden. By engaging the students in community-based and 
experiential learning for an hour a week for a semester, it was found that the derived 
benefits were manyfold. The students reported increased social interaction with their 
peers, a closer connection to nature, improved mental health, increased access to new 
foods, acquisition of new skills and knowledge, and a greater involvement in the 
community. Overall, this study indicates that even short and informal experiences like this 
one can have a transformative impact on the students and the community.   
 
In order to address sustainable development goals, it is recommended that higher 
education institutions implement more of experiential and community-based learning in 
their academic programs. Such programs can help remedy poor mental health among 
college students and provide them with a sense of belonging and agency. A discussion of 
achieving a sustainable future cannot advance without also addressing the human 
component.  
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