
Energy Education Part 2
Real-World Energy Courses: 
The Top 10 & Bottom 10 Universities

In Part 1 of this Issue Brief on energy education (available here), our survey revealed how the subject 
of energy is framed in courses for students pursuing degrees in economics, business, political science, 
law, and engineering at the nation’s top 50 universities. The survey found that 71% of all the courses had 
a climate-focused learning objective, with just 29% climate-agnostic. The survey also found that no fossil 
fuel technologies were in a tally of the top 10 energy technologies named across all the courses. 

As we noted in Part 1, one might aspire to abandoning petroleum, for example, but the reality is that 
95% of the world’s transportation machines use oil. Similarly, one might aspire to seeing wind and solar as 
the primary source of global electricity, but the reality is that natural gas and coal use are expanding and, 
together, supply 10-fold more energy than the former combined. Regardless of students’ aspirations, after 
graduation they will be dealing with the world as it is, not as some may hope.

As a follow-up to Part 1, we partnered again with Professor Shon Hiatt at the University of Southern 
California to find out which universities offered students the best, and the worst, chance of getting a 
real-world energy education. We confess that some of the results were surprising.

The Survey 
Shon R. Hiatt

Our survey found 1,425 energy classes among the top 50 U.S. universities; the ranking was based on 
that of U.S. News & World Report. The goal was to survey those courses intended for students in pursuit of 
degrees in economics, business, political science, law, and engineering in general. For each energy class, 
we obtained course descriptions and syllabi in order to understand whether the purpose of the class was 
focused on giving students a broad understanding of energy markets or whether it was geared toward 
addressing issues related to climate change. To do this, we employed semantic clustering via BERTopic, an 
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AI natural language processing tool, and extracted keywords related to energy or climate, categorizing similar terms 
into overarching topics. Climate keywords included targeted searches for specific terms, including “climate change,” 
“climate justice,” and “energy transition.” Each course was then classified as either “climate-focused” (oriented toward 
solving climate problems and lowering carbon emissions) or “climate-agnostic” (focused on understanding energy 
systems, policy, markets, or technologies more broadly), based on the prevalence of the terms. Our prior survey report 
can be found here; and the entire detailed collection of syllabi and course descriptions is available here; and the 
ranking of all universities is here.

We calculated the proportion of climate-focused versus climate-agnostic classes relative to the total number of 
energy classes offered at each university. This yielded a percentage breakdown of agnostic-focused and climate-fo-
cused classes. We then conducted a rank ordering to identify the top 10 and the bottom 10 universities based on their 
offering of agnostic, real-world energy classes. Among the top 10 universities (seven public and three private), about 
half the energy classes offered, ranging from 41% to 55%, were climate-agnostic (Figure 1). In contrast, among the 
bottom 10 universities (one public and nine private), nearly all energy classes offered, ranging from 89% to 100%, were 
climate-focused (Figure 2). 

Figure 1

Top 10 Universities
Climate-Agnostic Energy Curricula: Share of Courses

Note: the percentages are rounded to whole numbers
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Since the majority of businesses are those that use, rather than produce, energy, most of what will matter day-to-
day in the real world has to do with facts about what’s possible versus aspirational. Indeed, understanding energy 
realities is important even for firms that plan or aspire to avoid using hydrocarbons. Being misinformed about or 
ignorant of how the energy world operates is a disadvantage, regardless of aspirations. 

And as we noted in Part 1, our energy education survey doesn’t reveal exactly what’s being taught. It’s possible that 
some course descriptions are tilted—“clickbait,” to attract students in ways that don’t reflect course content. Nonethe-
less, the curricula descriptions are likely indicative of content. That means that many otherwise excellent universi-
ties are doing their students a disservice by not offering any opportunity for a foundationally useful, broad energy 
education.  

Figure 2

Bottom 10 Universities
Climate-Focused Energy Curricula: Share of Courses

Note: the percentages are rounded to whole numbers
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