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Alan Turnquist and GHLC students 
participate in a seminar activity in 
Leopold Hall’s green house. 

Alan Turnquist has always had a deep passion 
for the environment and sustainability. As 
program coordinator for the GreenHouse 

Learning Community (GHLC), Turnquist serves as 
the “central hub” for all facets of the program which 
introduces students to environmental sustainability 
concepts. Turnquist is the driving force behind 
all components of the program, from supervising 
students to creating curriculum for the course, which 
is co-sponsored by the College of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences and the College of Letters & Sciences. He 
wasn’t always leading the charge for the next wave of 
environmentalists, however.  

Turnquist graduated from the University of  Wisconsin-
Madison with a degree in Latin American Studies, 
then came back to get a masters and law degree in 
agro-economics. Given his educational background in 
agricultural and environmental issues, he was naturally 
intrigued with the GreenHouse program. 

In 2010, Turnquist and his wife Erin both quit their 
jobs and took an 18-month tandem bike trip from the 
Arctic Circle to the southern tip of South America, 
something they felt was a “now or never” opportunity. 
Upon their return to the states, Turnquist was pleased 
to find that there would soon be a position opening 
up in the GHLC program. He craved the opportunity 
to work with students instead of doing the policy and 
legal research that his previous job required. Turnquist 
felt the GreenHouse was the perfect opportunity to do 
that.

Originally housed in Cole Hall, the program has since 
moved into Leopold Hall and has become recognized 
as one of Lakeshore’s gems. The GreenHouse 
Learning Community is one of 10 residential learning 
communities offered to students at the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison. In the program, students 
explore emerging topics such as sustainability through 
seminars only offered to GHLC students as well as 
hands-on experiences in Leopold Hall’s green house 
and all around campus.

In what Turnquist calls “place-based” studies, students 
spend time in the Lakeshore Nature Preserve and 
are required to volunteer off campus. Every spring, 
the GHLC offers global sustainability courses and 
the opportunity to study abroad in Central America. 
Through summer research awards, GHLC students 
who might otherwise be working a summer job can get 
early research experience working with faculty in labs 
on campus. 

“Students come here to engage in a different way,” said 
Turnquist. “There’s a lot of different majors in a ton of 
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areas of study that can take a sustainability 
component, so I think it’s really 
nice that we have a broad group of 
prospective students who might be 
interested in what we’re doing.”

Now in its seventh year, the GHLC 
has had limited space but has grown 
steadily. With just over 90 students–
roughly half of the applicant pool–
the GHLC has doubled in the seven 
years that it has been running. 
Despite this growth, the intimate 
nature of the GHLC sets it apart 
from others. 

Not surprisingly, continued growth 
of the program’s enrollment isn’t 
Turnquist’s main goal; he is more interested  

in further integrating the GreenHouse 
Learning Community  into the 

fabric  of the university. 

“In the past few years, we’ve 
been able to become much more 
networked with other areas of 
UW,” said Turnquist, pointing 
out that GreenHouse Learning 
Community credits can now 
be used towards other areas of 
study, including global health 
and environmental studies 
certifications.

“It’s not about the number of 
people involved,” summarized 
Turnquist. “It is about the way 

we can connect our residents to opportunities.”

“Students 
come here to 
engage in 
a different 

way.”

Turnquist mixing soil for one of GHLC’s seminars.


