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When we set out a year ago nearly to the day to recognize comprehensive achievement in the areas of environmental impact, health and education, we didn’t, in truth, know what participation we would receive.  But green schools, as it turned out, are engaging in some of the most innovative school improvement practices that we at the Department have run across in some time.  

All of these practices are enabling you to reduce your environmental impact and costs; improve student health; and ensure that your students graduate prepared with the skills and knowledge they will need to face the great challenges of the 21st century.  To close out the day, I just want to overview this group’s achievements.  Any one of the honorees here today has a list of accomplishments that is striking.  Cumulatively, you knock our socks off.  And I want to make sure everyone here today knows how very special the 2012 U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools are.

You purchase renewable energy – solar, hydro, wind and geothermal -- and generate it right on school premises.  Among you are nearly three dozen LEED, CHPS and Green Globes schools.  Our schools include the first K-12 Platinum in the world, the first public school in the nation to achieve LEED Platinum, the first Platinum schoolhouse donated by corporate sector and the largest LEED Platinum public school in North America.  You represent firsts in school certifications in Illinois, Kansas, Missouri, New York, Pennsylvania and West Virginia.  You boast one of the world’s largest closed loop geothermal heating and cooling systems and the nation’s first off-grid solar and wind powered school.  You are Department of Energy Wind for School sites.  You have achieved net zero environmental impact.

You use green roofs, pervious pavement, rain gardens, rain barrels, rain cisterns and low-flow water equipment of all types.  You hold lights out lunches, implement energy management plans and designate Helpful Energy Resource Officers (HEROs).

Gone are the days of recycling just paper, cans and glass!  You serve as community recycling centers for electronics, ink cartridges, cell phones, laptops and batteries. You celebrate Trash Free Tuesdays and student ‘Rot Rangers’ ensure that every item is sorted in the proper place.  You pack reusable snack bags and water bottles and dine with reusable or compostable plates, napkins and utensils.  Your paper products --- from those in printers to restrooms -- are recycled, post-consumer and chlorine free.  Many of you have converted to digital assignments.  

You take advantage of EPA and local grants to retrofit bus fleets.  Your buses run on ultra-low-sulfur diesel, compressed natural gas and the discarded cooking oils of local restaurants.  Your students participate in Walk to School Wednesdays and walking school buses.  Your teachers and principals drive solar powered golf carts, vegetable oil fueled cars, electric cars and, in a few cases, adult tricycles.

Your schools are educating families on good health and nutrition practices.  You are implementing EPA’s air quality programs and using green certified cleaning products, paints, adhesives and furniture.  You’ve implemented asthma management plans and posted no-idling signs in school drives.

You serve breakfast in the classroom; moved salad bars and local organic farm produce into the cafeteria; and are color coding lunch choices according to USDA’s My Plate. You’ve nixed soda, juice and high-fat, high sugar milks and practice morning yoga.

Your students get outside every day - climbing ropes, walking, running, kayaking, orienteering, camping, hiking, singing, dancing and learning in their outdoor classroom amphitheaters and playing in their straw bale and cob houses.  They’re reading ‘on the green,’ conducting GPS mapping studies of creeks, performing water quality testing, creating and maintaining trails, tapping maple trees, sampling populations of various organisms, restoring streams, reconstructing wetlands and going on outdoor  adventure outings where they Leave No Trace.  

Your students plant vegetable gardens, herb gardens, colonial gardens, organic gardens, butterfly gardens, aquaponic gardens, salad gardens, pizza gardens, lasagna gardens and Native American medicine wheel gardens.  They tend to hoop houses, greenhouses, fruit trees, berry patches, peach orchards and olive groves.  And they’re not just gardening on their schoolyard topsoil.  They garden on rooftops and walls, practicing xericulture, permaculture and trying new composting techniques.  

Even the youngest students, through their outdoor and sustainability focused projects, are learning science, health and responsibility every day.  They care for Trout in the Classroom, Salmon in the Classroom, on-site forests, ponds and lakes, or find ones nearby to adopt.  They are learning health, science, sustainable agriculture and business acumen first hand by caring for their on-site chickens, bunnies, goats, fish, ducks and bees.

They’re preparing their harvest in the kitchen, learning about its nutritional value in the classroom, and sending many pounds of produce to local food pantries.  Your schools stress global citizenship and service with civic engagement projects for every child every year.  

Your older students are taking Ecology, Environmental Leadership, Horticulture, Biology, Renewable Energy and AP Environmental Science in droves.  They read Henry David Thoreau and Aldo Leopold in English class and engage in nature journaling and sketching in their outdoor classrooms.  They’re writing, editing and producing sustainability videos, blogs and digital newsletters.  You are imparting sustainability lessons in appropriate cultural contexts, whether Native American or Judaic.  You use environmental education to engage students in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) at both college preparatory and career and technical academies.

Your students are learning green technologies, renewable energy and sustainability by converting cars to electric power and designing solar panels, solar cars and wind generators.  They are constructing energy efficient modular homes, retrofitting diesel engines, producing biofuel, welding recycled scrap metal and assembling robots.  Students devise energy monitoring systems for their own school facilities, survey bee populations, measure trees and launch rockets.

You have naturalists in residence, environmental education specialists and sustainability coordinators.  
And we don’t think for a minute that your schools are made of money.  In fact, some of the most impressive ED Green Ribbon Schools are those that have the least resources available to them.  Your schools use sheer ingenuity, a wide array of free federal programs and strong community partnerships to finance your projects.  You’ve leveraged federal bonds and American Recovery and Reinvestment Act funds to build new facilities and upgrade old ones. Your districts have established Pay for Performance and Energy Savings Contracts and Management Plans.  

The list of entities with which you partner is long and varied, including corporations, local restaurants, caterers, farms and parks; and community colleges and universities.

It’s also noteworthy that roughly 50 percent of your schools are serving disadvantaged students.  85 and 90 percent free and reduced price lunch eligible, 100 percent American Indian, 2/3 Hispanic, 98 percent African American, Title I and similar student demographics.  Your schools have used efforts to reduce environmental impact, improve health and provide effective environmental literacy as a springboard for innovation and academic improvement among underserved populations.  Your schools are closing the achievement gap.
Over the next year, we will chronicle what we heard in your discussions today on our blog with narrative and video.  We will aim to point out instances that may be instructive to other schools.  Your nomination packages and a report that shares highlights from each of your 78 submissions are already available on our site.    

Before I let you go today I’m going to challenge your amazing schools to just one additional feat.  For being so good, you get homework:  
Adopt other schools.  Pick ones that are different than your own.  Get them saving money, reducing their environmental impact, improving student health and teaching their students sustainability.  If you help your buddy schools with just one thing, get their kids outdoors.

Again, we are immensely proud of you.  Congratulations, thank you for attending, enjoy the rest of your stay and keep up your wonderful work.  

