
































25 February 2012 
 
To: Ron Reynolds, California Association of Private School Organizations (CAPSO), and Kathleen 
Moore, California Department of Education 
From: Paul Chapman for the CAPSO-GRS Selection Committee 
Re: Nomination of the California Green Ribbon School (GRS) Private School for 2012 
 
I am writing to tell you that the Selection Committee designated by CAPSO recommends that the 
Athenian School in Danville, CA be presented by the California Department of Education to the U.S. 
Department of Education as the private school nominee as part of the pilot Green Ribbon School (GRS) 
program.  This memo explains our process and rationale for the recommendation. 
 
The selection team included: Paul Chapman, former Head of School of Head-Royce School and 
currently Executive Director of Inverness Associates; Peter Esty, former Head of School of San 
Francisco University High School, Branson School and the Marin School; Deborah Moore, Executive 
Director of the Green Schools Initiative; and Pauline Souza, LEED-accredited Architect, Partner and 
Director of Sustainability at WRNS Studio, and Northern California Chair of the US Green Building 
Council’s Green Schools Committee.  Deborah Moore and Paul Chapman participated in the 
stakeholders meeting to develop the CA application and the subsequent webinar, and Paul Chapman 
attended the training for GRS at CDE on February 23.  Subsequently, the Selection Committee met at 
length on February 23 and 24, in person and by conference call, to consider the eight private school 
applicants.  The SC reviewed the criteria, assigned two members to evaluate each of the applications, 
recorded the data, assessed variances in member ratings, and prepared a final average score for each 
school.  While there was a significant range among the eight applicants, two schools received an 
identical, top score of 76.  After examining the scores in each of the five sections, the SC elected to 
review and analyze the “environmental footprint reduction” data provided in the applications as a means 
of determining the candidate that mostly strongly meets the GRS goal of “net zero environmental 
impact.” The SC also reviewed the detail of the data in the descriptions for Pillar II Healthy School 
Environments, and Pillar III Environmental and Sustainability Education.  As a result, the SC came to 
consensus that the Athenian School best met the CDE and GRS criteria. A caveat should be noted: in 
Section I the school did not present all relevant data about its significant GHG reduction using a carbon 
footprint calculator and had it done so, it would have emerged as the clear top scoring school without a 
tie.  The Prospect Sierra School in El Cerrito was second among the eight candidates.  The attached 
spreadsheet provides the statistical ratings for each of the three top schools, as well as the data they 
provided about their environmental footprint (reduction in energy, water, waste, transportation, and 
hazardous materials). 
 
We all have appreciated the opportunity to participate in this first year of the Green Ribbon Schools 
program, look forward at the appropriate moment to sharing our observations about the process and 
recommendation for strengthening the application, and are eager to support the efforts of the CDE to 
launch the second year of the project. 



Green Ribbon Schools - Private School Scores Athenian

Cross-cutting 5
Element IA: Improved energy conservation/energy-efficient building(s) 3
Element IB: Improved water quality, efficiency, and conservation 4.2
Element IC: Reduced waste production and improved recycling and composting pro 5
Element ID: Use of alternative transportation to, during, and from school 5
Element IIA: An integrated school environmental health program 15
Element IIB: High standards of nutrition, fitness, and quantity of quality outdoor ti 7.5
Element IIIA: Interdisciplinary learning about the key relationships between dynam 18
Element IIIB: Use of the environment and sustainability to develop (STEM) skills 3.75
Element IIIC: Development and application of civic engagement knowledge and sk 9.5
Total 75.95

Reduction in Environmental Footprint Summary
% Reduction in Energy 48%
% on-site renewables 65%
% GHG reduction *Yes
% irrig reduction 29%
% domestic reduction 3%
native plants/drought 100%
rainwater harvest/gray water? Yes/No Yes
% waste reduction/recycling rate ++60%
% non-car transport? 69%
Other efficient transport? Yes/No ** Yes
Have IPM Program (don't use pesticides)? Yes/No Yes
Do green cleaning? Yes/No Yes
Recycled paper ***100%

Comments/Explanation
* Athenian describes their GHG reduction in comments box, but not fully quantified,if they had, they would have +2 points.
++Athenian listed 48.5% in application, but there was an arithmetic error in recycling rate
** Athenian has diesel particulate filters on buses, vans are diesel blu-tec

***Athenian also reduced total consumption of paper by 800,000 sheets per year, in addition to purchasing 100% recycled content. 

 NB: Athenian is a day-boarding school, 472 students, 101 full/part-time staff, many live on campus full-time, a 75-acre site and 
 135,000 sq ft of buildings. They reduced energy use despite 7% increase in campus population, 10% inc buildings and adding AC.





The Athenian School 

Danville, California 

Summary of Achievement 

One of the ideological pillars Athenian was founded upon in 1965 was environmental 

stewardship, and nearly all of the 472 students get involved with an eco-friendly project. These 

include converting a beat-up Honda into an electric car, creating biodiesel for the school bus in 

the science labs, reducing water use through sustainable agriculture techniques and improving 

rain catchment, or working in one of the two student run organic gardens on campus. The 

environmental science class recently redesigned a trampled area that used to flood the rest of the 

campus into a native plants and animals sanctuary by using techniques learned in class. Seventh 

graders put in a “sensory garden” to connect to their literature class. This year’s senior gift of 

fruit trees will help kick start an orchard project using simply the runoff water from the baseball 

field as irrigation.  

Teachers across disciplines see value in both the bio-intensive garden and the 

permaculture garden as a science laboratory, photography subject, and source of poetic 

inspiration. Health and wellness educators built curriculum around the garden, compost, and 

organic food service, helping students make connections between diet, personal health, and 

environmental sustainability. The work of Athenian students has been recognized by numerous 

local and state organizations and featured in many television and magazine stories. Furthering 

the school's commitment to environmental literacy, the junior class spends 26 days in either 

Death Valley or the High Sierras, with the objective of gaining an understanding of the 

importance of regenerative ecosystems. 



The guiding principle in every school operation, including food service, construction, 

maintenance and renovation, is the school’s Environmental Stewardship Pillar. Aside from the 

student led efforts, three solar arrays exist on campus. The system now provides nearly 70 

percent of Athenian’s power. Almost 60 percent of the school’s hauled waste gets recycled, and 

no green waste leaves the campus due to the composting program. Despite an increase in the 

student population by 5% and building space by 10%, the school’s carbon footprint has been 

radically reduced in the last 6 years: (See chart below) 

-Non-renewable electrical power usage reduced by 60% 

-Water consumption down 25%  

-Waste haulage costs down 45%  

-Natural gas consumption decreased 40% 

The school’s location only augments the already robust commitment to the environment. 

The student body takes pride in being neighbors with Mt. Diablo State Park and being at the head 

of the Green Valley watershed. Students lead other students on nature walks to share knowledge 

of the local environmental surroundings. Athenian considers it important to be as inclusive as 

possible in sharing our stewardship of our 75 acres, so much so that part of the objective of the 

$2,000,000 in yearly financial aid is to fulfill the school's mission of a diverse student body who 

can contribute to the local environment while learning from their classmates. 

The Athenian School was recently a finalist, and the only school, in the Acterra 

Sustainable Business Awards. The school has also been certified as a green business by the 

Contra Costa Green Business Program. Athenian is the recipient of the 2009 and 2010 



Californian WRAP award, a founding member of Green Schools Alliance, winner of the 2010 

Green Cup Challenge, an EPA Green Power Partner, and an Alliance for Climate 

Education award winner for its biodiesel project and electric car project. The Sasson 

Foundation award funded the Permaculture garden project.  Sustainable Contra Costa 

County recognized the school as green school of the year in 2010, naming the school 

Sustainability Champion. 

Athenian is an active participant in the High Schools Environmental Summit hosted by 

Sustainable Contra Costa County.  The school has hosted meetings on environmental issues on 

its campus and also reached out to make presentations to other schools in the area.  Students have 

presented at The Green School’s Alliance in Ojai, CA, and at numerous other events.  A 

permaculture design course was run on campus in July 2011 at which faculty from other schools 

joined. 

A founding document of The Athenian School states: “A direct and respectful relationship 

with the natural world refreshes the human spirit and reveals the important lessons of recurring 

cycles and cause and effect.  Students learn to become stewards of the earth for the generations 

to come.” The school’s administration and Board of Trustees are guided by such ideals, along 

with the environmental goals set forth in the ambitious Strategic Plan, and ensure that they are in 

the DNA of the school’s academic program, building and maintenance policy, food service 

program and every other aspect of running the school.  In 2005, the school made a commitment 

to halve the use of the non-renewable resources of electricity and natural gas, and that was 

achieved by 2010.  A further reduction of 50% is in progress with a target date of 2020. 
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Athenian Utilities Resource Usage 

Waste $ Gas (Therms) Water (Gallons x 000) PG&E Electricity (KwH) Total Elec (Kwh)
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