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I stand in front of a spectacular group. Last year, when we started this program, we didn’t really know what to expect. This year, though, we had some idea: we were going to get some schools that did some pretty amazing things. But we really didn’t know how far and wide your programs would go, or the number of student, staff, and community member lives you’d touch. We didn’t – and couldn’t – imagine the innovation, the creativity, the dedication, and the hard work you’d put in to make sure your schools were as safe, healthy and sustainable and your students as environmentally literate as possible.

You still managed to surprise us. 

We added the District Sustainability Award this year, and you did not disappoint. Your districts are working to ensure sustainable, healthy school environments and effective environmental education.

Before we head off to our evening reception, I just want to spend a few minutes summarizing you – the 2013 ED Green Ribbon Schools and District Sustainability Award honorees as a group. 

You’ve saved money by tracking your energy consumption through Energy Star Portfolio Manager, installing geothermal and solar energy sources, changing light bulbs, and automating your lighting, HVAC and thermostats.  Your students educate building occupants to turn off the lights and water. You’ve earned CHPS, LEED and EPA Energy Star certifications and your students can give visitors tours of the green features of your buildings and grounds.  They serve on Green Teams where they monitor resource use and run recycling programs. 

Among you, you’ve saved tens of millions of dollars – probably far more -- by changing operations – and often, retrofitting -- your schools.  You train your students and staff to think and act thoughtfully, with health, safety and the future of the planet in mind. Those energy efficient bulbs improve classroom lighting. With money-saving building temperature controls, you’re improving thermal comfort and enhancing learning.

You’ve moved from Waste Free Wednesdays to Waste Free Every Days and participate with Terracycle, the Keep America Beautiful Recycle Bowl and the Funding Factory to trade in items for cash.  Your programs go well beyond bottles and cans; your students collect and recycle old crayons, bottle tops, printer cartridges, cell phones, drink pouches, and batteries.  Your career and tech students refurbish laptops for reuse by needy families.   You’ve switched to web-based communications, online report cards and students blogging their homework and teachers tracking changes to grade these assignments.  

You’ve installed permeable pavement, green roofs, rain barrels, bio-swales, low-flow and waterless restroom technology, and rain gardens with drought-resistant native plants.  Your outdoor classrooms are extensive:  Students plan, cultivate and harvest class gardens – organic, hydroponic, salad, pizza, math, social studies, literature, sensory, vegetable, wildlife, raised beds.   They also care for greenhouses, wetlands, arboreta, streams, forests, trails, and wildlife and native plant habitats. They use composting systems of all types.

Your students’ exposure to environmentally-friendly practices doesn’t begin and end on school grounds: it starts when they board retrofitted buses that use clean biodiesel and consolidated routes.  Students participate in walk and bike to school programs and use safe routes to school. In some of your schools, Alternative Transportation Day involves some creative means, including canoe and horse!  

Your schools implement Coordinated School Health plans. You use Indoor Air Quality Tools for Schools and the EPA’s Air Quality School Flag Program to indicate air quality indices outdoors.  You use cleaning products meeting industry custodial standards for health and safety. You test for dangerous contaminants, implement Integrated Pest Management, and follow the American Lung Association’s Asthma Friendly Schools guidelines. Your schools demonstrate that healthy school environments prevent students from missing classes due to illness and allow students to learn better. They protect our nation’s teachers from the long-term ill health effects of poor classroom environmental health conditions.  

Your students eat from fresh and organic fruit and vegetable gardens that grow spinach, summer squash, kiwis, okra, beets, radishes, lettuce, peppers, pumpkins, salad greens, limes strawberries, and more.  Your cafeterias feature vegan and vegetarian options, Fresh Fruit Fridays and Meatless Mondays. Whole grains and low-fat items abound on your schools’ menus, and you have incentive programs for students who choose plant-based entrees. Your students celebrate birthdays with healthy treats. You participate in Farm to School and Community Supported Agriculture programs and have designated AmeriCorps FoodCorps and Health Corps representatives. 

Your students engage in outdoor education, snowshoeing, mountain biking, fishing, orienteering, hiking, rafting, rock climbing, kayaking and camping.  Students and staff participate in dance, Tae Kwando, yoga, zumba and eurythmy. You participate in Hoops for Heart, Jump Rope for Heart, and Ride for Reading. 

Your schools celebrate National Environmental Education Week, Arbor Day, Earth Day and World Environment Day.  You are implementing environmental literacy plans.  

Students are tending to and learning about: frogs, birds, salmon, trout, tilapia, butterflies and – you probably heard about them – goats.  Your students get outdoors with hands-on projects learning amid ponds, wetlands, farms, and fruit groves. Every day, they engage with the natural and built environment, some of them spending as much as 50 percent of their learning day outdoors.  

Students conduct surveys of wildlife and monitor water quality. They research habitats, invasive species, trees and their scientific naming, and calculate what they need to maintain their gardens. They not only take trips to nearby parks and nature centers to learn about ocean kayaking and terrestrial hikes, but they also travel to Denmark, Mexico, Qatar, the Dominican Republic, and the Bahamas to study unique ecosystems firsthand. 

Your students use web dashboards to track the performance of their school buildings.  They write essays on water quality and star in environmentally themed plays like “Come Back Salmon”.  They publish green newsletters, pamphlets and storybooks, learn about the use of geospatial information systems, and calculate their carbon footprint.

Your students visit farms, car factories, and utility and tech companies. You offer internships and paid work with farms, environmental groups and local businesses. Your courses include such offerings as Health Science Careers, Aquaculture, Sustainable Design and Construction, Sustainable Agriculture, Agricultural Science and Technology, Sustainable Earth, Ecologia, Marine Sciences, Sustainable Oceans, Pre-Engineering, Wildlife Management, Urban Ecology, Sustainable Cities. 

Your students learn about STEM careers through hands-on projects—designing recycled robots, solar water heaters, solar ovens, solar-powered trikes, energy efficient cars, an eco-friendly milk carton recycling machine, and a sea wall to protect the coast from heavy storm surges and floods. They simulate spacecraft landings, and they build. They build windmills, nectar feeders, concession stands, high-mileage car, a Thoreau cabin replica and a 15-foot solar-powered boat. 

You’re empowering students with the information they need to make smart choices and to influence others to do the same.  Your students advocate with local and international government officials for lower environmental impact policies. Your students maintain public lands –restoring lakes, wetlands, creeks, and beaches; they remove invasive species, and plant native trees and shrubs. They implement storm water management strategies to protect local water supplies. They Adopt a Mile, Adopt a Stream, and Adopt a Highway.

They donate thousands of pounds of school garden harvest to local charities. They develop PSAs about ways to care for the environment and celebrate the Green Apple Day of Service. They hand out recyclable bags to shoppers, and donate acorns to the state nursery. They feed chickens, construct artificial burrows for owls, and provide shelter for turkeys, groundhogs, and deer. 

You have been extraordinarily resourceful in partnering with businesses, community organizations, and postsecondary institutions from Honda to Harvard to Home Depot; Audubon to  Auburn; the Indianapolis Colts to the Seattle Mariners – to see how sustainability concepts are implemented in the real world. Some of your other partners include Georgia Pacific, Turner Foundation, The Nature Conservancy, Boys and Girls Clubs, local churches, Boeing, McKinstry Co, 4-H, cities, towns, local farms and orchards.  Your post-secondary collaborations are equally impressive, including:  Saint Catherine’s University, Yale, MIT, Jackson State University, Colorado State University, University of Arkansas, California State University, University of Michigan, Western CT State University, Trinity College, University of Northern Iowa and University of Maryland.

Your schools have sustainability coordinators, energy conservation managers, indoor environment managers, and naturalists-in-residence.  Your teachers and staff obtain environmental education training from Project Wet, Project Wild, Project Learning Tree, and Leave No Trace, local universities and environment agencies, among others.

To assess environmental literacy your schools use Environmental Themed Capstone Projects, Environmental Roundups, and National Education for Sustainability K-12 Student Learning Standards.  Your schools are seeing the benefits of healthy, sustainable environments and environmental education in increased proficiency on state tests, increased GPAs, and AP Environmental Science credits.

You’ve accomplished things – like cost savings and student achievement -- as individual schools and districts that would make schools across the country green with envy; collectively, though, you’re out of this world.   

Congratulations. We are so thrilled to have you as our 2013 U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools and first-ever District Sustainability Awardees. 

Your challenge for being so good is to do what the Under Secretary said – engage more schools with these resources and webinars and your practices implementing them.  
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